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Chapter 1: Home

Aweek in California and the mansion felt like something I could finally breathe inside. Seven days of waking up to the sound of the ocean through open doors, and seven nights of falling asleep to the murmur of women’s voices from so many corners of the world. I lay in bed and listened to them, counting civilizations the way some men counted sheep: Egyptian, Greek, Greek, Greek, Roman, Roman, Carthaginian, and somewhere in the silence between sounds, Zafara, who somehow belonged to both antiquity and modernity.

The morning light through the master bedroom windows threw long rectangles across the floor. Down the hall, someone was laughing. A refrigerator door closed, a sound so ordinary I’d stopped hearing it years ago until I started watching ancient women react to it with the reverence most people reserve for minor miracles.

One week since Rome. One week since Julia had walked through the portal with her chin up and her eyes wide, since Livia had stepped through trembling and been caught by Tanith’s steady hand, since I’d watched Augustus fade from view and known I might never stand in that man’s presence again. One week of electricity and television and smartphones and the strange, gradual softening of shock into something like wonder.

I rose from bed, seeing the crumpled sheets around me. Most of the time, we slept together and sex was mandatory, but sometimes they wanted to sleep on their own. I put on some clothes and found Julia in the living room with a tablet balanced on her knees, her dark hair loose around her shoulders, wearing a pair of my sweatpants rolled at the waist and a t-shirt she’d claimed from my drawer without asking. She’d figured out how to swipe through photo albums and was scrolling through images of Rome, her finger pausing on each one as though committing the city to memory from a new angle.

“These are better than any painter could manage,” she said without looking up. “The light in them is real.”

“Magic,” I said with a wink.

She glanced at me, that quick Roman intelligence flashing behind her eyes. “Flattery from a man holding a divine gift. How novel.”

I laughed. She’d adapted to sarcasm faster than to the microwave.

What struck me about Julia wasn’t just how quickly she’d embraced modernity. It was how thoroughly she’d claimed it, the way a woman who had spent her life navigating imperial politics knew exactly how to occupy new territory. She’d commandeered my digital camera within two days and was taking pictures of everything: the Pacific at sunset, Thaleia arranging flowers in a vase, Cleo’s face when she tasted ice cream. She’d found streaming services and binge-watched three seasons of a historical drama about ancient Rome that made her snort with derision and then watch the next episode anyway. She’d tried on every piece of clothing in the house that remotely fit her, declaring some fashions barbaric and others sublime with the absolute certainty of a woman who had once judged gladiator matches from the imperial box.

Livia’s adaptation was quieter but no less profound. I found her most mornings sitting on the terrace overlooking the ocean, her auburn hair catching the light, her fingers tracing the edge of a coffee mug. What moved her was the absence of something she’d carried her entire life: the weight of a name, a family, a future already written by people who saw her as an instrument rather than a person.

The third morning, I’d watched her walk down the driveway alone, unescorted, wearing jeans and a loose sweater, her steps tentative at first and then firmer as she realized no one was following, no one was watching, no one cared that the daughter of a Roman senator was walking unchaperoned toward a convenience store that sold terrible coffee and magazines with headlines she couldn’t yet read. She came back with a paper cup and an expression I’d never seen on her face in Rome: something between disbelief and a slow, dawning joy.

“Nobody knew me,” she said that night, curled against my shoulder on the couch. “Nobody looked at me and thought about my father or my mother or what alliance my marriage might secure. I was just a woman buying coffee.”

“It’s called freedom,” I said.

“I know the word,” she replied in awe. “I didn’t know the feeling.”

Tanith adapted better. She’d mastered the stove within a day, dismissed the television as a trivial diversion, and spent hours at my computer researching Carthage, her green eyes fixed on images of ruins and museum exhibits with an expression that balanced curiosity against something deeper and less nameable.

“Tell me what happened,” she’d asked on the second day, pointing at a satellite image of modern Tunis. “After Rome. After my mother’s time.”

I told her as much as I knew. The destruction. The rebuilding. The long, complex archaeology of a city that had been buried and remembered and buried again. She listened without interrupting, her hand resting on the mouse, her fingers occasionally tightening.

“Samira would want to know it survived,” she said finally. “In some form.”

“You could write her a letter,” I suggested gently. “Zafara could deliver it.”

She’d looked at me then, her gaze direct and warm. “I might. Not yet.”

Neferu had become their natural guide. She remembered her own first week, her own wide-eyed encounter with refrigerators and light switches and the terror of a flushing toilet. She showed Livia how to work the washing machine, demonstrated to Julia that modern clothing was fashionoable, patiently explained to Tanith that yes, the water from the tap was safe to drink.

“You’ll get used to it,” she told them, and there was a kindness in her voice that came from having been exactly where they stood. “The strangeness fades. What remains is the choice you made to be here.”

The Greeks found the entire process hilarious. Thaleia, curled on the sofa with a throw blanket across her lap, watched Julia struggle with a zipper and raised an eyebrow.

“The mighty Romans,” she said. “Conquerors of the known world, defeated by a small metal fastener.”

Julia shot her a look that could have frozen the Mediterranean. “At least we bathed more than once a month.”

“An exaggeration,” Thaleia replied serenely. “It was twice monthly. In winter.”

Cleo, who had been silently sharpening a kitchen knife she’d claimed as her own, glanced up. “Sparta bathed when there was water. Rome bathed because they were afraid of smelling like men who worked.”

“Rome bathed,” Julia said icily, “because we understood that civilization meant more than enduring discomfort and calling it virtue.”

“It means statues with missing arms,” Cleo replied, and the dryness of her delivery was so perfectly Spartan that even Julia laughed.

Tanith, passing through with a carton of orange juice she’d learned to open without spilling, paused. “You’re both wasting breath. Carthage had bathhouses before either of you decided bathing was an accomplishment rather than a necessity.”

I leaned against the kitchen doorway and watched them. Millennia of history and rivalry and war compressed into a single California house where the biggest current conflict was whether Greek olive oil was superior to Roman. The impossibility of it should have been overwhelming. Instead, it felt like the only thing that made any sense.

Julia clapped her hands suddenly, the sound cutting through the bickering. “We made a promise when we first got here.”

Livia looked up from the book she’d been pretending to read. “We did?”

“We did,” Julia said firmly. “Roman food. Carthaginian food. A proper feast to celebrate our arrival. I believe someone” she turned to Tanith “made rather extravagant claims about a certain lamb dish.”

Tanith’s smile was all confidence. “Pomegranate lamb. It will change your life. All of your lives. Even yours, Spartan,” she added, nodding at Cleo.

“Greek lamb is superior,” Cleo said.

“Then make some,” Tanith replied. “We’ll compare. Like civilized people.”

“Civilized,” Julia muttered. “A novel concept for this household.”

They decided on Roman and Carthaginian today, Greek and Egyptian tomorrow, though Neferu pointed out that Egyptian cuisine had several thousand years on all of them and perhaps deserved its own day. Thea, who had been quietly arranging flowers on the dining table, suggested that maybe the food itself mattered less than the fact that they were all here to eat it, which was so characteristically Thea that even Cleo softened.

I watched them disperse toward the kitchen, arguing about olive oil and garum and whether pomegranate belonged anywhere near lamb, and felt something settle in my chest that had been restless since Rome. This was what peace looked like, or the closest thing to it I was likely to find: women who had never been meant to share the same century learning to share a kitchen, and doing it with more warmth than the history books had ever managed to record.

* * *

The kitchen had never been designed for seven women cooking simultaneously across two civilizations and several millennia of culinary tradition, which became immediately apparent when Julia cleared an entire counter with one sweep of her arm and declared it Roman territory.

“By what right?” Tanith asked, already unwrapping a leg of lamb on the opposite side.

“By the right of the woman who remembers where the olive oil is kept,” Julia replied, which was technically true. She’d memorized the kitchen layout faster than anyone except Neferu and the greeks.

I retreated to the doorway. My role in this operation had been clarified within approximately ninety seconds: I would fetch things from high shelves, I would stay out of the way, and I would express appropriate admiration at intervals. It was, objectively, a better deal than I usually got.

Julia had Neferu’s help sourcing ingredients she remembered from Rome: garum, a fish sauce that made the entire kitchen smell like the Mediterranean port at low tide, fresh herbs, olive oil that Thaleia insisted was inferior to Greek presses but which Julia used anyway with pointed disregard. Livia worked beside her.

“The eggs should be beaten properly,” Julia instructed, demonstrating with a whisk. “Like this. The patina won’t set evenly otherwise.”

“I know how to beat eggs,” Livia said, with a dryness that made Julia smile.

“Of course you do. I’m ensuring our Roman honor remains intact. The Spartans are watching.”

Cleo was, in fact, watching from the breakfast bar. She had a cup of tea between her palms and her expression suggested she found the entire Roman approach to cuisine unnecessarily complicated.

“Eggs,” she said. “Beaten. With things in them. Revolutionary.”

“You’re welcome to contribute something Spartan,” Julia replied without looking up. “Provided it involves more than barley and regret.”

“Spartan black broth would improve your complexion,” Cleo said. “Though I admit the smell is challenging.”

“Challenging,” Thaleia murmured from the sofa where she was braiding Thea’s hair. “A generous assessment.”

Outside, Tanith had fired up the grill and was tending to her lamb. The marinade was pomegranate juice reduced with honey and spices I couldn’t name, and the scent of it carried through the open sliding doors and wrapped around the house like something alive. She turned the meat with long metal tongs, her dark curls pinned back, her green eyes tracking the color change.

“Twenty minutes,” she called in. “Maybe less. The fire is good today.”

“It’s a gas grill,” I said. “It’s exactly as good as it was yesterday.”

She shot me a look that combined affection with mild contempt. “The fire hears you. Show respect.”

Neferu moved between stations with the ease of a woman running a household that had once served a pharaoh. She tasted Julia’s egg mixture, nodded approval, then drifted to Tanith’s marinade and dipped a finger in with the casual authority of someone who had been seasoning food while Rome was still a village of huts on seven hills.

“More cumin,” she told Tanith. “Not much. Just here.” She pinched a measure between her fingers and sprinkled it. “Egyptian cumin. The best.”

“Egyptian,” Tanith said. “Of course.”

“The Nile valley has been growing spices while your ancestors were still learning to sail,” Neferu replied, and there was no malice in it.

Thaleia abandoned Thea’s hair and appeared at Julia’s elbow, examining the Roman preparations with the curious tilt of her head that meant she was comparing it to something Corinthian.

“You’re using too much garum,” she observed.

“I’m using the correct amount of garum,” Julia said.

“Your correct amount would pickle a horse. Corinthian garum is subtler.”

“Corinthian garum is watered down to appeal to delicate palates,” Julia replied. “Roman garum respects the fish.”

“The fish is deceased,” Thaleia said. “It requires no respect, only appropriate seasoning.”

Thea, who had been quietly arranging a platter of figs and dates, glanced up. “Could we perhaps focus on the fact that we’re all cooking together instead of arguing about fermented fish sauce?”

“Thea,” Cleo said, “always the voice of reason between warring city-states.”

“Someone has to be,” Thea replied, and the warmth in her voice took any edge off the words.

I leaned against the counter and let it wash over me. The arguing, the teasing, the specific competitive joy of women who had been raised to believe their civilization’s food was superior to all others, even when it wasn’t yet their turn to prove it with modern appliances and an audience that included actual Greeks and Romans and Egyptians. It should have been chaos. It was, instead, the most orderly chaos I’d ever witnessed, a kind of ancient Mediterranean détente conducted with spatulas and serving spoons.

Tanith cornered me by the refrigerator, her fingers leaving a faint smear of pomegranate on my wrist when she caught my arm. “The lamb is perfect,” she said. “You’ll see.”

I kissed her on the lips.

We carried everything outside to the terrace table where the Pacific stretched blue and endless beyond the railing. Platters of Roman egg patina, Carthaginian pomegranate lamb sliced and glistening, warm flatbread, olives Thaleia had arranged in a spiral pattern because beauty mattered to her even in appetizers. We poured wine that was Californian but could have passed for something Mediterranean if you didn’t examine the label too closely. The women served each other with a generosity that momentarily suspended the competition, and for a few minutes there was just the sound of metal on ceramic and the pleased murmur of people eating food made by hands they loved.

I looked around the table and tried to hold the image. Egyptians, Greeks, Romans, a Carthaginian, and Zafara, who sat at the far end with her plate barely touched, her dark eyes distant in a way I had learned to recognize. She was listening to something the rest of us couldn’t hear.

“Zafara,” I said, low enough that the others, caught in their own conversations, wouldn’t notice. “You okay?”

“I’m fine,” she said. “Enjoy the food.”

But her fingers were restless against her glass, and her gaze kept drifting toward the horizon as though something beyond the ocean was calling her name.

* * *

The pool caught the afternoon light and threw it back in broken pieces across the terrace stone. We’d migrated there after the feast, carrying wine glasses and the laziness that follows good food and too much laughter.

Julia was the first in the water. She’d claimed a one-piece swimsuit in deep blue that Neferu had helped her select, and she entered the pool with one clean dive that barely disturbed the surface. When she came up, her dark hair was slick against her skull and her eyes were bright with joy.

“Romans,” Cleo observed from her lounger, where she was stretched out. “Always showing off.”

“Greeks,” Julia called back, treading water. “Always criticizing the people having fun.”

Livia had chosen more cautiously: a modest two-piece in pale green that she kept adjusting self-consciously until Thaleia gently stilled her hands and told her she lookeed beautiful, which made Livia blush. She sat at the shallow end with her feet in the water, watching Julia.

Tanith had no such hesitation. She’d found a black swimsuit that might have been designed for her, and she moved through the water. When she surfaced near the edge where I was sitting, water beaded along her collarbones and caught the light like hammered metal.

“The Romans adapt quickly,” she said, nodding toward Julia, who was now demonstrating a backstroke that involved considerably more splashing than technique. “I expected no less. The Carthaginian approach is merely more dignified.”

“You’re showing off too,” I said.

She grinned. “Obviously. But with restraint.”

The teasing came easily. Thaleia, curled on a lounger with a wide-brimmed hat that made her look like she belonged on a 1920s Riviera postcard, watched the newcomers with affectionate amusement.

“It took me three weeks to stop being afraid of the television,” she told them. “Julia figured out streaming services in two days. I’m considering a formal complaint about Roman cultural arrogance.”

“Corinthian modesty is its own form of arrogance,” Julia replied, pulling herself out of the water and reaching for a towel. She dropped onto the lounger beside mine and leaned close, her skin cool and damp against my arm. “I’ve made a list,” she said. “Things I want to see. Modern Rome, obviously. The museums that hold the things my father’s father’s father built. But also… everything else. Concerts. Those enormous buildings in your cities that touch the clouds. Places where women lead armies or companies or whatever it is you call the things men used to do exclusively.” Her eyes were alight with it, that hunger for experience that had drawn me to her from the first day in Rome. “Promise me you’ll show me. All of it … Soon.”

“I promise,” I said, and meant it.

Livia found me later, when the group had scattered to different corners of the pool area and the conversation had softened into the comfortable murmur of people digesting both food and the strangeness of their own lives. She sat beside me on the stone edge, her legs dangling in the water, close enough that our shoulders touched.

“It’s the mornings,” she said quietly. “That’s when it feels most real. Waking up and for those first few seconds, before I’m fully awake, I expect to hear my mother’s voice from the hallway or the sound of the household slaves moving through the rooms. And then I open my eyes and it’s just… silence. California silence. And I remember that nobody is coming to tell me what to wear or whom to see or what I’m allowed to want.” She looked down at her hands, at the water distorting her feet beneath the surface. “In Rome, I dreamed about freedom the way children dream about flying. I didn’t think it would feel like this. Like standing at the edge of something so large I can’t see the other side.”

“What does it feel like?” I asked.

She thought about it. “Like freedom … And I kinda like it.”

I took her hand. Her fingers were warm from the sun and slightly wrinkled from the water, and they curled into mine with a trust that felt older than either of us.

Tanith found me by the pool’s deep end where I was floating on my back, staring at the California sky and trying to count civilizations instead of clouds. She slipped into the water beside me with barely a ripple and treaded there, her face level with mine, her green eyes steady.

She reached out and brushed a drop of water from my cheek with her thumb, a gesture so tender it almost didn’t seem like her until you looked at her eyes and saw that Tanith tenderness was simply another form of her directness: offered plainly, without flourish, because she believed in it. “I love you.”

I kissed her on the lips. “I love you too.”

Around us, the afternoon settled. Neferu had gathered the newcomers on the shaded patio and was telling them about her own first weeks, her voice carrying the measured warmth of someone recounting a journey she had survived and now could offer as guidance. Thea listened, her hands folded in her lap. Cleo sat slightly apart, as she usually did, but she was listening as well.

“The strangeness doesn’t go away,” Neferu was saying. “It changes shape. One day you stop being surprised by light switches and start being surprised by how much you’ve forgotten to miss. The people, yes. Always the people. But the feeling of belonging to a place… that rearranges itself. You find it here, in pieces. In the kitchen. In the garden. In the way someone says your name.” She looked at Livia, then at Julia, then at Tanith, and there was something in her gaze that was older than any of us, the patience of a woman who had left a civilization behind and built something new from its fragments. “It takes time. Give yourselves that.”

I was watching them, caught in that fullness that comes from witnessing people you love find their footing, when I noticed Zafara.

She had been quiet all afternoon. Quieter than her usual composed silence, which was itself a language I had learned to read. She sat in a wrought-iron chair at the far edge of the patio, a book open in her lap that she hadn’t turned a page of in twenty minutes. Her dark eyes were fixed on the middle distance, and her head was tilted slightly, as though she were listening to a conversation happening just beyond the range of human hearing.

Then she turned, sharply, toward the house. Her whole body oriented, her spine straightening, her hand going to the arm of the chair. For three heartbeats she stared at the mansion as though someone had called her name from inside an empty room.

I was beside her before I’d fully decided to move. “Zafara.”

She focused on me with that effortful drag of attention I’d seen at the table. “Nathan.”

“What’s happening?”

She held my gaze for a long moment, and I watched her decide how much to say.

“For several days,” she said quietly, “I’ve been aware of a presence. Reaching toward me across a distance I can’t quantify.” She paused, and her fingers tightened on the chair arm. “It’s not hostile. I would know if it were. But it’s… persistent. Someone is looking for me. Someone with considerable ability.”

I knew it was a sign for a civilization calling her for help. “Who?”

“I don’t know. Ancient, certainly. Older than Rome. Possibly older than Egypt.” She frowned, and the expression was so rare on her face that it carried more weight than alarm would have. “It’s gone now. It comes and goes. Like a radio signal fading in and out.”

“From where?”

“Somewhere I haven’t been in a very long time.” She placed her hand over mine, and her skin was cooler than it should have been for a woman sitting in afternoon sun. “Enjoy the rest of the day. Please. This isn’t something that requires concern. Not yet.”

But her eyes were already drifting back toward the house, and whatever peace the afternoon had built settled over something that no longer felt entirely solid beneath us.

* * *

Evening came on the way California evenings do, the light draining from blue to amber to a deep oceanic purple that made the windows into mirrors. We’d moved inside, carrying the last of the wine, spreading across the living room couches.

Julia had commandeered the largest sectional and was scrolling through something on her tablet, her feet in Livia’s lap, her dark hair falling across one eye in a way that made her look younger. “I want to see a concert,” she was saying. “A proper one. With thousands of people and lights that change color and music so loud you feel it in your chest. The Romans had nothing like it. Our theaters were dignified. Dignified is overrated.”

“Dignified has its place,” Livia said, but she was smiling. She had a book open across her knees, something modern with a glossy cover, and she was turning pages.

“Name one dignified thing worth preserving,” Julia challenged.

“The concept of personal hygiene.”

“Already preserved. Next.”

Tanith was stretched on the floor beside the coffee table, her head propped on one hand, studying a world atlas she’d pulled from a shelf. She traced the coastline of North Africa with her fingertip, pausing at the dot labeled Tunis, and said nothing, but the set of her shoulders carried acknowledgment: this is where I was, this is where I am, the distance between them is real and I am choosing to live inside it.

I sat in the armchair with a glass and I watched them. Julia’s fierce joy. Livia’s quiet wonder. Tanith’s grounded certainty. The Greeks scattered across the remaining furniture in various states of repose, Thaleia braiding a strand of Thea’s hair without looking at it, Cleo sitting upright. Neferu moved between rooms with a dust cloth, wiping surfaces that didn’t need wiping, her version of contentment, coming occasionaly to me for a kiss and a hug. Zafara sat in the corner armchair, a book open in her lap.

When I looked at Zafara her book had gone still in her hands and her eyes were fixed on something beyond the living room wall. Beyond the house. Beyond, I suspected, the entire coast of California.

“Zafara.”

She didn’t answer. Her fingers had tightened on the book’s spine.

“Zafara.”

She focused on me with that dragging effort, and what I saw in her eyes was recognition, as though someone had spoken a name she hadn’t heard in centuries. Even if I’d known her the longest, she was still the most mysterious woman. It was just her personality. I wouldn’t change her even if I could.

“It’s back,” she said. Her voice was low, meant for me alone, but the room had gone quiet around us. “Stronger. Much stronger. Someone is calling me. Across a distance that…” She shook her head. “I need to answer … alone.”

She stood, set the book on the side table, and walked from the room without another word. We heard her footsteps down the hallway, the soft click of a door closing and then silence.

Julia was the first to break it. “What just happened?”

“I don’t know,” I said. It was the truth, and it sat in the room between us.

“Magic,” Neferu said from the doorway where she’d paused, dust cloth in hand. She said it the way another woman might have said rain or dinner, with the certainty of someone who had lived beside Zafara long enough to stop being surprised by the inexplicable. “She becomes like this sometimes. Goes distant. Returns with answers none of us knew to ask for. It’s how she’s always been.”

“Even you don’t know what she’s doing?” Livia asked, looking at me.

“Especially me,” I said. “Being closest to Zafara means accepting that there are rooms in her you don’t get to enter. Not because she doesn’t trust you. Because some knowledge requires its own privacy.”

Thea, who had been listening, smiled faintly. “It’s comforting, in a way. Knowing that even the man with divine powers doesn’t understand the woman who gave them to him.”

“We understand each other,” I said. “Understanding isn’t the same as knowing everything.”

We tried to resume the evening. Julia turned on the television at low volume, some nature documentary about oceans that caught the light in blues and greens across the darkening room. Livia returned to her book. Tanith kept tracing the atlas, her finger moving from Tunis to Sicily to the boot of Italy with the focus of someone memorizing a journey she might one day make in reverse. The Greeks settled into their own quiet conversations. I sat in the armchair and watched the hallway and did not go after her.

Trust was the thing Zafara had asked for, explicitly and otherwise, from the first day I’d met her. Trust that she saw further than I could. Trust that her secrecy served purposes larger than mystery. I had given her that trust in fragments, sometimes willingly and sometimes because I had no better option, and it had carried us through Egypt, Greece and Rome … and I had a feeling somewhere else soon as well.

The minutes stacked. Ten, fifteen, and the documentary moved from sharks to coral reefs, the blue light pulsing across Julia’s intent face. Livia’s pages turned with gradually slowing rhythm. Tanith closed the atlas and picked up a magazine, flipping through it. Cleo had not moved at all, which meant she was paying more attention than anyone.

Then the door opened. Zafara came back into the living room without hurry, without announcement, her composure so complete that you had to know her well to see the currents moving beneath it. But I knew her well, and what I saw was surprise and wonder, carefully contained but present in the set of her mouth and the brightness of her eyes.

She crossed to the armchair and sat beside me, close enough that her thigh pressed against mine through the fabric of our clothes. She took my hand. Her fingers were warm. Whatever she had encountered in that closed room, it had not left her cold.

“What happened?” I asked.

She looked at me, and the smile that touched her lips was the one she reserved for moments when history turned in a direction she had hoped for but not expected. “Our next adventure is closer than you think.”

The room had gone quiet again. I was aware of all of them watching us, the documentary’s narration a distant murmur beneath the sharper silence of nine people holding their breath.

“Closer how?” I said.

Zafara’s hand tightened on mine. “Someone found me, Nathan. Someone from the ancient world. Someone who needs your help.”

* * *

We gathered around her the way planets gather around a sun, rearranging ourselves across couches and floor cushions until Zafara sat at the center of a loose semicircle, her dark eyes moving from face to face, deciding how much history to unpack in a single evening.

“Her name is Amytis,” she said. “She is twenty-six. A priestess. Devoted to the goddess Anāhitā in the Persian court.”

The name landed in the room and sat there. None of us knew it, which was itself unusual; between Zafara’s encyclopedic knowledge and the collective historical awareness of seven women pulled from antiquity, there weren’t many names from the ancient world that drew blank stares. This one did.

“She has prophetic gifts,” Zafara continued. “Not like mine. She cannot travel. But she sees across time. For months she has been seeing me. A woman appearing in her dreams, moving through rooms Amytis has never visited, performing acts of magic she recognizes as belonging to a tradition far older than her own. She spent months trying to reach me: rituals and meditations. Attempts to bridge a gap that, by any conventional understanding of magic, should be unbridgeable. Tonight, she succeeded.”

“Hold on,” I said. “Someone from… when, exactly? How far back?”

“Further than Rome,” Zafara said. “Further than Carthage. She lives in Persia. Around 450 BC.”

The number hung in the air. I did the math roughly in my head. Two thousand five hundred years ago. A quarter of the way back to the invention of writing. A time when Greece was a collection of warring city-states, when Rome was barely more than a village, when the pyramids were already older to Amytis than Amytis is to us.

“They need a fertility god,” Zafara said, and her eyes found mine. “She saw you, Nathan, repeatedly. A foreign man beside me. A man with…” She paused, and the corner of her mouth did that faint upward tilt that was the closest Zafara came to acknowledging the cosmic joke we were all living inside. “Extraordinary fertility. Wherever you appeared in her dreams, women conceived. Children were born. Communities that had been diminished by war began to recover. She saw life following you the way light follows the sun.”

It was the usual. This would be my fourth time a civilization needs me.

“Where in Persia?” I asked. “Exactly.”

“Susa. The royal city. She serves in the court of Artaxerxes.”

The name shifted something in the room. I felt it before I saw it: a change in the air, a tightening, a collective intake of breath that came entirely from the Greek corner of our little council.

Cleo was on her feet before I’d fully processed the shift. “Persia,” she said. The word came out flat, stripped of affect, a stone dropped into still water.

Thaleia had gone very still on the couch, her hands folded in her lap, her dark eyes fixed on Zafara with an intensity that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with memory. Thea, beside her, had pressed her lips together and was looking at the floor as though it contained some answer the rest of us couldn’t see.

“The Persian Wars,” Thaleia said quietly. “They’re within living memory for her. For any Greek alive in her time. Xerxes. Thermopylae. Salamis.” Each name dropped into the room with the weight of a life, or thousands of lives. “The city where I was born still has widows who lost husbands to Persian arrows. The harbor at Corinth still repairs triremes damaged at Salamis.”

“Xerxes is currently dead,” Zafara said. “Artaxerxes is his son. The Persia of 450 BC is a different empire. Wounded and contained. No longer the force that burned Athens.”

“Persia is Persia,” Cleo said. She hadn’t moved. She was standing exactly as she had risen, her spine straight, her hands loose at her sides, and the quiet in her voice was more unsettling than shouting would have been. “The name doesn’t change because the man wearing the crown does.”

I patted her thigh. “You won’t be following us,” I told her. “They’ve been as badly hit from wars as you were. I’ll help them repopulate their cities and towns and get paid for it. It’s business as usual, not politics.”

“Will you bring any persians back?” Thea asked.

“Only if they’re friendly,” I said, which made them a bit more relaxed. “Anāhitā … Tell me about her.”

“A Persian deity,” Zafara said. “Associated with water, fertility, healing and conception and childbirth. The protection of communities. She is…” Zafara considered her words as she looked at the greeks. “Not unlike your Aphrodite in certain aspects. Though the Persian conception of the divine is different from the Greek. Less personal, perhaps and more encompassing.”

“Water,” Thaleia murmured. “Fertility. I would like to meet this priestess. Regardless of what her ancestors did to mine.” She said it lightly, but the weight beneath the lightness was real. It was the weight of a woman choosing curiosity over inherited hatred, and it landed in the room with more force than Cleo’s rigidity had.

Julia chuckled and then groaned. She had drawn her knees to her chest. “We’ve been here a week,” she said. “One week. Livia and Tanith and I unpack our things, learn to use a microwave, and you’re already planning the next departure.”

“It’s what he does,” Neferu said. She said it without judgment, a simple statement of fact. “He leaves. He returns. The house holds steady while he’s gone. We’ve done it before.”

“Not all of us,” Livia said softly. She had been quiet through the entire exchange, her book forgotten in her lap, her eyes moving between faces as though trying to map a territory she hadn’t expected to navigate. “Some of us have just arrived.”

“The timing is not ideal,” Zafara acknowledged. “But prophecy rarely consults convenience.”

I looked at Livia, then at Julia, then at Tanith. Three women who had crossed time for me a week ago and were now being told that the man they’d followed might be leaving again, drawn by the dreams of a priestess none of us had met. Their faces carried variations of the same feeling: disappointment carefully contained, worry not quite hidden, the ache of people who had just found solid ground being asked to watch it shift beneath them.

“Zafara can bring me back to almost the same moment,” I said. “Time travel means I don’t have to be gone for months. It could be days for you. Hours, even.”

“Time without you is time without you,” Tanith said. “Regardless of its duration.”

She wasn’t wrong. I reached for her hand across the couch gap and she took it, her fingers warm and sure around mine, and I felt the same grip from Julia on my other side and knew, without looking, that Livia’s hand would find mine too if the geometry of the room had allowed it. They had chosen me. The least I could do was acknowledge the cost of that choice, even when the cost was simply missing me for a few days of perceived time.

“When?” I asked Zafara.

“Not tonight. But soon.”

I looked at them. At Neferu’s calm competence. At Thaleia’s curious warmth. At Thea’s gentle steadiness. At Cleo’s rigid honor and the conflict moving behind her eyes. At Julia’s fierce intelligence already calculating the angles. At Livia’s quiet courage. At Tanith’s bold certainty. And at Zafara, who had set all of this in motion and now sat watching it unfold.

“So Persia is next?” I asked.

Zafara smiled. The smile reached her eyes and stayed there, warm and certain and carrying the weight of something she had seen coming long before any of us sensed its approach.

“Persia,” she said, “is calling.”


Chapter 2: Persia is calling

Iwoke to the warmth of bodies that had rearranged themselves around me in the night, the way water settles around a stone after the ripples fade. Neferu’s arm was across my chest. Livia’s head rested on my shoulder. Julia had claimed the space behind me, her front pressed against my back, her breath warm against my neck. Tanith’s hand lay flat on my stomach. The Greeks had scattered across the remaining real estate of the bed, Thaleia curled near my feet, Thea beside her, Cleo taking the far edge.

The morning light came through the open balcony doors in a long, clean bar that fell across the sheets and seven women and me, and for a moment the only sound was breathing and the murmur of the Pacific. I lay very still and tried to hold it exactly as it was: 2020s, a bed that could hold civilizations, and the quiet that comes between one adventure and the next.

Then I remembered Persia. The word landed in my chest with a weight that had nothing to do with the bodies around me. Persia. The name itself carried echoes: Xerxes, Thermopylae, the three hundred, images from movies, from textbooks, from the stories Cleo and Thaleia and Thea had told me about the war that shaped their world. I had stood on the Acropolis in Pericles’ Athens. I had walked Spartan ground with Queen Gorgo. Now I was going to walk into the empire those women had fought against, thirty years after Xerxes’ invasion.

I eased myself from the tangle of limbs with the care of a man disarming something that might detonate. Livia murmured and shifted. Julia’s hand reached for me in her sleep and found an empty sheet. I pulled on a pair of shorts and padded barefoot through the quiet house.

Zafara was already in the living room. Her dark hair was pulled back, and the morning light caught the angles of her face in a way that made her look both younger and older, the way very ancient things sometimes do in certain light.

She glanced up. “Good morning.”

“Did you sleep?”

“Enough.”

I dropped onto the couch. “Tell me what you actually know about where we’re going.”

Zafara looked at me. “Susa. Royal city of the Persian Empire. Year, by your reckoning, approximately 450 BC. Artaxerxes has been on the throne for about fifteen years.”

“Artaxerxes. Son of Xerxes.”

“Yes.”

“Xerxes. The one who burned Athens. The one who sent his army against three hundred Spartans at a mountain pass.”

“The same. Though Xerxes is dead by now. The empire Artaxerxes inherited is not the one his father led into Greece. It is larger in territory but diminished in confidence. The Greek wars cost Persia more than the Greeks ever fully understood. Men, ships, treasure. The belief in its own invincibility. Artaxerxes rules an empire that knows it can be defeated, and that knowledge sits uneasily beside the rituals of divine kingship.”

I absorbed that.

“Artaxerxes also faced a revolt in Egypt,” Zafara continued. “Athens supported it. Persian forces have only recently reestablished control over the country.”

I thought of Neferu, asleep in my bed, of the Egypt I had walked through with Ramses. “So Egypt is part of the Persian Empire now.”

“Yes. The rebellion failed. Persian rule has been restored, though it is not always welcome.”

I leaned back against the couch cushions and tried to order the geography in my head.

“The Persian Empire at this time stretches from the Indus Valley to the Aegean coast,” Zafara said. “It contains dozens of distinct peoples, languages, and customs. The Greeks called them all Persians, but the empire itself was more complex than that label suggested. Artaxerxes rules through regional governors, military garrisons, and a bureaucracy that, for its time, was remarkably efficient.”

I knew fragments. What every American kid who paid half-attention in world history class knows: Cyrus the Great, the royal road, the immortals and the battles the Greeks won against impossible odds. But that knowledge came filtered through Greek sources, through Herodotus, through movies that turned Persians into ornamented villains. I had no idea what the empire actually looked like from the inside, what its people believed, how its cities functioned when they weren’t burning.

“It’s strange,” I said. “I’ve been to Greece. I’ve talked to people who lost fathers and brothers to Persian arrows. I stood in Sparta and listened to a queen talk about Thermopylae like it happened last season. And now I’m going to walk into the palace of the man whose father ordered those arrows.”

“History is rarely as simple as the side you first encounter,” Zafara said. “The Persia you’re about to enter is not the empire that invaded Greece. It is its aftermath. A wounded power trying to rebuild, under a king who watched his father’s ambition crumble against smaller forces with greater conviction.”

I listened to her.

“Amytis saw me in her visions,” Zafara continued. “A fertility figure moving through Persian lands, women being loved, communities recovering. She reached across time because her king needs what you carry, Nathan, as restoration.”

The word hung between us. Restoration … the quiet, human work of helping places heal after war had taken too much. It was what I had done in Egypt. What I had begun in Greece before Augustus’s summons pulled me to Rome. There was a pattern forming, and I was only now seeing its shape.

“I’m excited,” I said, and was surprised to find I meant it. “Not just because it’s another ancient civilization. Because it’s the other side of something I’ve already seen. The view from the palace instead of the battlefield.”

Zafara smiled. “Then you’re ready. Or as ready as anyone can be before stepping into 450 BC.”

* * *

“We should find clothing,” Zafara said over breakfast, a piece of toast in one hand, her eyes on a list she’d written in her flowing script. “Something that won’t mark us as complete strangers upon arrival, even if your face will do that regardless.”

The rest of the girls had woken up and were now eating breakfast with us.

“I have clothes,” I said.

“Modern clothes. In 450 BC Persia, they would assume you were either mad or from a tribe they’ve never encountered, neither of which is ideal for a first impression.”

This was reasonable. “There’s a place in Westwood that carries Persian clothing and historical reproductions. I found it online,” I said.

“We’ll go after breakfast,” Zafara said.

“What kind of shop?” Julia asked, her mouth full of the cereal she had become alarmingly devoted to.

“Persian clothing,” I said. “Traditional stuff. Tunics, loose pants, that kind of thing.”

“I’m coming,” Julia said.

“I as well,” said Tanith.

“I would like to see,” Livia added.

Neferu was already clearing plates. “I’ll help choose.”

“I’m coming,” Thaleia announced. “Someone needs to ensure the aesthetic standards are maintained.”

“I’ll come too,” Thea said quietly.

Cleo looked up as well. “Me too.”

So that was seven women, Zafara, and me, which meant we needed transportation capable of moving a small archaeological conference across Los Angeles. I ordered the largest Uber option my phone would offer.

We piled in and arranged ourselves across the remaining bench seats. Livia sat on my lap because there was literally nowhere else for her to go. Tanith pressed against my right side. Neferu, Thaleia, Julia and Thea occupied the middle row with Cleo somehow fitting herself into the very back beside our eventual bags.

The driver took one look at us through his rearview and said nothing, which was either professional discretion or the recognition that any question would open a conversation he was not equipped to handle.

* * *

The shop sat on a tree-lined street in Westwood, its windows filled with bolts of embroidered fabric and mannequins wearing garments that wouldn’t have looked entirely out of place in a history textbook. Inside, the air smelled of incense and new cloth. A bell chimed when we entered, and the woman behind the counter looked up at nine people spilling through her doorway and did an admirable job of not appearing visibly alarmed.

Zafara took immediate command. She moved through the racks with the confidence of someone browsing a familiar department, pulling tunics, holding them to the light, examining stitching with a critical eye that made the shop owner straighten slightly behind her counter.

“Too modern,” Zafara said, setting aside a beautifully embroidered piece. “The cut is contemporary. We need something simpler. Longer sleeves, looser through the body. Think function over ornamentation.”

“Why not ornamentation?” Thaleia asked, fingering a gold-threaded border. “He’s meeting royalty, isn’t he?”

“He’s meeting a priestess first,” I said. “And possibly royalty later. I’d rather not show up looking like I’m dressed for a costume party.”

“He should look like a traveler,” Zafara said. “Someone from the edges of the empire, perhaps. Foreign enough to explain the strangeness, familiar enough in silhouette not to cause immediate concern.”

What this translated to, in practical terms, was a long-sleeved tunic in a deep rust color, loose linen trousers that gathered at the ankle, a woven belt, and a light outer garment that Zafara called a candys, which looked to me like a very elegant bathrobe but which she insisted was period-appropriate for a man of some standing.

I tried it all on in the fitting room, emerging to find seven women arranged in a semicircle like a tribunal convened to assess a particularly puzzling defendant.

“Well,” Julia said.

“He looks,” Livia said carefully, “very…”

“Persian,” Tanith finished. “Actually, he does. The cut of the shoulders works with his frame.”

“He looks like he’s about to recite poetry about desert winds,” Thaleia said, but she was smiling.

“I think it’s attractive,” Thea said. “The color brings out his eyes.”

“Acceptable,” Cleo said, which from her was roughly equivalent to a standing ovation.

Neferu stepped forward and adjusted the fall of the sleeve. “The belt is too loose. Here.” She tightened it, her fingers quick and sure, and something in the drape of the fabric shifted from awkward to intentional. “Better.”

Zafara circled me once, her head tilted. “It will serve. I can make adjustments once we’re there if needed. The basic silhouette is right.” She turned to the rack and selected two more tunics in different weights, added another pair of the loose trousers, and handed the stack to the shop owner, who was watching this entire exchange with an arched brow.

Zafara chose her own clothing: a long, flowing dress in a deep blue that wrapped across the body and fastened at one shoulder, plus a lighter garment she called a veil that could be arranged according to circumstance.

“You look like you’ve worn this your entire life,” I said as she examined herself in the mirror.

“I have worn versions of it in several lives,” she replied. “The cut changes. The principle of adaptation does not.”

We paid. The bags were substantial. As we gathered by the door, laden with fabric that would carry us twenty-five hundred years into the past, Julia caught my arm.

“Ice cream,” she said.

“Now?”

“Before we go home. It’s directly on the route. I checked the map on your phone while you were changing.”

“One does not simply announce an ice cream expedition,” Thaleia said, “without expecting universal support.”

They descended on me with the coordinated enthusiasm of women who had discovered that modern desserts were one of the few unequivocal improvements over antiquity. Julia kissed my cheek. Livia took my hand. Tanith linked her arm through mine. Neferu raised an eyebrow that conveyed both judgment and tacit participation. Even Cleo, who treated most modern luxuries with Spartan skepticism, had been observed eating an entire pint of mint chocolate chip in a single sitting when she thought no one was watching.

“Fine,” I said. “Ice cream.”

We emerged onto the sidewalk with our bags, and two guys walking past did a double-take so pronounced I could practically hear the mental arithmetic: one man, many women, all of them touching him in some configuration of hands and arms and linked elbows that broadcast intimacy with the subtlety of a billboard.

One of them muttered something to his friend. I caught the word lucky and the tone that went with it.

“They’re confused,” I explained to the women as we walked. “In this time, it’s… unusual. For one man to be with multiple women openly. There are rules about it. Social expectations.”

Julia snorted. “Barbaric.”

“Deeply provincial,” Tanith agreed.

“Rome had similar rules,” Livia pointed out.

“Rome had many rules,” Julia said. “I find I care less about those rules in retrospect.”

The ice cream shop was three blocks down, a small storefront with a striped awning and a line that moved with the sluggish determination of Los Angeles afternoon. We ordered in shifts. Julia chose something called pistachio rose that turned her lips pink. Livia, after careful consultation with the menu board, selected vanilla with hot fudge and spent the first three bites in a state of reverent silence. Tanith went for mango sorbet and then immediately commandeered a spoonful of Livia’s hot fudge with a giggle.

Thaleia had coconut. Thea chose lemon. Cleo, after a long and visibly conflicted assessment of the options, selected dark chocolate and then ate it with pleasure.

Neferu sat beside me with a cup of honey lavender, which she ate in small, deliberate spoonfuls.

I had tea. I sat with my cone, and I glanced at Zafara, who had chosen cardamom. We were all sitting at a metal table on a Los Angeles sidewalk, bags of Persian clothing at our feet and the Pacific somewhere beyond the buildings, and the absurdity of it hit me with a force that made me laugh out loud.

“What?” Julia asked, her spoon paused midway to her mouth.

“Nothing,” I said. “Everything. Look at you. Look at us.”

They looked. They saw what I saw: the convergence, the collision of timelines that should never have touched, all of it held together by choices and chance and the stubborn fact that I had somehow become the man around whom these women had decided to love. I had started with a camera and a freelance career and ended up here, with beautiful civilizations in my bed and ice cream on my fingers and another ancient empire waiting on the other side of a portal only Zafara could open.

Tanith held her spoon toward me. “Taste.”

I did. The mango was bright and sharp against the tea’s sweetness.

“Does Persia have anything like this?” she asked.

Zafara considered. “Frozen desserts, yes. Not like this. Closer to shaved ice with fruit syrups, honey, sometimes rosewater. They have remarkable sweets. Pastries filled with dates and nuts. A drink made from fermented mare’s milk that I do not recommend you try.”

“Noted,” I said.

Julia leaned forward, her dark eyes suddenly serious beneath the play of the afternoon light. “How long will you be gone?”

I looked at her, at Livia, at Tanith. The newest arrivals, the ones for whom California was still fresh wonder rather than settled home. “From your perspective? Barely any time at all. A few days, maybe. The time travel itself takes time, but once we’re in the past, time doesn’t pass here. You know that.”

“I know it,” Julia said. “Knowing and feeling are different languages.”

“We’ll be back,” I said. “Quickly. With stories.”

“With clothing that smells like somewhere else,” Neferu observed.

“With answers,” Zafara said quietly.

We finished our ice cream. We gathered our bags. We walked back toward the Uber pickup point with the sun lowering behind the buildings, and I carried the weight of Persian fabric in one hand and Livia’s fingers in the other, and tried to hold the moment exactly as it was: warm, ordinary, full of women I loved, and the last quiet thing before we stepped through into whatever waited on the other side of 450 BC.

* * *

We gathered in the living room as the afternoon light began its long slide toward evening. Zafara had changed into the blue dress, the fabric falling in clean lines from her shoulder to the floor, the veil arranged loosely around her arms. I wore the rust tunic and loose trousers, the candys draped across one shoulder the way she had shown me, and the clothing felt both foreign and curiously right against my skin, as though my body recognized a silhouette it had never worn.

We traveled light because we had to, and because Zafara believed that arriving with too much from the future compromised the integrity of the experience.

The women arranged themselves across the couches and chairs. Neferu in the armchair, her hands folded in her lap, her composure perfect. Thaleia and Thea side by side on the loveseat, Thaleia’s arm around Thea’s shoulders. Cleo standing by the window. Julia on the sectional with one leg tucked beneath her, looking for all the world like a woman about to receive a diplomatic briefing rather than say goodbye. Livia beside her, closer than the cushion required, her book abandoned on the side table. Tanith leaning against the wall near the hallway, her arms crossed, her green eyes steady on mine.

Zafara stood in the center of the room. She removed the amulet from around her neck and held it flat on her palm, and the living room air changed the way it always did when she began: a thickening, a charge, the stillness that comes when something very old prepares to move.

She closed her eyes. Her lips moved in words I could not hear and would not have understood if I had. The amulet caught the fading light and held it, and then the light changed, shifting from gold to something bluer and more concentrated, and the air above her palm began to ripple.

I had seen this before. In Egypt, in Greece, in Rome. Each time the portal opened, it carried the same vertigo, the same sense of standing at the edge of something that obeyed rules my biology had not evolved to comprehend. The rippling intensified. The blue light deepened, spread, and then the center of it thinned to transparency, and through that transparency I could see not the wall of my living room but something else entirely: sky, pale and vast, and beneath it the suggestion of landscape, mountains rising in a haze of distance.

The portal stabilized. It hung in the air of my living room like a window into another world, which was precisely what it was.

I turned and looked at them. Neferu, whose Egypt I had walked through. Thaleia, whose Corinth I had visited in fragments. Thea, who had given me her letter in a garden in Ephesus. Cleo, whose Sparta had tested me and found me worthy, or worthy enough. Julia, who had shown me Rome from the height of the Palatine and then chosen to leave it behind. Livia, who had played her lyre on the Nile and whispered her fears against my chest in Carthage. Tanith, who had asked me to be her first and never once regretted the asking.

They were thousands of years of history. They were women who should never have met, who had been born centuries apart, who had loved and fought and built lives in worlds that no longer existed, and here they were, gathered in a room with central air conditioning and a television on standby, watching a man in Persian clothing prepare to step through a hole in time.

I went to Neferu first. She rose from the armchair and I took her face in my hands and kissed her, and her hands came to my wrists and held there, and she did not say be careful because she never did. She said, “Come back to us,” which was both a request and an expectation, and I promised I would.

Thaleia stood to meet me, her warmth immediate and sure. “Bring me something beautiful,” she said against my ear. “Something small. From a market, perhaps.”

“I will,” I said.

Thea’s embrace was lighter but no less firm. “Tell them about Corinth,” she said. “If you meet Greeks there. Tell them it survived.”

Cleo did not embrace so much as she allowed herself to be embraced, her body rigid for one heartbeat and then yielding with a sigh I felt more than heard. “Persia,” she said. The word carried its full weight. “Be the man I know you are.”

Julia caught my face between her palms and kissed me with the intensity she brought to everything, and when she pulled back her eyes were bright with something that was not quite worry and not quite excitement but some fierce compound of both. “Do not,” she said, “under any circumstances, get yourself killed in a civilization I haven’t even visited yet. I have historical questions that require your continued existence.”

“Noted,” I said.

Livia’s arms went around my neck and her face pressed against my chest and she held on. “Hurry,” she whispered.

Tanith was last. She uncrossed her arms and stepped into me and her kiss was direct and warm. “I’ll be here,” she said. “We all will. Doing whatever it is we do when you’re not watching.”

“I’ll miss that,” I said.

“Obviously. Now go meet your priestess.”

I turned to the portal. Zafara was already at its edge, one hand extended toward the transparency, her profile sharp against the blue light. She looked back at me once, nodded, and stepped through.

The women were watching. Their faces held variations of the same expression: love, worry, curiosity, the complex cocktail of feelings that came with loving a man whose life involved regular disappearances into the past. I raised a hand. I said, “Back before you know it.”

Then I turned and stepped through after Zafara.


Chapter 3: Susa

The portal swallowed me and spat me out, and the difference between worlds hit with the force of something physical. One moment the cool, conditioned air of a California living room, the next: heat. Dry, pressing heat that carried the smell of earth and dust and something green and alive beneath the aridity. The ground beneath my feet was hard-packed dirt, baked by a sun that hung higher and whiter than the light I’d left behind. I swayed, caught my balance, and breathed.

Persia. 450 BC. The numbers rattled in my head like coins in an empty jar, too abstract to mean anything against the reality of sun on my shoulders and the sound of horses shifting their weight somewhere to my right.

Zafara stood a few paces ahead, already composed, already looking like she belonged exactly where she was. The blue dress she’d chosen in Westwood caught the light and held it, and the veil she’d arranged around her arms stirred in a breeze that carried no salt, no Pacific memory, nothing I recognized.

I turned in a slow circle and tried to take it in. We had emerged on a flat expanse of what looked like cultivated land, though the crops were low and parched in the midday heat. Beyond the fields, the land rose in gentle undulations toward distant mountains that faded into a pale, dusty blue. The sky was enormous. California had big sky, but this was different: an unbroken vault of pale, almost white light that pressed down on everything beneath it and made the distance seem both vast and clear. There were no buildings, no power lines and no sound except wind through dry grass and the soft, living noises of the horses and the murmur of human voices that I now realized had been there from the moment we arrived.

They were waiting for us. Zafara had told me as much, but knowing it and seeing it were different things. A group of perhaps eight or nine people stood in the shade of a cluster of date palms about fifty yards from where the portal had deposited us. Horses, six of them, held by attendants in loose, earth-colored clothing. Several men with spears and short swords at their belts, their posture alert, their eyes fixed on us. Their eyebrows went up when they saw me. I was used to that look by now. The blonde hair, the blue eyes, the height that marked me as foreign in any century before the last one. It was the look people gave curiosities, and I had stopped being offended by it somewhere between Egypt and Greece.

My attention found the woman standing at the center of the group, and everything else in the landscape receded.

She was tall for a woman of her time, or so I assumed from the way she stood among the men around her. Slender but curved, with an olive-to-light-brown complexion that the sun had touched without burning. Her hair was the first thing I noticed: thick, glossy black, arranged in an intricate pattern of braids and waves that fell past her shoulders and caught the light like something alive. It was partly covered by a sheer fabric that only made the darkness beneath more striking. Her eyes were large, almond-shaped, dark brown and watchful beneath strong, expressive brows. A straight nose, high cheekbones, full lips that were set in an expression of careful composure. She wore cosmetics, but subtly: dark lines that enhanced her eyes without transforming them, the faint sheen of scented oil on her skin that I could smell from where I stood. Her clothing was layers of finely woven fabric in deep blues and rich browns, draped and belted at the waist in a way that accentuated the curve of her hips and the fullness of her breasts, which strained slightly against the fabric with each breath. Gold at her ears, at her wrists, and a torque at her throat.

I knew her before Zafara said a word. Amytis. The Seer of Anāhitā. The woman who had reached across twenty-five centuries because she had seen me in her dreams.

She stepped forward as Zafara approached, and the two women met with a warmth that surprised me. Amytis took both of Zafara’s hands in hers and held them, and the composure I had seen from a distance fractured into something warmer and less guarded.

“You came,” Amytis said. “I was not certain, even at the end, whether the ritual would hold.”

“Your ritual was elegant,” Zafara replied. “I felt it for days before I answered. Few people have the patience or the skill to reach across time the way you did.”

“You left a door open,” Amytis said. “I merely found it.”

Then she turned to look at me, and the change in her expression was so immediate and so visible that the men standing behind her exchanged glances. The composed, aristocratic mask of the priestess fell away, replaced by wonder. She studied my face with an openness that bordered on rudeness, her dark eyes moving from my hair to my eyes to my shoulders and down the length of my body in a slow assessment that left no part of me unexamined. I stood very still and let her look. After twenty seconds she seemed to remember where she was, and the composure settled back over her features like a veil being drawn, but not before I had seen enough to know that whatever Amytis had witnessed in her visions, the reality of me standing in front of her was affecting her in ways that had nothing to do with prophecy.

Zafara placed a hand on my arm. “Amytis, this is Nathan. The man from your visions.”

Amytis inclined her head in a gesture that managed to be both regal and intimate. “Welcome to Persia, Nathan.”

“Do I look like him?” I asked. “The man you saw. In your dreams.”

The question hung between us. The men with the spears shifted their weight. One of the horses snorted.

“You look exactly as I remember,” she said. Her eyes held mine a beat longer than courtesy required. “Though the visions are… different. They show fragments and moments. Standing here, seeing you move, hearing your voice… that is its own experience.”

What she wasn’t saying was written all over her face, in the way her gaze kept finding mine and holding, in the slight flush that had appeared along her cheekbones beneath the olive tone of her skin. Her interest was not purely religious. It was human, immediate, and she was making no effort to conceal it from me, even if the men behind her might have missed the subtleties.

“I am Amytis,” she said, and I heard the formality returning to her voice, the cadence of a woman who introduced herself to strangers as part of her role. “Priestess of Anāhitā, attached to the court of His Majesty Artaxerxes, King of Kings. He has been informed that your arrival was expected today. You and the lady Zafara will be received as my guests in Susa. We have horses. The journey is not long.”

She gestured toward the mounts being held ready, and I saw that two had been prepared with care: larger animals with richer tack, clearly intended for Zafara and me. The men with the spears relaxed fractionally, though their eyes still tracked me with the wariness of men who had not decided whether I was a divine messenger or a very tall foreigner with inexplicable hair.

I looked at Zafara. She was watching me with that slight, knowing tilt to her mouth that meant she had seen everything I had just witnessed and found it entirely according to plan.

“Ready?” she asked.

I looked at Amytis, at the horses, at the distant haze that I now realized must be Susa itself, and felt the familiar surge of something I had stopped trying to name: the alertness that comes when you step into a world you have only ever read about and discover that the air itself is different from what the books described.

“Ready,” I said.

* * *

The horse beneath me was a different animal from the ones I’d ridden in Egypt or Greece. Larger, with a broader chest and a gait that felt smoother, as though the animal had been bred for distance rather than speed. The saddle was little more than a padded cloth secured with a girth strap, and I found myself sitting higher than I was used to, my feet dangling closer to the ground. The Persian style, apparently. Ride tall, see far, cover the empire one patient stride at a time.

Amytis rode beside me, not by accident. The formation had arranged itself with the natural hierarchy of people who understood protocol: Zafara slightly ahead with two of the guards, Amytis and I in the middle, the remaining attendants trailing behind with pack animals. Close enough that I could hear the soft jingle of the gold at her wrists when she adjusted her grip on the reins, close enough that the scent of whatever oil she wore reached me whenever the breeze shifted.

The road was unpaved but well-maintained, wide enough for two carts to pass, beaten hard by generations of feet and hooves and wheels. We passed farmers working fields of barley and wheat, their backs bent to the sun, their clothing simpler versions of what the guards wore: loose trousers, tunics, head coverings against the heat. They looked up as we passed, and I saw the same expression cross each face: recognition of Amytis, followed by confusion at the sight of me, followed by the careful blankness of people who had learned not to stare at things they weren’t meant to see.

Other travelers moved in both directions. A merchant with a train of donkeys laden with clay jars. A group of men on foot carrying tools I didn’t recognize. Two women riding together on a single horse, their veils arranged to shield their faces from dust rather than from male gaze. What struck me, riding beside Amytis and listening to the fragments of conversation that reached us from passing groups, was the diversity of languages. I heard Persian, certainly, the flowing cadence that Amytis spoke, but beneath it other tongues, other accents, the particular music of places I had no names for.

“This isn’t what I expected,” I said to Amytis after we had been riding long enough.

“What did you expect?” she asked. Her eyes were on the road ahead, but I could feel her attention beside me like warmth.

“Honestly? Something more… uniform. More Persian. Everyone in the same clothes, speaking the same language, looking the same way. That’s how the movies show it.”

“Movies,” she repeated, testing the word, obviously not knowing what it meant. “These are the stories your people tell about us?”

“Some of them. And school. World history class. Cyrus the Great, the royal road, the immortals. Xerxes and the three hundred Spartans.”

At the name Xerxes, she froze for a second. “Xerxes,” she said. “The father of our current king. Not a figure from ancient history to us. A man whose reign many people still living can remember. My own father served in his household guard for a time, before I was born.”

The statement landed with the weight it deserved. I had stood in Sparta. I had sat across from Queen Gorgo and listened to her speak about Thermopylae. I had walked the Acropolis with Pericles and felt the shadow of Persian fire still warm on the stones. And now I was riding beside a woman for whom Xerxes was not a villain from a textbook but the father of the king she served, a man whose decisions had shaped the world she lived in with the immediacy of recent memory.

“It’s strange,” I said. “Being on both sides of the same war.”

“Were there sides?” Amytis asked. “The histories your people tell. Do they acknowledge that the empire lost fathers and husbands and sons as well?”

The question was gentle but pointed. I thought of Thaleia’s face when we had discussed Persia the night before, the weight of inherited grief that even her warmth could not entirely dissolve.

“They don’t,” I said. “Not really. The stories are about Greek courage. Persian numbers. The little guys winning against the big empire.”

“We were both little guys to someone,” Amytis said. “And both empires, in our way.”

She said it without bitterness, which surprised me. There was a quality to her that I was beginning to recognize: a stillness that came not from emptiness but from depth, the calm of someone who had learned to hold complicated truths without needing to simplify them.

“How did you become a priestess?” I asked. “Anāhitā’s seer. That’s not a role someone stumbles into.”

She smiled, and the smile reached her eyes in a way that made the gold at her wrists seem dull by comparison. “I was born into it, in a sense. My family has connections to the temple. But the visions came later. When I was sixteen, perhaps seventeen. At first they were fragments, colors, sensations, places I had never been. Then they became clearer. People, events and words being spoken in rooms I would not enter for years. The temple recognized what was happening. The Magi tested me. The visions proved reliable enough that people began to listen.”

She spoke about Anāhitā with the ease of someone describing a close friend. A goddess of waters, of fertility, of conception and childbirth. A protector of communities, a bringer of prosperity, a force for purity in a world that understood purity as something that sustained life rather than restricted it. Her hands moved as she talked, tracing the shape of a vessel, the flow of a stream, the curve of a pregnant woman’s belly, and I watched her fingers and thought about the devotion of a woman who had dedicated her life to the making and preserving of life itself.

We crested a low rise, and Susa came into view, and for a moment even Amytis was forgotten.

The city lay across the plain like something built by a different order of beings, something planned, something vast, something that announced its purpose before you reached its gates. A raised platform of pale mud brick formed the base, and on that platform stood the royal complex: columned halls, courtyards, gardens visible as flashes of green against the pale stone. The walls caught the sun and threw it back in panels of deep blue, amber and white. Glazed brick, Amytis said when she saw me looking. Lions and patterned designs decorated sections of the palace facade, their colors startlingly vivid even at this distance. Beyond the royal precinct, the lower city spread toward the river, a dense mosaic of rooftops and narrow streets and the smoke of a thousand cooking fires rising into the white sky.

I had seen Egypt’s monuments. I had walked the Acropolis. I had stood in Augustus’s Rome. None of them had prepared me for the statement that Susa made: not we are powerful, but we have always been powerful, and we built this to remind you of the fact.

“Welcome,” Amytis said softly, “to the heart of the empire.”

I looked at her, at the city, at the distance we had yet to cover, and was struck again by how small I was against the history unfolding around me, with a woman beside me who had already seen me become part of it.

* * *

The gates of Susa were not what I expected. Not the massive, defensive structures of medieval Europe or the ceremonial arches of Rome, but lower, wider, built to accommodate the flow of an empire’s business rather than to impress with their grandeur. They stood open. Guards in the same earth-colored tunics as our escort watched the traffic with bored alertness. Then they saw me, and the boredom evaporated.

We passed through into noise. Immediate, enveloping noise that hit like a wall after the relative quiet of the road. Voices in half a dozen languages I couldn’t place. The creak of cart wheels on packed earth. The bleating of goats being driven toward some unseen market. The smell of baking bread and cooking meat and the sharper, less pleasant odors of a city where two thousand years of sanitation progress had yet to occur. Dyes, tanneries and the particular musk of too many bodies living in too little space with too few baths.

The streets were narrow and shaded by awnings stretched between buildings, creating a patchwork of shadow and harsh sunlight that made the crowd seem to pulse as it moved. Merchants called from stalls lining both sides, their goods arranged on cloths spread directly on the ground: pottery, textiles, metalwork, spices in small clay pots that released their scent when the breeze shifted. I saw lapis lazuli the color of midnight, worked into beads and pendants. Cedar wood, pale and fragrant. Bronze tools laid out in neat rows. A woman selling dates from a basket balanced on her head moved through the press with the confidence of someone who had been doing this every day of her adult life.

What struck me, walking beside Amytis with Zafara a few paces behind, was the diversity of the crowd itself. Our escort cleared a path, but even so I caught glimpses of faces that belonged to continents I couldn’t name. A man with features that might have been Egyptian, dressed in a style I didn’t recognize. A group of women whose clothing and bearing marked them as something other than Persian, moving together with the cohesion of travelers far from home. Soldiers in different uniforms, speaking different versions of what sounded like Persian, their weapons as varied as their accents. An empire, I realized, not a kingdom. A machine designed to absorb difference rather than erase it, to extract loyalty from a hundred different peoples by letting them remain, in some essential way, themselves.

The royal complex emerged gradually from the urban density, rising on its platform of pale mud brick until the streets opened onto a broad plaza and the full scale of the thing became visible. Columned halls, courtyards glimpsed through gateways and gardens visible as terraced greenery climbing the platform’s sides, irrigated by channels that caught the light like veins of silver. The walls were faced with those glazed bricks I had seen from a distance, blue, amber and white forming intricate patterns and figures along sections of the palace facade. The overall effect was less monumental than Egypt’s temples had been, less austere than Sparta’s royal quarters, less crowded with historical weight than Augustus’s Rome. Instead, Susa announced itself through color, through order, through the deliberate beauty of a place built not just to house power but to display it as something worthy of admiration.

“I thought we’d go straight to him,” I said to Amytis as we approached a gateway where more guards stood at attention, their spears upright, their eyes tracking our approach with the focus of men who had been briefed. “Artaxerxes. The king.”

She smiled. “The Great King does not receive visitors the moment they arrive at his gates, Nathan. Even visitors who arrive through doorways that do not, strictly speaking, exist. Your presence has been announced. He will receive you formally tomorrow, in the Apadana, with the appropriate ceremony.”

“Apparently even being a fertility god can’t get you an immediate appointment,” I said.

She laughed, and one of the guards flicked a glance in our direction before resuming his statue impression.

“You may want to be slightly more careful with that sense of humor when you actually stand before him,” Amytis said. “Artaxerxes appreciates candor. He appreciates it considerably less when it borders on irreverence, and he has very specific ideas about where that border lies.”

“Noted,” I said. “Formal tomorrow. Jokes optional, context-dependent.”

“Exactly.”

Our guest quarters occupied a section of the royal complex set slightly apart from the main administrative buildings, accessible through a colonnaded courtyard where a small fountain played into a basin of pale stone. The rooms were spacious by ancient standards: a central chamber with low cushioned platforms arranged along the walls, a sleeping area separated by a woven partition, a bathing room with a sunken tub already filled with water that steamed gently in the afternoon heat. Windows set high in the walls admitted light and the distant sounds of the palace without the full force of the sun. The floors were covered with woven rugs in patterns of deep red and blue that felt soft beneath my sandals after hours on horseback.

Servants appeared without being summoned. Two women brought trays of food: flatbread still warm from whatever oven had produced it, bowls of yogurt drizzled with honey, dates, pistachios, a clay pitcher of something that smelled like wine cut with water and spices. They arranged everything on a low table in the center of the room, nodded to Amytis, and withdrew without speaking a word.

Zafara moved through the space. She tested the cushions, examined the bathing room, ran a finger along the edge of the window and studied the dust that came away on her skin.

“Acceptable,” she said. Which from Zafara was roughly equivalent to a five-star review.

Amytis stood in the doorway, one hand resting on the frame, and I watched her make the transition from guide to host with the fluid adjustment of a woman who had been trained to read rooms and the people in them.

“I should let you rest,” she said. “The journey, the heat… it is a lot to absorb in a single afternoon.”

Or she could show me more of Susa. The offer was there in her eyes before she spoke it, in the slight tilt of her head, in the way her fingers traced the doorframe as though reluctant to leave it.

“Or,” I said, “you could show me more of the city. If you have the time. I’ve been sitting on a horse for hours. Walking sounds better than resting.”

The smile that touched her lips was quick and genuine and carried none of the composed restraint she had maintained for most of our ride. “I would like that.”

I looked at Zafara. She was already settling onto one of the cushioned platforms, a piece of flatbread in one hand, her eyes moving between Amytis and me with an expression I had learned to interpret over months of sharing a bed with a woman who saw further than I ever would.

“You should go,” Zafara said. “I have reading to do. And you… have a city to learn.”

The knowing quality in her voice was clear. Zafara had orchestrated too much of my life for me to believe that her decision to remain behind was anything but deliberate. She had seen the current moving between Amytis and me from the moment we stepped through the portal, and she had just created the conditions for it to deepen.

I caught her eye. She raised an eyebrow, very slightly, and the message was clear: I know what I’m doing. So do you. Now go do it.

Amytis was already in the corridor, waiting, the afternoon light catching the gold at her wrists and the dark fall of her hair, and whatever hesitation I might have felt evaporated in the warmth of her smile and the simpler, more immediate fact that I wanted to spend the rest of the day beside her, walking through a city I had never expected to see, learning it through her eyes rather than through books written thousands of years after its dust had settled.

* * *

Amytis did not show me Susa the way a tour guide shows a city to a visitor. She showed it to me the way a woman shows her hometown to someone she wants to understand her, which is a different thing entirely. We avoided the widest avenues, the most official thoroughfares. Instead she led me through quieter streets where the awnings cast deeper shadows and the press of bodies thinned to something manageable. She pointed out a bakery where the bread, she said, had been made the same way for three generations, the recipe passing from mother to daughter. She paused at an intersection where five streets converged in a small, irregular plaza, and told me that as a child she had believed the convergence was magic, that standing at the center meant you were briefly connected to every part of the city at once.

“Was it?” I asked.

“All intersections are magic to children,” she said. “The magic is in the believing, not the geometry.”

She took me to a small temple set back from the street behind a courtyard planted with pomegranate trees. Not the grand, columned structure I had expected, but something quieter, more intimate, its walls painted with scenes of women beside water, of children playing, of fields heavy with grain. A stone vessel in the center held a flame that burned without visible fuel, tended by an elderly woman who nodded to Amytis with the familiarity of long acquaintance.

“The temple of Anāhitā,” Amytis said in a quality I had not heard when she spoke about the royal complex or the city’s administration. “One of many. Not the largest. But it is where I first learned to recognize her voice.”

Her fingers traced the painted figures on the wall without quite touching them. She knelt briefly beside the flame, her lips moving in words I could not hear, and when she rose her composure had deepened into something that looked like peace.

“Water,” she said, answering the question I hadn’t asked. “Life. Conception. Childbirth. Purity. The protection of communities. Anāhitā is all of these things, but she is not… separate from them. She is the water in the stream. The child in the womb. The prosperity of a village that has enough young men to work its fields. We do not worship her as a figure who lives apart from us. We recognize her in the world she sustains.”

I watched her face as she spoke and understood that whatever devotion animated her was not performance. It was the grounding force of a life built around seeing clearly in a world that offered very few certainties.

“Tell me about you,” I said as we left the temple and returned to the shifting light of the late afternoon streets. “Not the priestess. You. How you grew up. How the visions changed everything.”

She told me as we walked. A childhood in the upper city, near the royal complex. A father who had served in Xerxes‘ household guard, a mother who had connections to the temple that predated Amytis’s birth. The first vision at sixteen: a room she would not enter for three years, a conversation she would overhear exactly as foreseen. The testing by the Magi, the slow accumulation of credibility, the moment when a vision about a failed harvest in a distant province proved accurate enough that people at court began to take notice.

“Artaxerxes listens because I have been right about things that matter,” she said. “Not always. The visions are fragments. They show possibilities, not certainties. But enough possibilities have become real that when I told him about you, he did not dismiss it as the fancy of a woman who spends too much time staring at sacred flames.”

“You told the king of Persia that a fertility god was going to show up because you saw him in your dreams,” I said. “And he didn’t have you locked up.”

“He considered it,” she said dryly. “Then he considered the state of certain provinces, and the visions began to seem slightly less improbable.”

We had reached a quieter section of the city, where the streets widened and the buildings gave way to gardens visible through gateways. The afternoon light was slanting now, throwing long shadows across the pale brick, and the heat had begun its slow retreat toward something bearable.

Amytis’s hand found my arm when she wanted to direct my attention, her fingers resting on my forearm, the contact brief but pointed, as though she were reminding herself that I was solid, that I was here, that the man from her visions was walking beside her on a Susa afternoon with dust on his sandals and the wrong color hair.

She stood close when she explained things. She studied me when she thought I was looking elsewhere. I caught her at it twice, her gaze moving over my shoulders, my hands, my face with an openness that would have been rude if it hadn’t been so frankly admiring.

“You keep staring at me,” I said finally. We had paused beside a small canal where water moved between stone banks toward some unseen garden, and the sound of it provided cover for a conversation that had been moving in this direction for most of the afternoon.

She did not deny it. She turned to face me fully, her head tilted slightly, her composure intact.

“I have been seeing you for months,” she said. “In fragments, in moments but never standing still long enough to study properly. Forgive me if reality requires adjustment.”

“Is it disappointing? The real thing versus the vision?”

Her eyes moved over me in a slow assessment that started at my hair and ended somewhere below my belt, and the flush that had been coming and going all afternoon settled into something permanent along her cheekbones.

“Disappointing is not the word I would choose,” she said. “Distracting, perhaps. Considerably more distracting than the visions were, and they were distracting enough.”

I laughed, and a woman passing with a water jar glanced at us with the expression of someone witnessing an intimacy she had not been invited to share.

Amytis held my gaze. “The powers,” she said. Her voice had dropped, and the formality had abandoned it entirely. “They’re real? What I saw? Women becoming pregnant with certainty, even barren ones.”

“Yes. That part’s real. Among other things.”

“Min,” she said. “The Egyptian god. Zafara told me.”

“She did. Egyptian fertility, Persian hospitality. Apparently the empire is more ecumenical than I gave it credit for.”

“Persia has always welcomed the gods of other peoples,” Amytis said. The priestess was back, briefly. “Though I admit my interest in your particular divinity is becoming…”

“Suspiciously personal?” I suggested.

“Genuinely curious,” she said, but the smile that accompanied it undermined the formality completely.

We walked back toward the royal complex as the light turned gold, and I found myself paying less attention to the city than I had on the way out. Susa was extraordinary. Its scale, its diversity, the statement it made about an empire that had learned to absorb the world rather than merely conquer it. But the woman beside me had become more interesting than any building, any garden, any glazed brick frieze of imperial archers. I wanted to know what made her laugh when she wasn’t being careful. I wanted to know what she dreamed about when she wasn’t dreaming about me. I wanted to know whether the composure ever cracked completely, and what lay beneath it when it did.

We reached the colonnaded courtyard outside our guest quarters, and Amytis paused at the base of the steps. The gold at her wrists caught the last of the light. Her hair had come partly loose from its arrangement during our walk, and a strand of it fell across her cheek in a way that made me want to reach out and tuck it back, not because it needed arranging but because touching her had become a thought I could no longer comfortably contain.

“Eat with me tonight,” she said. “Here. I’ll have food brought. Nothing formal, just… conversation. There are things I need to explain about why you’re here. Why Artaxerxes wanted you brought to Persia. It’s more complicated than a handful of miraculous pregnancies.”

“I’d like that,” I said.

She held my gaze, smiled cutely, and then she was gone, moving back toward whatever part of the complex housed her own quarters, her figure receding down the colonnade until the shadows took her.

* * *

The servants had arranged the room for evening. Lamps burned in clay holders set along the walls, their light warm and shifting, throwing our shadows large against the plaster. The low table had been spread with more food than two people could reasonably consume: flatbread, grilled lamb seasoned with something that made the air smell of cumin and sumac, yogurt swirled with honey, pistachios, dates, figs split to show their crimson flesh. Wine in a pitcher that the servant poured before withdrawing with a bow that encompassed both of us and then, pointedly, neither of us, as though the man had assessed the situation and decided that whatever happened next was beyond his pay grade.

Amytis had changed into a dress of finer weave, the blue deeper, the gold at her wrists complemented by a single necklace of worked gold that lay against her collarbones. Her hair was loose, falling past her shoulders in waves that the braids had held in check all afternoon, and she had washed the dust from her face, leaving her skin clean and glowing in the warm light.

We ate. We talked. She asked about Egypt, about Greece, about Rome, and I told her about Ramses and Pericles and Augustus with the detachment of a man discussing history with someone who had lived it. She listened, her eyes never leaving my face, her questions precise and curious.

“You walked through time,” she said, “in body. You stood in rooms that were ancient to you and spoke to people who are already legend to us.”

“It’s still strange,” I said. “Every time. The moment when you realize that the person across from you belongs in a museum, except the museum doesn’t exist yet, and neither does the concept of museums, and you’re just two people having a conversation.”

She smiled, and the smile reached her eyes and stayed there, warm and wondering. “And now you’re here. Having a conversation with me.”

The wine was good, better than I had expected. Cut with water the way the Greeks did it, and it warmed the space between us as the lamps burned lower and the sounds of the palace settled into the quiet of a building where most of its occupants had gone to bed.

“So what did you mean earlier? About this being more complicated than a handful of miraculous pregnancies?”

She set her cup down. “The empire you see around you,” she said, “is powerful. It is wealthy. It stretches from the Indus to the Aegean, and every satrapy within those borders acknowledges Artaxerxes as the King of Kings. But that power hides a cost. A human cost that has been accumulating for more than half a century.”

She told me about the wars, the Persian story of an empire that had been fighting for so long that the fighting had become the background condition of its existence. The Ionian revolt, decades before Artaxerxes was born. Darius carrying the war to Greece and meeting defeat at Marathon. Then Xerxes, Artaxerxes’s own father, assembling the greatest army the empire had ever raised and marching it into Greece with the certainty of a man who believed the world was his to shape. The campaign that should have ended Greek resistance forever instead ended in disaster. Men by the thousands never came home. Ships sank. Treasure was lost. And the fighting did not stop. It shifted, it continued, it burned along the Aegean coast and into Egypt when the rebellion there drew Athenian support and forced Artaxerxes to commit yet another army to a war that consumed still more lives.

“Fifteen years,” Amytis said. “Artaxerxes has ruled for fifteen years. For most of those years, his attention has been on survival. On defeating enemies. On holding an empire together that has been at war for longer than many of its people have been alive. Only recently has he been able to lift his eyes from the battlefield and look at what the battlefields have cost.”

She had seen that cost herself. In travel, in the provinces she visited as part of her role, in the communities where the absence of men had become the defining feature of daily life. Widows who had buried husbands decades ago and never remarried because there were no men to marry. Women who had reached marrying age during the years when the army was taking so many of the able-bodied men, and who had simply… aged out of the expectation. Farms where the labor force had dwindled to women, children, and men too old or too injured to fight. Villages where the birth rate had fallen so low that grandparents outnumbered grandchildren, and the future of the place was a slow, visible retreat.

“I began seeing those places in my visions,” Amytis said. “As they could be. Renewed and repopulated. Children in streets that had been quiet for years. Women who believed they would never bear children holding infants in their arms. And you were there, Nathan. In every vision. Moving through these communities. Loving women. Bringing life back to places where life had been draining away for a generation.”

She brought the visions to Artaxerxes. The king listened because Amytis had been right before, about harvests, about rebellions, about outcomes that affected the treasury and the stability of the realm. And Artaxerxes understood something that Amytis, in her focus on the miraculous pregnancies, had initially missed: if Nathan truly possessed the power she had witnessed, his value to the empire went far beyond a handful of supernatural conceptions. He could help restore entire regions. He could address the demographic wounds that decades of war had inflicted on the human infrastructure that sustained Persian power. He could, quite literally, repopulate the empire.

“That’s what he wants from you,” Amytis said. “A restoration. He will ask you to travel to the provinces where the losses have been most severe, where the imbalance between women and men is greatest, and do what your visions showed you doing: bring life back to places that have been dying slowly since before Artaxerxes took the throne.”

I was staying because the king of Persia needed a demographic solution that only a man with divine fertility could provide. The pattern was holding. Egypt, Greece, Rome, and now Persia, each pulling me toward the same essential work: healing what war had broken, one woman at a time, on a scale that only made sense if you stopped thinking about individual women and started thinking about civilizations.

“You went to extraordinary lengths,” I said. “Persuading the most powerful man in the known world that a fertility god was worth summoning. That’s not nothing, Amytis.”

“I believed Anāhitā sent the visions for a reason,” she said.

“That’s the only reason?”

She hesitated, and I watched the hesitation move across her face like shadow, and what replaced it was a woman caught between duty and desire, between what she believed she was supposed to want and what she actually wanted. Even though there were many Persian beauties waiting for me here … I wanted Amytis as well.

“How much of me did you actually see?” I asked. “In those visions. Be specific.”

She looked down at her cup. Her fingers traced its rim. “Enough.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It’s the answer I’m prepared to give tonight.”

Which told me everything I needed to know. The visions had been intimate. Amytis had spent months watching a man she had never met make love to women she had never met, and now that man was sitting across a table from her in the lamplight, asking her to admit it, and the flush that had been coming and going all day had settled into something permanent along her cheekbones and the base of her throat.

“Does it work?” she asked. Her voice had dropped, and the formality had abandoned it completely. “The way I saw it? You can… you can really…”

“Summon an erection that doesn’t quit until I decide it’s time? Yes. Impregnate women with certainty? Yes. Have sex for hours without stopping? Also yes. The Egyptian god of fertility didn’t do things halfway.”

She absorbed this. I watched her absorb it, watched her eyes move over my face and then, very clearly, down the length of my body to the place where the evidence of whether I was currently employing those powers would be visible beneath the loose fabric of my Persian trousers.

The attraction between us was clear. I could feel it in the warmth of the room, in the way she held her body, in the quality of silence that fell when neither of us had anything safe left to say.

I reached across the table. My hand found hers, and her fingers curled into mine, and for a moment I thought she might stand, might cross the space between us, might decide that whatever waited tomorrow could wait a little longer.

She didn’t. She held my hand, and her thumb traced the line of my knuckles with tenderness, and then she pulled back.

“Tomorrow,” she said softly, “you stand before the Great King. I would prefer you do so with a clear head and whatever dignity my distractions have left intact.”

She rose. Her hair fell around her shoulders in waves, and she looked at me from across the table with an expression that balanced desire against something wiser and more patient, and I understood that whatever happened between us would happen on terms she set, in a time she chose, and that the waiting was itself a kind of intimacy.

“Sleep well, Nathan,” she said. “The king receives visitors early.”

Then she was gone, the door closing behind her.

Zafara appeared from the sleeping area. She had undressed to a thin shift that left very little to the imagination.

“She’s remarkable,” Zafara said. “Even by the standards of women I’ve watched you collect.”

“You set this up,” I said, knowing why she left us alone.

“Obviously.”

“You knew exactly what would happen.”

“I had suspicions. They’ve been confirmed.” She settled onto a cushion near the remains of our meal and selected a date. “She wants you. Not just as the answer to Persia’s demographic crisis. As a man. That was evident before you crossed the portal.”

“It’s going to be complicated,” I said.

“It’s always complicated. Complication is what happens when extraordinary people find each other across impossible distances. The alternative is boredom, and boredom is considerably less interesting to watch.”

She ate the date, licked honey from her finger with a thoroughness that felt pointed, and looked at me. “You can have me tonight,” she said. “If you need release. The offer stands. As it always does.”

I smiled. “That would be the perfect ending for today.”

And she smiled as well, reaching for the hem of her shift.


Chapter 4: Artaxerxes

Iwoke to sunlight through high windows and the warmth of Zafara’s body against mine, her skin smooth and still carrying the scent of last night’s oils and the scent of what we’d done when the lamps burned low. She was nude, the sheet having slipped to her waist in sleep, and the morning light fell across her in a way that made the geometry of her worth memorizing.

Her breasts were full and heavy, darker at the nipples, rising and falling with each breath in a rhythm that matched the pace I’d set inside her hours earlier. I remembered how they’d felt in my hands, their weight, how she’d arched when I’d taken one in my mouth and she’d made that sound low in her throat that was nothing like the composed woman who negotiated with pharaohs and emperors. Lower, the curve of her waist, the flare of her hips, and between her thighs the dark thatch of hair still damp in places from how thoroughly I’d loved her the night before. Her pussy … I’d spent a long time there, my tongue tracing patterns she’d taught me over months. She came twice before she let me inside her, and when I finally did, she wrapped her legs around my waist and pulled me deeper with a strength that always surprised me.

She was beautiful in a way that had nothing to do with youth and everything to do with knowing exactly what she wanted and having the patience to wait for it. Her face in sleep was unguarded, the calculating stillness of her waking expression softened into something that looked almost peaceful. Well, almost. Even in sleep, Zafara carried the watchfulness of someone who had learned never to fully surrender awareness, not even to rest.

I watched her breathe and thought about Artaxerxes, about the king waiting somewhere in the complex beyond our walls, and felt the slow, familiar tightening in my chest that came before stepping into a room where history lived.

Zafara’s eyes opened without the groggy transition most people need. She was simply awake, her dark gaze finding mine, and the corner of her mouth did that slight upward tilt that was the closest she came to a morning smile.

“Good,” she said. “You’re not panicking.”

“Should I be?”

“It would be understandable. Kings make most people nervous. Especially kings who have been told a fertility god is coming to save their demographic crisis.”

I ran a hand along her hip, tracing the curve. “I’ve met pharaohs.”

“Ramses was different. He needed you desperately. Artaxerxes is calculating whether he needs you at all. The distinction matters.”

She rose from the bed, naked and entirely unconcerned about it, and crossed to the water basin where servants had left fresh linen and oils. I watched the play of muscle beneath her skin, and felt the pull of wanting her again despite the day ahead.

We dressed. The rust-colored tunic from Westwood, the loose linen trousers, the candys draped across one shoulder the way Amytis had shown me. Zafara helped adjust the fall of the fabric.

“You look Persian enough to pass,” she said, stepping back to assess. “From a distance. In dim light. To someone with poor eyesight.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence.”

“Your face remains thoroughly Northern European with a tan. But the silhouette is correct. That will have to suffice.”

Servants brought breakfast: flatbread still warm from the oven, yogurt swirled with honey, fresh figs, and a pitcher of the spiced wine cut with water. We ate sitting cross-legged on cushions near the low table, and Zafara outlined what she knew about Artaxerxes with the economical thoroughness of someone who had researched the man before arriving in his century.

“He’s been on the throne fifteen years. His father’s invasion of Greece ended in failure. He inherited an empire that had learned it could be defeated, and he has spent much of his reign dealing with the consequences. He’s pragmatic. He listens to people who give him useful information. Amytis has earned that trust. You have not.”

“I’m charming,” I said.

“You’re foreign, inexplicable, and claiming powers that would make most priests either worship you or attempt to have you burned. Charm has limits.”

Someone knocked, and we told her to come in. The door opened, and Amytis stepped through, and whatever I’d been about to say dissolved on my tongue.

The woman who had walked with me through Susa’s streets, her hair coming loose in the afternoon heat, her composure occasionally fracturing into warmth, was gone. In her place stood the priestess of Anāhitā, attached to the court of the King of Kings, and the difference was written in every detail of her appearance.

Her hair was braided and waved, held in place with gold pins. The cosmetics were more pronounced: dark lines emphasizing her eyes, her lips stained a deeper red, the scent of whatever oil she wore reaching me before she’d crossed the threshold. Her dress was layers of fine blue fabric embroidered with gold thread at the hem and cuffs, belted at a waist that the formal cut made seem even narrower than it had looked in the simpler clothing of yesterday. More gold at her wrists, her ears, a torque at her throat.

She was breathtaking. I stared longer than courtesy permitted, and she noticed, and the flush that climbed her cheekbones was the one piece of yesterday’s Amytis that the formal attire couldn’t quite conceal.

“Good morning,” she said. “I hope you rested well.”

“We did,” Zafara said, and the slight emphasis she placed on we carried exactly the knowing quality I’d expected from her.

Amytis’s composure held, but her eyes found mine for a half-second longer than protocol demanded, and in that half-second I saw the woman from the temple courtyard, the one who had studied me with open wonder and admitted I was distracting.

“The Great King receives visitors at the third hour,” she said. “We should depart shortly. There are… protocols to observe. Things you should understand before you stand before him.”

She explained Persian court etiquette. How to approach. When to bow. How deeply. The proper form of address, delivered with the appropriate gravity. The correct distance to maintain. The fact that one did not speak until spoken to, that direct eye contact was acceptable but prolonged staring was not, that questions were permitted if they demonstrated appropriate respect for the office.

“What happens,” I asked, “if I accidentally insult him? Is there a Persian equivalent of being thrown to the lions, or do you people have something more creative?”

She tried to maintain her serious expression. Her lips pressed together. Then they curved, despite her obvious effort, and the laugh escaped.

“There are many creative options,” she said. “Though I would prefer not to witness any of them being applied to you personally.”

“You were more relaxed last night,” I said. “I liked that version of you better.”

“Last night I was Amytis,” she replied. “Today I am responsible for ensuring that the man who stepped through a doorway that should not exist does not get himself executed before he’s had a chance to prove why he was worth summoning in the first place. The responsibilities require different… presentations.”

Zafara was watching us from her cushion, a piece of flatbread balanced on her knee, her dark eyes moving between our faces.

“You should go,” Zafara said. “Kings dislike waiting almost as much as they dislike being surprised.”

Amytis nodded. She turned to me, and the formality settled back over her features, but not before I caught the warmth in her eyes.

“One more thing,” she said. “Artaxerxes knows about the visions. He knows what I told him. But he has never witnessed your powers himself. He is a man who has spent fifteen years learning to separate useful information from hopeful exaggeration. He may not believe everything I’ve said about you until he sees evidence with his own eyes.”

“I’ve had to prove myself before,” I said.

“Not to a man who rules from the Indus to the Aegean.” She held my gaze. “He is not a fool, Nathan. If you want his trust, you will have to earn it. The same way everyone in this empire earns anything from the King of Kings: by demonstrating value that cannot be questioned.”

I looked at her, at the gold in her hair and the certainty in her eyes, and felt the weight of what she was asking settle across my shoulders alongside the candys and whatever responsibility came with standing in a room where history was about to decide whether I belonged there.

“Then let’s go earn it,” I said.

* * *

Amytis led us through corridors that widened as we moved deeper into the complex, the ceilings lifting, the light changing from the warm intimacy of oil lamps to something grander. The palace at Susa was not what I had expected.

We passed Median guards in tunics of deep purple, their spears upright, their faces impassive beneath elaborately curled beards. Persian nobles moved through the halls in small groups, their clothing finer than anything I’d seen in the streets, gold at their throats and wrists. Officials carried clay tablets, speaking in low, urgent Persian. I heard other languages: something that might have been Aramaic, something that carried the cadence of Greek though not the accent I’d grown familiar with in Corinth and Sparta. A delegation of men whose features and dress marked them as Egyptian stood in a shaded courtyard, waiting.

What struck me, walking between Amytis and Zafara with the rust-colored tunic doing its best impression of belonging, was the sheer diversity of the place. The Persian Empire was a machine that held together a hundred different peoples while letting them remain, in some essential way, themselves. The evidence was everywhere: in the faces, the clothing, the fragments of conversation that reached us as we passed. Artaxerxes ruled not just Persia but the world from the Indus to the Aegean, and every corner of that world had sent someone to stand in these halls and remind the king that they existed.

“The Apadana,” Amytis said as we approached a set of massive doors flanked by guards whose spears were not ceremonial. “The audience hall. When those open, you will see the Great King seated. Remember what I told you. Bow when I bow. Speak when you’re spoken to. The rest will follow.”

The doors opened. The space beyond was vast, columned, the ceiling lost in shadow supported by capitals carved in the shape of double bulls. The floor was polished stone that reflected the light from high windows in panels of pale gold. At the far end, on a raised platform, a man sat on a throne that was neither as massive nor as ostentatious as I had expected. It was elegant rather than overwhelming, which turned out to be an accurate description of the man who occupied it.

Artaxerxes was tall by the standards of his time, broad through the shoulders, with a presence that filled the room without seeming to exert any effort. His beard was long and carefully groomed, oiled and curled in the style I’d begun to recognize as distinctly Persian court fashion. His face was lined, not with age so much as with the weathering of a man who had spent years navigating palace halls and military crises. He had sharp dark eyes that moved across the room, a strong jaw, and a bearing so habitual it read as effortless. He wore layers of richly woven fabric in deep blues and purples, a jeweled torque at his throat, and the weight of his ornamentation communicated wealth and divine mandate before he had spoken a single word.

He was nothing like the caricature I’d carried from movies and textbooks. There was no wild-eyed despot, no ornamented villain demanding earth and water. What I saw instead was a ruler. A man who had occupied absolute power for fifteen years and understood that power concealed as many vulnerabilities as it masked.

A herald announced us. The words flowed in formal Persian, and I caught Zafara’s name and mine. The room was not empty. Advisers stood along the walls, their expressions carefully neutral. Guards positioned at intervals. The architecture of power, visible and invisible.

Artaxerxes looked at Zafara first. His expression warmed, marginally. “The time traveling mage from Egypt,” he said. “Amytis has spoken of your abilities. Time itself bends to your will. An extraordinary claim, and yet you stand before me having arrived through means my magi cannot explain. You are welcome in Susa.”

Zafara inclined her head. “Your Majesty is generous.”

Then his attention shifted to me, and the warmth, such as it was, settled into something cooler and more assessing. I felt his gaze the way you feel a physician’s hands: thorough, impersonal, cataloging details for later reference.

“And you,” he said. “The man from beyond time. The man Amytis claims carries the power of fertility.” He paused. “You do not look like a god.”

“I get that a lot,” I said.

Amytis made a small, involuntary sound beside me that might have been a suppressed cough. One of the advisers shifted his weight.

Artaxerxes studied me. The silence stretched. Then, very slightly, the corner of his mouth moved. “Tell me about these powers,” he said. “Specifically. Can you cause conception with certainty?”

“Yes.”

“Does infertility prevent your power from working?”

“No. The power overrides infertility. I’ve seen it work on women who were told they could never bear children.”

“Can you control when pregnancy occurs? Or is conception inevitable with every encounter?”

“I can control it. The power responds to my intention. If I don’t want pregnancy to happen, it won’t.”

“Is there a limit to how many women you can impregnate? A numerical ceiling, a… reservoir that depletes?”

I almost smiled. “No ceiling. The power doesn’t diminish with use. It’s not a finite resource.”

“Has it ever failed? Even once?”

“Never.”

He absorbed each answer without visible reaction, his dark eyes holding mine, and I had the distinct sense that he was comparing my responses against some internal ledger of things he had been told and things he believed possible.

“The lady Zafara confirms this?” he asked, without looking at her.

“I have witnessed Nathan’s abilities many times,” Zafara said. “I would not have brought him to your court if the claims were merely hopeful.”

Artaxerxes nodded once.

“I believe,” he said carefully, “that something extraordinary is occurring. I am not yet convinced that what is occurring is what Amytis believes it to be. Visions are persuasive to those who receive them. Kings require evidence.”

He leaned forward slightly. The movement was small, but it changed the quality of his presence in the room, the formality thinning to reveal the man beneath the crown.

“My grandfather Darius carried Persian arms into Greece. He believed the world was ours to shape. The Athenians taught him otherwise at Marathon. My father Xerxes learned from that lesson and returned with an army drawn from every corner of the empire. Men by the tens of thousands. He burned Athens. He stood on the Acropolis and watched the greatest city of the Greeks become ash. And then his fleet was destroyed at Salamis, his army faltered, and he came home having spent the lives of countless fathers and husbands and sons for a victory that did not hold.”

He said it without bitterness. Without the defensive pride I might have expected. What I heard instead was the clear, unadorned voice of a man recounting history he had lived through, losses his family had suffered, consequences he had inherited.

“The fighting did not end with Salamis. Athens continued. Egypt rebelled during my own reign, with Athenian support, and suppressing that rebellion cost more men, more ships, more treasure. The empire survived. The empire always survives. But men…” He paused. “Men cannot be replaced as easily as armies can be raised. In some provinces, the imbalance has become the defining condition of daily life. Widows who buried husbands decades ago. Women who reached marrying age when there were no men to marry. Farms worked by women and children because the men who should be beside them never came home from wars that began before they were born.”

He looked at Amytis. “Her visions showed these places renewed. Women conceiving. Children in streets that have been quiet for years. Communities filling with life the way a dry riverbed fills after rain. To a priestess of Anāhitā, you represent fertility. Renewal. The goddess’s blessing made flesh. To me, you represent something equally extraordinary but considerably more practical: the ability to restore in a generation what decades of warfare took away.”

He sat back. The formality returned, settling over him like a garment he had temporarily set aside.

“But I will not send an unproven stranger across my empire carrying royal authority. Not until I have witnessed what you claim with my own eyes.”

The room was quiet. The advisers along the walls might have been carved from the same stone as the columns.

“There is a more personal dimension to this request,” Artaxerxes said. His voice had changed again, the register shifting from king to subject to something that sounded almost like a father. “One of my daughters. Amestris. She is twenty-one. She was married. The marriage was… dissolved, after it became clear she could not conceive. Physicians have examined her. Priests have performed rites. Every remedy available to the royal household has been attempted. Nothing has succeeded. The failure has devastated her. She has become withdrawn and depressed. She no longer believes she will ever bear a child.” He looked at me directly. “Can your power help even her?”

“Yes.”

“Are you willing to prove it?”

“I am.”

He held my gaze for a long moment. Then he turned to an official standing near the throne.

“Take him to her,” Artaxerxes said. “The King of Kings does not make requests lightly. Neither does a father.”

I bowed.

Amytis’s hand found my arm as we turned to leave, her fingers pressing once, briefly, and the message was clear without needing words: This is the test. Pass it, and everything else becomes possible.

* * *

The corridors changed as Amytis led me deeper into the complex. The ceilings lowered. The noise receded. No officials with tablets, no guards with spears, no delegations waiting. Instead, servants moved quietly, their footsteps muffled by carpets that had been woven with more attention to beauty than durability. The air carried incense and the scent of flowering shrubs from gardens I could hear but not yet see, the sound of water moving through stone channels a constant whisper beneath the silence.

We had left the empire behind. What remained was the private world of the man who ruled it, and the difference was written in every detail: in the carved doorframes, in the quality of the lamps burning in niches along the walls, in the luxury of a space designed not to impress visitors but to comfort the few people privileged enough to call it home.

“Her apartments are here,” Amytis said, her voice lower now, adjusted to the quieter register the corridor demanded. “She rarely leaves them. Hasn’t, for months. The physicians come to her. The priests. Everyone who might have an answer arrives, performs whatever ritual or examination they believe might help, and leaves. Nothing changes.”

“She doesn’t believe anymore,” I said.

“Belief requires evidence. She has years of evidence pointing in one direction.”

The door was wood inlaid with ivory in patterns too fine to appreciate at a glance. A servant opened it from within, bowed to Amytis, glanced at me with the wariness reserved for very tall foreigners with inexplicable hair, and withdrew without speaking.

The room beyond was quieter and more intimate than the corridors outside, richly furnished without the deliberate grandeur of the public palace. Carpets softened the floor, cushions covered low platforms, and beyond an arched doorway a private terrace opened toward sunlight and the sound of running water.

She was sitting near the terrace, her back to the door, and she did not turn when we entered. I saw her first in profile, and then, as Amytis spoke her name, she turned, and whatever preparation I had made for this moment proved inadequate.

Amestris was twenty-one. She was beautiful in a way that her depression had not managed to dim, though it had certainly tried. Her features were delicate, fine-boned, with a gentleness to them that made her look younger than her years and more vulnerable than royalty typically allowed itself to appear. She had an olive complexion and large dark eyes that should have been bright with life but instead carried a settled sadness in their resting expression. Her lips were full, her cheekbones high, her face the kind that artists would have fought to capture. She was slender, slightly thinner than her frame naturally suggested, in a way that spoke to months of poor appetite and the wasting that comes from grief carried too long without relief.

She dressed in Persian court fashion but with noticeable restraint: a dress of finely woven fabric in a deep green that complemented her complexion, belted at a waist that the cut made seem even narrower than it was. Gold at her ears, a single bracelet, nothing approaching the ornamentation her status would have permitted. Her hair was arranged simply, falling past her shoulders in dark waves, and she wore no cosmetics beyond a faint darkening of her eyelids that only emphasized the tiredness beneath.

She looked at me, and I watched her catalog what she saw: the height, the shoulders, the blond hair that marked me as foreign as clearly as a banner, the blue eyes that no Persian court had produced in living memory. Her gaze moved slowly, assessing.

“This is Nathan,” Amytis said gently. “The man I told you about. The one from the visions.”

Amestris’s eyes found mine and held. “The fertility god,” she said flatly.

“That’s what they’re calling me,” I said. “Though god feels like an overstatement. I’m a man with a gift. One gift. It happens to be useful right now.”

“So my father believes you can help me?”

“Your father asked if I was willing to try,” I said. “The decision to actually try belongs to you.”

Amytis stepped forward. She placed a hand on Amestris’s shoulder. “I’ll leave you two alone.”

Then she was gone, the door closing behind her.

Amestris looked at me. I looked at her. The terrace beyond the archway threw shifting patterns of light across the carpet between us, and somewhere in the garden a bird called once and fell silent.

“Come with me,” she said. She led me deeper into her apartments, and with each room the luxury accumulated in layers that the audience chamber, for all its grandeur, had somehow failed to convey. Wealth deployed privately was different from wealth displayed publicly. It was warmer, more tactile, designed for comfort rather than impression. The carpets grew thicker. Textiles hung from the walls in patterns of deep blue and amber that softened the stone beneath. Carved furniture that looked Egyptian in influence but Persian in execution. Low tables inlaid with ivory. Cushions everywhere, in fabrics that felt expensive beneath my fingers when I brushed against them. Gold vessels on a sideboard, not arranged as treasure but placed where a hand might reach for a cup of wine without thinking about its value. Silver everywhere, catching the light from high windows. The air carried sandalwood and jasmine and the particular sweetness of fruit left out in clay bowls.

Through an arched doorway, a terrace opened onto a private garden where potted trees cast dappled shadow across stone benches and the sound of water moving through a channel provided the only constant noise. Date palms in large ceramic pots. Flowering shrubs I couldn’t name. The garden of a woman who had been given every beautiful thing an empire could provide except the one thing she actually wanted.

Amestris stood near the terrace door, her arms loosely crossed, and the distance she maintained was not physical so much as emotional. She had withdrawn to a place inside herself that years of disappointment had taught her to inhabit comfortably, and what looked out at me from behind those dark eyes was a young woman who had learned that hope was a luxury she could no longer afford.

“Before anything happens,” she said, and her voice had the flat, rehearsed quality of someone who had delivered this speech to herself many times in the privacy of her own thoughts, “I need you to understand something. If you are a charlatan. If you invented stories about divine fertility because you saw an opportunity to sleep with the daughter of the Great King. If that is what this is…” She paused. The words cost her something. I could see it in the set of her mouth. “You should leave now. Walk out that door and do not return. If my father discovers that you deceived me, your death will not be quick. It will be prolonged. It will be inventive. And I will not be able to stop it, because by then it will be too late for both of us.”

I looked at her, at the fine bones of her face and the sadness she carried like a garment she had forgotten how to remove. “I did not travel thousands of years through time,” I said, “cross multiple civilizations, and walk into the court of the most powerful man in the known world simply for an opportunity to trick his daughter into bed. However beautiful she might be.” I let that sit for a moment. “I don’t need to sleep with you, Amestris. If you don’t want me here, if the idea of trying one more time feels like more than you can bear, I will walk out that door right now and tell your father you made your choice. No hard feelings. But if you truly want a child…” I held her gaze. “If you want what nobody else has been able to give you, I can do it, with complete certainty.”

The confidence in my voice caught her off guard. I watched it land, watched her eyes narrow slightly as she measured the claim against the years of evidence she had accumulated about her own body and its apparent limitations. She had spent those years listening to physicians promise remedies that failed. Priests who performed rites that changed nothing. Advisers who offered solutions that addressed everything except the actual problem. What she had not encountered was a man who looked her in the eye and said I can with the unshakable certainty of someone stating a fact about the weather.

She studied me. Her gaze moved over my shoulders, my arms, the build that Min’s power had sculpted into something more imposing than the photographer’s frame I’d carried through Egypt. She looked at my hair, at the color that marked me as foreign as clearly as a banner, at my eyes, which held a blue she rarely saw on a living man in Persia. She was cataloging me the way someone catalogs a stranger they’re trying to decide whether to trust, and beneath the cataloging I could feel the attraction building.

“There’s something different about you,” she said finally.

“There is,” I said. “Several somethings. Want to find out what they are?”

The question hung between us. For three heartbeats, nothing moved in the room except the light through the terrace door and the very slight, very deliberate loosening of the rigid set of Amestris’s shoulders.

Then she smiled. It transformed her face completely, and the transformation was so sudden and so genuine that I understood, watching it happen, exactly how much of herself she had been keeping locked away behind the careful control of a woman who expected disappointment.

“I haven’t smiled in months,” she said, and the wonder in her voice was for herself as much as for me. “I’d forgotten what it felt like.”

“Then we’re already making progress,” I said.

I reached for her hand. She let me take it. Her fingers were cool and slender and they curled into mine. I drew her toward me, not quickly, giving her every chance to step back.

She did not step back. She came forward instead, and when her body met mine I felt the slight tremor that ran through her.

“I’m choosing this,” she said against my chest. “Because I want to.”

“Good,” I said. “That’s the only reason that matters.”

She looked up at me. Her dark eyes were brighter now, the settled sadness disturbed by something that looked remarkably like curiosity, and when I kissed her she made a sound against my mouth that was nothing like the composed, depressed princess who had warned me about inventive executions five minutes earlier. It was warm and surprised and hungry, and her hands found my shoulders and held on as though she had been waiting for something solid to grip.

We undressed each other slowly. Her fingers traced the muscles of my chest with a fascination that had nothing to do with flattery and everything to do with genuine wonder at a body so different from the Persian men she had known. When her hands reached my trousers and she felt the evidence of what Min’s power had done to me, her eyes widened.

“That’s…” she said.

“One of the somethings,” I replied.

She laughed, and the joy in it was so unguarded that I understood, hearing it, exactly how long it had been since this woman had allowed herself to feel anything resembling delight.

I laid her on the cushions near the terrace where the dappled light fell across her skin in patterns that moved with the breeze. She was beautiful. Slender, curved, her breasts full and dark at the nipples, her waist narrow, her hips flaring into thighs that parted for me when my hand traced the inside of them and found her already wet, already responding to touch in a way that made her back arch off the cushions.

I kissed her again, feeling her lips open under mine with a hunger she no longer tried to hide. My mouth moved down the line of her throat, lingering at the pulse that beat rapidly beneath the skin, then lower still to the swell of her breasts. I took one nipple between my lips, drawing on it until she gasped, her fingers threading into my hair and holding me there. The other breast received the same attention, the dark peak tightening against my tongue. Her body shifted restlessly beneath me, hips rising in small invitations.

I finally settled between her thighs. The dark curls framing her sex were already damp, the folds glistening. I lowered my head and tasted her, tracing the length of her with the flat of my tongue before concentrating on the swollen bud at the top. She moaned, and her thighs tightened around my head. I licked her carefully, learning the exact pressure that made her hips jerk, the rhythm that pulled moans from her throat. Her wetness coated my chin. When she came, it was sudden and fierce, her body locking, a cry escaping as pleasure overtook the last of her restraint.

I rose over her while she still trembled. My cock, thick and heavy and fully hard, rested against the soft skin of her belly. She looked down at it, eyes widening again at the sheer size, the veined length, the broad head already slick with need. Her hand reached out almost of its own accord, fingers wrapping around the shaft. She could not close them fully. The heat of her palm sent a jolt through me.

“Gods,” she whispered. “It’s… enormous.”

“It will fit,” I told her.

Her gaze lifted to mine, dark and shining with something deeper than lust. “A child,” she said, the words fierce. “I want your child inside me. I want to feel it take root. I’ve waited so long.”

I guided the thick head of my cock to her entrance, rubbing it slowly through her folds, coating myself in her slickness. She was tight, but wet enough that the broad tip pressed inward with steady pressure. I watched her face as I pushed deeper, the stretch of her body around the thickest part of me drawing a long, shaky moan from her throat. Inch by inch I filled her, feeling the hot, silken walls yield and clutch. When I was fully seated, the heavy base of my cock pressed flush against her, she shuddered and whispered, “So full… I’ve never felt anything like this.”

I began to fuck her in long strokes that let her feel every ridge and vein, the heavy weight of me dragging against places inside her that made her eyes flutter shut. Her legs wrapped around my waist, heels digging into my lower back, urging me deeper. The wet sound of our fucking filled the quiet room, mixed with her moans and the distant trickle of garden water.

I did not stop. I fucked her through it, deeper, harder, the thick shaft pistonning into her with a steady, relentless rhythm. Her breasts bounced with every impact. Sweat sheened her skin. She looked up at me with open, desperate need.

“I want it all. I want your seed flooding me. Make me pregnant. Give me the baby no one else could.”

Her words sank into me like heat. I drove deeper, angling so the head of my cock kissed the soft entrance to her cervix with every stroke. The sensation was tight, wet heat gripping me from root to tip. Her nails scored my back. She was past shame, past caution, hips rising to meet every thrust, chasing the fullness only my cock could give her.

She moaned, legs locking tighter. I felt my own climax gathering, a heavy, molten pressure at the base of my spine. I thrust harder, burying myself to the hilt again and again, the wet slap of skin on skin loud in the sunlit room. Her orgasm hit just as I reached the edge. Her walls convulsed around me in powerful waves, milking the length of my cock, and the sensation tore the last of my control away.

I slammed deep one final time and held there, cock buried to the root, and came with a groan. Thick, powerful jets of cum erupted from me in long, pulsing surges. I flooded her, pumping rope after rope of dense, pearly seed straight against her cervix. The volume was almost obscene: wave after wave of hot, heavy cream pouring into her, filling every available space until her womb could hold no more. I kept coming, the pulses rolling through me, each one forcing more of the thick, glittering fluid deep inside her. When the first overflow began, I felt it: warm, slick pressure escaping around the base of my still-hard cock, oozing out in slow, glistening rivulets that spilled down over her folds and onto the cushions beneath us.

I stayed buried, letting the last weaker spurts empty into her, and then slowly withdrew. The moment the thick head slipped free, a fresh surge of pearly cum followed it, thick and shining. It glittered in the dappled light like liquid pearl, catching the sun as it oozed from her stretched pussy in lazy streams. The excess pooled between her thighs, gleaming, some of it trickling down toward the cleft of her ass. More continued to leak with every small pulse of her aftershocks, the creamy white fluid sparkling against her darker skin.

Amestris stared down at the mess between her legs, breathing hard, one hand drifting to rest over her lower belly as if she could already feel the life I had planted there. Her expression was stunned, and then a slow, genuine smile curved her lips, the same smile she had forgotten for months.

“It’s inside me,” she whispered, wonder and triumph braided together.

I leaned down and kissed her.

“You’re pregnant,” I said.

She went very still against me.

“Don’t,” she said. “Please don’t say that unless you’re certain. I can’t… I can’t do that again. The hoping. The waiting. The being wrong.”

“I’m certain,” I said. “I know what it feels like when it works. This worked.”

I lay beside her in the luxury of a room that belonged to the daughter of the King of Kings, feeling the warm weight of her against me, listening as her breathing slowed and deepened until, after a very long time, she finally let herself rest, and I thought about Artaxerxes waiting somewhere in the complex beyond these walls for proof that the fertility god he had summoned could do what his physicians and priests and every remedy available to the royal household had failed to accomplish for years.


Chapter 5: Impregnation

Weeks in Susa had passed. Zafara and I occupied our guest quarters, and the palace staff had grown accustomed to the sight of a very tall foreigner with inexplicable hair moving through corridors that were never designed with his height in mind. I learned which gardens offered shade in the punishing afternoon heat, which servants brought the sweetest dates and which ones poured wine with a heavier hand. The architecture of making yourself at home in a place that was never meant to be home.

Amytis became the center around which those weeks orbited, though not in the way either of us had anticipated. We walked. We talked. She showed me Susa in layers I hadn’t seen on that first afternoon, taking me to markets where the languages changed with every stall, to temples where the flame of Anāhitā burned in vessels of different shapes but the same steady light. She asked questions about my world, and I answered them honestly, watching her face as she processed the reality of a civilization she would never see.

The attraction between us remained, a warmth that surfaced whenever our hands brushed or our eyes held. She was careful. I was careful. I wanted her. She wanted me. We both knew it, and we both allowed the knowing to exist without demanding it resolve itself immediately, which was its own form of intimacy.

Then the summons came. A servant I recognized from Amestris’s household appeared at our quarters. The words came quickly, but I understood every one of them. I was wanted immediately in the princess’s apartments. Zafara, who had been reading by the window, looked up.

“Sounds urgent.”

“Very.”

“Now?”

“Now appears to be the word he emphasized.”

I went. I passed the same Median guards, the same carved doorframes, the same gardens where water moved through stone channels. My sandals made less noise than they should have against the carpet. I was listening for something I couldn’t name.

The door to Amestris’s apartments stood open. The servant who had brought me withdrew without entering, which was its own kind of signal.

I stepped through, and the woman who turned to face me was not the woman I had left lying among cushions with my seed still warm between her thighs.

She was standing near the terrace, one hand resting on the carved frame of the doorway, and the light fell across her in a way that made everything about her seem brighter than it had any right to be. Her dress was a familiar deep green, belted at the same narrow waist, but the woman wearing it had undergone a transformation so complete that for a moment I wondered if I had walked into the wrong room. Her posture was different. Her face was different. The settled sadness that had lived behind her eyes for so long that it had begun to look permanent had receded, replaced by joy.

“Nathan,” she said.

“You look…” I began, and stopped because the vocabulary for what I was seeing felt insufficient. “You look well, Amestris. Really well.”

“I am well,” she said. She crossed the room to me. “Or I am becoming well. It’s a process. The physicians say these things take time.”

“The physicians,” I repeated.

“My courses stopped,” she said. The daughter of the King of Kings was discussing her menstrual cycle with the frankness of a woman who had stopped caring about the particular forms of modesty that applied to princesses. “They were due. Then they were late. Then they were very late. I told myself it meant nothing. I have told myself that many times before. The body behaves strangely under stress. Under disappointment. Under years of being told it has failed at the one thing it was supposed to accomplish.”

She took my hand, her fingers were warm and sure around mine.

“The attendants noticed. They brought the physicians. The physicians examined me. They consulted among themselves in the hallway outside my door in voices they believed I couldn’t hear, though the acoustics in these apartments are excellent when you know where to stand.” A smile touched her lips. “They confirmed it this morning. I am carrying a child, Nathan. Your child. Growing inside me as we speak.”

She said it, and then she waited, as though giving the words time to land.

“I didn’t believe you,” she said. “When you told me afterward. I wanted to. Gods, I wanted to. But wanting and believing had become separate languages for me, and I had forgotten how to translate between them. So I held the hope at arm’s length. I kept it in a room I didn’t visit very often. And then the physicians came back with their certainty, and the door to that room opened whether I was ready or not.”

Her composure fractured then in the quieter, more honest collapse of a woman who had carried a kind of grief for so long that its absence left her momentarily unsteady. Her eyes filled. One tear tracked down her cheek, followed by another, and she made no effort to wipe them away.

“You were right,” she said. “You knew. You knew from the moment it happened. I’ve spent years listening to men promise things their bodies couldn’t deliver, and you stood in this room and looked me in the eye and told me the truth, and I didn’t believe you because the truth had stopped being something I expected to encounter.”

She stepped into me then, her arms going around my waist, her face pressing against my chest, and I held her while she cried in the way of someone releasing a weight she had carried for years without realizing how heavy it had become.

“I’m going to have a baby,” she whispered against my shirt. “A real baby. With fingers and a heartbeat and a name. I’ve started thinking about names. Is that absurd? It’s weeks old. It’s barely begun to grow. And I’m already wondering what to call it.”

“Not absurd,” I said. My hand found the back of her head, her hair soft beneath my palm. “It’s how it begins. The imagining comes first.”

She looked up at me, her cheeks wet, her smile breaking through like sunlight after a long rain. “Thank you. For being right. For being stubborn about it. For not letting me push you away when every instinct I had was telling me to protect myself from one more disappointment.”

“You’re welcome.” We stood like that for a while, until someone knocked.

She said, “Come in.”

The door opened behind us. Amytis stood in the doorway, and the expression on her face was the one I had been waiting to see since the moment we met: wonder, stripped of its careful containment, laid bare in the dark of her eyes and the slight parting of her lips. She looked at Amestris. She looked at me. And I watched the priestess and the woman reconcile themselves to each other in the span of a single breath.

“It’s true,” Amestris said, not a question.

“It’s true,” Amytis replied.

“My father knows,” Amestris said, pulling back from our embrace but keeping her hand on my arm, as though reluctant to break the contact entirely. “The physicians reported to him directly. He wants to see you. Somewhere private. Somewhere he can speak to you as something other than the Great King receiving a foreign visitor.” She squeezed my arm. “I think you passed the test, Nathan. I think you just became considerably more valuable to the empire than you were an hour ago.”

I looked at Amytis. She was watching me with an expression I couldn’t fully read, somewhere between pride and a deeper, more personal curiosity that she was no longer trying to disguise.

“Then I should go,” I said.

Amestris nodded. “He’s waiting. And when Artaxerxes waits, people who value their standing in his court tend to move quickly.”

I kissed her forehead, feeling the warmth of her skin beneath my lips, and turned toward the door where Amytis stood. As I passed her, her hand found mine, her fingers curling into my palm with a pressure that carried its own message.

Whatever came next, she would be there to see it. Whatever I became in the eyes of the King of Kings, she had seen it coming months before any of us knew to look for it.

* * *

Zafara was also invited and came with us. The room Artaxerxes had chosen bore no resemblance to the Apadana where we’d first met. No soaring columns, no double-bull capitals holding up a ceiling lost in shadow, no ranks of advisers along the walls maintaining the careful blankness of men who had learned that expression was a luxury their positions couldn’t afford. Instead, we were led to a chamber whose scale felt almost domestic by royal standards: cushioned platforms arranged in a loose semicircle, low tables bearing wine and fruit, windows that admitted the late afternoon light in long bars across a floor covered with carpets too fine to walk on without wondering what they cost.

Artaxerxes was already seated when we entered. He had exchanged the formal layered robes of the Apadana audience for something simpler, though simplicity in the Persian court still involved more gold thread than most people saw in a lifetime. He looked like a man who had set aside the performance of kingship temporarily.

He rose when we entered. The gesture was small but significant coming from a man who typically remained seated while the world approached him.

“Nathan,” he said. My name in his mouth carried a warmth that hadn’t been present during our first meeting. “Please, sit.”

We arranged ourselves. Amestris beside her father, close enough that their shoulders nearly touched, the physical proximity of a daughter who had given him news he had waited years to hear. Zafara took a cushion slightly apart. Amytis sat near me.

Artaxerxes looked at his daughter, and what passed between them required no translation. A father’s relief, visible in the loosening of his jaw, in the way his hand found hers on the cushion between them and held it with a gentleness the Great King rarely displayed in public.

“The physicians’ report reached me this morning,” he said. “After years of examinations. After remedies from every corner of the empire. After rites performed by priests who assured me the gods had been properly petitioned. One encounter with you, and my daughter is carrying a child that her own body had convinced her it could never produce.” He studied me. “You were certain from the beginning.”

It wasn’t a question, but I answered anyway. “Yes.”

“He told me immediately,” Amestris said. Her voice carried a brightness I was still adjusting to, the sound of a woman rediscovering the pleasure of sharing good news. “Right after we… after it happened. He looked me in the eye and said ‘You’re pregnant’ with the same certainty someone might use to describe the weather.”

Artaxerxes looked at me for a long moment, then leaned back slightly. Whatever reservation remained in his expression seemed to disappear.

“I no longer believe Amytis merely foresaw an unusually fertile foreigner,” he said. “What you carry is not a quirk of biology or a fortunate convergence of traits. It is divine, Nathan. I have spent fifteen years learning to separate useful information from hopeful exaggeration, and what stands before me now defies every category of useful information I possess.” He leaned forward slightly. “You have given my daughter something that years of physicians and prayers could not. For that, as her father, I thank you. Sincerely. Whatever else follows, that alone would have been worth bringing you to Persia.”

The gratitude in his voice was genuine. I could hear it, could see it in the set of his shoulders, in the way his hand remained on his daughter’s. For a moment the Great King was simply a father, and the simplicity of that was more powerful than any ceremony the Apadana could have provided.

“Everyone will leave now,” Artaxerxes said. The formality returned, settling over him like a garment he had temporarily set aside. “Except Nathan. I would speak with him alone.”

Amestris rose. She kissed her father’s cheek, and squeezed my shoulder as she passed. Zafara stood. She caught my eye, nodded once with the quiet certainty of a woman who had seen this moment coming, and followed Amestris through the doorway.

Amytis was the last to rise. She paused beside me, her hand finding mine briefly, her fingers warm against my palm.

“He sees you differently now,” she said, too low for Artaxerxes to hear.

Then she was gone. The door closed. Artaxerxes gestured to a servant who had remained near the doorway, his presence so minimal I hadn’t fully registered him until he moved. The servant bowed and withdrew.

“He’ll bring food,” Artaxerxes said. “And better wine than whatever they’ve left on the table. Court protocol insists on watering it to the point of transparency. In private, I prefer my wine to remember it was once a grape.”

I smiled. The Great King making jokes about his own household’s drinking habits was not something the history books had prepared me for.

“You’ve met pharaohs,” Artaxerxes said. He poured wine from the existing pitcher into two cups and handed one to me. “Ramses of Egypt. My father’s forces eventually reclaimed that country after the rebellion, though the fighting was… costly. What did you make of him?”

“He needed me,” I said. “Desperately. Egypt had been at war for years. The population was depleted. He saw my gift as salvation for his kingdom, and he wasn’t wrong.”

Artaxerxes nodded. The wine was indeed watery, but he drank it without complaint. “Kings recognize usefulness quickly. It’s how we survive. The ones who don’t learn that lesson tend to occupy their thrones for notably shorter periods.” He set his cup down. “But usefulness is only the beginning of the conversation. To understand what I’m asking of you, you need to understand what you’re being asked to help preserve.”

What followed was not the speech I expected. He began with Cyrus, as the architect of something that had transformed the world these rooms were built to administer.

“Cyrus took a kingdom and turned it into an empire,” Artaxerxes said. “But what matters is how he did it. He conquered, yes. Babylon. Lydia. The Greek cities of Ionia. But he did not attempt to make Babylonians into Persians, or Lydians into copies of our customs. He allowed conquered peoples to keep their gods, their temples, their local rulers beneath Persian oversight. He understood that an empire held together by force alone becomes a prison that requires constant guarding. An empire that permits difference, that extracts loyalty without demanding homogeneity… that becomes something capable of enduring.”

The food arrived. Flatbread still warm from whatever oven produced it, grilled lamb seasoned with something that made the air smell of cumin and smoke, figs split to show their crimson flesh. Artaxerxes tore a piece of bread and ate it.

“Cambyses added Egypt,” he continued. “One of the ancient world’s richest kingdoms, suddenly Persian. My grandfather Darius inherited an empire that had expanded too quickly, and he spent his reign making it functional. The royal road. The satrapies. The system of governors and tribute that keeps a continent-spanning state from collapsing under its own weight. He was a bureaucrat, and I say that with the utmost respect. Bureaucrats build the machinery that outlives conquerors.”

I listened. I had read versions of this history, but hearing it from the mouth of a man whose family had lived it, whose father had carried Persian arms into Greece and whose grandfather had watched those arms fail at Marathon, was its own education.

Artaxerxes paused. “I told you when we first met what Greece cost my family. Marathon. My father’s invasion. Salamis. You already know that history.”

“I do.”

The servant returned with the promised wine, richer and darker than what had been on the table. Artaxerxes poured for both of us without ceremony.

“There is a man,” he said, “who played a decisive role in that disaster. A Greek. Themistocles.”

The name landed in the room between us with the weight of everything I knew about Salamis, about the triremes cutting through Persian ships, about the victory that Greek mothers had told their children about for generations. I had stood in Corinth. I had listened to Thaleia describe the harbor where those ships were built. I had walked the streets of a city that remembered what Themistocles had helped accomplish.

“I know the name,” I said carefully.

“Athens ostracized him,” Artaxerxes said. His voice was level. “The man who saved the city was eventually voted into exile by the citizens he had protected. Later, accusations surrounding the treason of a Spartan named Pausanias made him a hunted man throughout Greece. He had nowhere to go. So he came here.”

The room tilted slightly. I set my wine down. “Here,” I repeated.

“To Susa. To this palace. To me.” Artaxerxes held my gaze. “Themistocles, the architect of Salamis, the man who helped destroy my father’s ambitions in Greece, stood where you’re sitting now and asked the son of Xerxes for protection.”

I was silent. The implications rearranged themselves, one after another, like pieces of a puzzle I had been solving in the wrong orientation.

“You accepted him,” I said.

“I did. I granted him sanctuary. Eventually I allowed him to settle at Magnesia on the Maeander, with revenues sufficient to live comfortably. He remained there until his death, several years ago. Under Persian protection. Supported by the treasury of the empire he once fought against.”

The reversal was so complete that for a moment I could find no response adequate to its weight. The great hero of Greek resistance, the man whose name was synonymous with Athenian cunning and Persian defeat, had ended his life supported by the Persian crown, sheltered by the son of the king whose invasion he had helped destroy.

“Why?” I asked. The question was simpler than what I felt. “He cost your father everything. He was responsible for thousands of Persian deaths. You had every reason to hate him.”

“I did hate what he had done,” Artaxerxes said. “I still do. Salamis was a catastrophe. Thousands of men who sailed from these shores never returned to them. But hatred did not require me to pretend the man was anything less than extraordinary.” He leaned forward slightly. “Themistocles understood both men and power with a clarity few possess. He saved his people when a foreign power came against them. I would expect nothing less from one of my own commanders if Persia were threatened. That is not a reason for respect to override the losses he inflicted, but it is a reason to acknowledge that the world contains men whose abilities transcend the side they fought for.”

He paused. “There is also something revealing in the fact that Athens cast him out while Persia gave him sanctuary. Whatever I thought of his past, once he placed himself under my protection, I had more to gain from honoring and employing a remarkable man than from killing him for the satisfaction of revenge. Revenge is expensive. Talent is rare. Kings who confuse the two tend to rule poorer, weaker kingdoms.”

I sat with it. The reassessment moving through me was not small. I had walked into this room expecting an absolute monarch whose view of Greece would be simple, whose bitterness toward the men who had defeated his father would be uncomplicated and enduring. Instead, I found a ruler capable of respecting a former enemy while still viewing Salamis as the disaster it was, a man who could hold both truths without needing one to negate the other.

“The conflict did not end with Salamis,” Artaxerxes continued. “Warfare between Persia and Greek powers continued for decades. The Aegean coast. Western Anatolia. Egypt rebelled during my own reign, supported by Athens. We spent years fighting to restore control. Men died on both sides. Resources that should have been building were spent destroying, and then rebuilding what destruction had taken.”

He set his cup down and looked at me with the directness of a man who had decided that courtesy had served its purpose and what remained required clarity.

“Every Great King inherits both the accomplishments and the consequences of those who came before him. Cyrus created the empire. Cambyses expanded it. Darius organized it. Xerxes fought to extend it. My responsibility is to preserve that inheritance while restoring what decades of warfare have damaged.” His voice softened. “Kings remember wars through battles and territories. Ordinary people remember them through husbands and sons who never return, through families that disappear, through households left without heirs.”

He explained what Amytis had seen in her visions, what her conversations with women across the empire had revealed. Communities where the absence of men had become the defining condition of daily life. Widows who had buried husbands decades ago. Women who reached marrying age when there were no men to marry. Farms worked by women and children because the men who should have been beside them never came home.

“The damage is not evenly distributed,” he said. “The empire as a whole is not depopulated. It remains vast, wealthy, home to many peoples. But in certain places, the losses have accumulated in ways that threaten the future of those communities. Amytis’s visions showed you bringing life back to precisely those places. Women conceiving. Children in streets that have been quiet for years.”

Then he told me about the women who had been waiting.

“For months, stories about Amytis’s visions have circulated,” he said. “And women have begged to see you.”

“How many?” I asked.

“Far more than you imagine.” Artaxerxes held my gaze. “Until now, they had only Amytis’s prophecy to believe in. Now they have Amestris. The daughter of the Great King, unable to conceive for years, pregnant within weeks of your arrival. Once that news spreads, the numbers will grow.”

He outlined what he wanted. Travel through the regions where population losses had been most severe. Royal protection. Transportation. Accommodations. Officials to smooth the way. Whatever resources Zafara and I required. And at the journey’s end, gifts worth whatever value I placed on the work.

“The women are already waiting. They know Amytis. They trust her. They have been bringing their requests to her for months.”

I looked at him, at the man who had just upended everything I thought I understood about Persian kings and Greek heroes, and felt the weight of what he was asking settle across shoulders that had carried similar weights in Egypt, in Greece, in Rome.

“I’ll help them,” I said.

Artaxerxes nodded.

“Amytis will organize everything,” he said. “She knows them. She has been listening to them longer than any of us realized.”

* * *

Amytis came for me the next morning. Zafara accompanied us initially, but as we walked through corridors that led away from the royal complex and into a quieter section of the upper city, it became clear that this was Amytis’s territory. These were her women. She had listened to them. She had carried their requests. She had promised them something none of us could guarantee until Amestris’s pregnancy made the promise real.

“They’ve been waiting,” she said as we approached a building set back from the street behind a courtyard planted with pomegranate trees: spacious and private. “Some of them for longer than I care to admit. I began telling them about the visions months ago, when I first reached Zafara across time. At first it was just… hope. Something to hold onto. Then you arrived, and hope became expectation, and now…” She paused at the doorway. “Now they have Amestris. The king’s daughter, pregnant after years of failure.”

I expected a modest gathering. A dozen women, perhaps. But what I walked into was not modest.

The room beyond the doorway was large, columned, filled with the murmur of many voices speaking in low registers. Women. Dozens of them. Arranged on cushions along the walls, seated in small groups near low tables, standing near windows where the light fell across faces turned toward the door as we entered. They were not all young. They were not all beautiful by the narrow standards that kingdoms typically applied to female worth. They were women. Adult women with lives behind them and wants ahead of them, and the diversity of what that meant was written in every face that turned to look at me.

Young, unmarried women. Women who had tried and failed to conceive with husbands now gone to war or buried years earlier. Women who simply wanted children and had found in Amytis’s visions a possibility that circumstance had otherwise denied them.

They looked at me, and I was a stranger to them. A very tall stranger with golden hair and features that marked me immediately as foreign. But to many of them, I was not entirely a stranger. I was the figure from the visions. The fertility god. The man Amytis had described in terms precise enough that recognition flickered across certain faces before uncertainty could settle in.

Amytis stepped forward. The room quieted around her as if they’d been waiting for her words for a very long time.

“This is Nathan,” she said. “The man from my visions. The man who crossed time to reach us. Many of you have been coming to me for months, bringing your stories, your hopes, your prayers to Anāhitā. You asked if what I saw was real. This morning, the royal physicians confirmed that Princess Amestris, who had been unable to conceive for years, is carrying Nathan’s child.”

Hope broke through in a dozen different expressions: hands clasped, eyes closing, lips moving in what might have been prayer or might have been the simple, human sound of a want being acknowledged at last.

They came to me in ones and twos. The first woman was a widow in her early thirties whose husband had died in one of the empire’s more recent campaigns, leaving her with a farm she could not work alone and no child to inherit what her labor had built. A young woman at nineteen who couldn’t find a suitable match. A twenty-eight-year-old woman who’d spent the decade since watching her childbearing years pass in a household too quiet for the family she had imagined filling it with. A woman who had been told by physicians that her body was barren and who had come to Amytis not in hope but in the desperate, last-ditch willingness to try one more thing before surrendering completely.

When the talking was done, the room rearranged itself. Private spaces were created behind woven partitions. Water was brought. Lamps were lit though the morning was still young. Food appeared on trays carried by servants who withdrew without speaking.

Then it began. The first woman was a widow in her early thirties, olive-skinned, dark-eyed, with the stillness of someone who had learned that movement attracted attention she no longer wanted. She undressed slowly, her fingers working at the fastenings of her dress. When the fabric fell away, her body was slender, curved, marked by the particular leanness that comes from work rather than youth. She looked at me, and then she looked at my body as I undressed, and the widening of her eyes when she saw what Min’s power had done to me was so genuine that it pulled a smile from somewhere beneath the gravity of the moment.

“Gods,” she whispered.

“That’s the general reaction,” I said.

I laid her on the cushions. I kissed her. I touched her with hands that had learned, over months and civilizations, exactly how to find the places that made women arch and sigh. When my mouth found her sex, she moaned, her fingers finding my hair and holding on as though I might disappear if she loosened her grip. She came against my tongue with a shudder that ran through her entire body, and when I rose over her and guided myself to her entrance, the stretch of her around me drew a moan that the partition did nothing to muffle.

I fucked her slowly and deeply, feeling her body accept what mine offered. When I came, flooding her with seed that her womb had been waiting years to receive, she cried, a ragged sound of a woman feeling something she had stopped believing she would ever feel again.

She was not the last. She was the first of many.

A younger woman, never married, who approached the act with a curiosity that bordered on academic until my cock was inside her and academia became irrelevant. An older woman, who took me with a fierceness that made the gold at her ears catch the light as she moved beneath me. Women who came alone. Women who came with friends for support, who waited their turn on cushions nearby, who listened to the sounds from behind partitions and adjusted their expectations accordingly.

Through it all, Min’s power held steady. Erection after erection, each as hard as the first, my body responding to want the way water responds to gravity: inevitably, completely, without apparent limit. The women’s reactions followed a pattern that familiarity had not dulled: shock at the size, pleasure at the filling, wonder at the stamina, and beneath all of it a gratitude that reached something closer to reverence.

I lost count. The day segmented itself into bodies, into names briefly spoken and then remembered through touch rather than sound, into the quality of silence that followed each woman as she dressed and left with something growing inside her that had not been there when she arrived.

Amytis moved through it all. She ensured I had water. She brought food between encounters, pressing flatbread into my hand with instructions to eat it whether I felt hungry or not. She arranged bathing, brief respites where cool water and clean linen restored whatever the hours had taken. She organized the women, knowing exactly who had been waiting longest, whose circumstances warranted priority, whose nervousness needed gentler handling.

And she watched. And I caught her, repeatedly, in moments when she believed my attention was elsewhere: her dark eyes on my body, on the women receiving what that body could give. Her gaze lingered. Her composure, when she thought no one was looking, developed cracks through which something more personal and more wanting showed itself.

By late afternoon, the light through the high windows had turned gold and the number of women waiting had diminished but not disappeared. Many had been seen. Many had left carrying the knowledge that their bodies now held life that had not been there that morning. But many remained, and the courtyard beyond the building still held clusters of figures seated in the shade of pomegranate trees, waiting their turn with the patience of people who had been waiting much longer than a single day.

I stood at a window, a cup of water in my hand, feeling the exhaustion that comes not from physical depletion, Min took care of that, but from emotional saturation. Too many stories absorbed in too few hours. Too many wants granted in a sequence that began to blur at the edges.

Amytis appeared beside me. She stood close enough that the scent of whatever oil she wore reached me before her voice did.

“Do you want to take a break?” she asked.

“I could keep going,” I said. It was true. My body felt the way it always felt after these sessions: tired in the way that comes from sustained exertion, but fundamentally undepleted. Min’s gift included recovery that operated on a timetable no human biology had evolved to match.

“Your body could,” she agreed. “The rest of you is sending different signals.”

She was right. I looked at her, at the gold in her hair, at the dark of her eyes that held both the priestess and the woman in a balance that had been shifting all day toward the latter.

“Susa is just the beginning,” I said. “Artaxerxes wants me to travel. Through the provinces where the losses are worst. This…” I gestured at the room behind us, at the women who had come and gone and the women still waiting. “This is a fraction of what he’s asking.”

“I know,” Amytis said. “I’ve seen it. In the visions. You moving through communities. Women being loved. Children being born in places that had begun to forget what children sounded like.” She paused. “It begins here. But it doesn’t end here.”

I thought about the empire Artaxerxes had described. Dozens of peoples. Hundreds of communities. Thousands of women whose wants had been shaped by decades of warfare they had no hand in starting and no power to stop.

My mission in Persia had truly begun, in a room where women I had never met trusted me with the most intimate wanting of their lives because a priestess had seen me in her dreams and believed what she saw was worth crossing time to reach.

Amytis’s hand found mine. Her fingers warm against my palm.

“Come back tomorrow,” she said. “They’ll be waiting. I’ll be waiting.”

I looked at her, at the woman who had orchestrated all of this months before I knew her name, and felt the attraction between us crystallize into something that patience could no longer comfortably contain.

“I’ll be here,” I said.

She smiled, and the smile reached her eyes and stayed there.


Chapter 6: The great hunt

Ihad spent several days in Susa breeding. Women arrived at the building behind the pomegranate courtyard in numbers that the chamber could barely contain. Young women, older women, widows whose husbands had died in campaigns they barely understood, women who had waited years for a child that circumstance had denied them. They came alone, they came with friends, they came carrying hopes shaped by Amytis’s visions and solidified by the news about Amestris that spread through the upper city like gossip that everyone pretended not to discuss.

Min’s gift held. Erection after erection, each as hard and reliable as the first, my body responding to want the way gravity responds to mass: inevitably, completely, without visible limit. The women’s reactions followed patterns that familiarity couldn’t diminish: shock at the size, pleasure at the filling, the sound a woman makes when a body that has been empty for too long is suddenly full of something that belongs there. I lost count somewhere after the first hundred. The days blended into a sequence of bodies, names briefly spoken and then remembered through touch rather than sound, through the quality of silence that followed each woman as she dressed and left carrying something that had not been there when she arrived.

It was rewarding in ways I’d grown familiar with across Egypt, Greece, and Rome. The gratitude, the relief and the light that enters a woman’s eyes when she realizes the thing she believed impossible is happening inside her body, taking root. But it was also exhausting in ways that had nothing to do with physical stamina. The emotional saturation of absorbing so many stories in so little time left me hollow by evening, sitting on cushions in our quarters while Zafara watched me.

“Eat,” she would say, pressing flatbread into my hand. “Drink. Sleep. The women will still want you tomorrow. The empire’s demographic crisis is not solving itself in a single afternoon.”

Amytis organized everything. She knew which women had been waiting longest. She arranged bathing between encounters, brief respites where cool water and clean linen restored whatever the hours had taken. She brought food I hadn’t asked for but needed anyway. She arranged privacy behind partitions, she managed the flow of bodies through spaces designed for far fewer.

What she also did, with increasing frequency, was flirt with me.

She stood close when she explained something. Her hand found my arm, my shoulder, my lower back with a casualness that carried intention. She laughed at jokes that weren’t particularly funny. She watched me with the women, her dark eyes tracking the movement of my body with an openness that bordered on rudeness, and when our eyes met across a room full of strangers, the current between us was so palpable that women noticed and exchanged glances.

But whenever I responded in kind, whenever my hand found hers or my voice dropped to something warmer than courtesy, she created distance. She became the priestess again, formal and composed, her attention redirecting to some detail of administration that required her immediate focus. The transition was smooth and practiced. It happened so consistently that by the fourth day I began to wonder if I was imagining the attraction entirely, or if what I’d been reading as desire was merely the professional interest of a woman who had spent months watching a fertility god in her dreams and found the reality worth studying.

It was maddening. Standing in a room where dozens of women had trusted me with the most intimate wanting of their lives, I found myself preoccupied with the one woman who seemed determined to keep that wanting at arm’s length.

“Maybe she’s just professionally curious,” I said to Zafara one evening, sprawled on cushions with a cup of the good wine that Artaxerxes had begun sending to our quarters after Amestris’s confirmation. “Maybe the visions showed her enough that the real thing is just… research.”

Zafara gave me a look. “She wants you.”

“Then why does she disappear every time I make that obvious?”

“Because wanting is complicated for people who have dedicated their lives to seeing the future. Especially when the future they’ve seen involves you.”

I was still turning that over when the summons came from Artaxerxes himself, delivered by an official.

The king received me in the same private chamber where we had spoken about Cyrus and Themistocles. The wine was better than what the servants had left on the table. He poured for both of us without ceremony.

“You’ve been working,” he said.

“I have.”

“The reports reach me. The numbers are… significant.”

“They would be.”

“I’m offering you a break,” he said. “Three days. The royal hunt leaves tomorrow morning. Open country. Fresh air. Something other than palace corridors and the scent of a building where too many bodies have gathered in too little space.” He paused. “I’m inviting you to join us.”

The invitation landed with the weight it deserved. A royal hunt was ceremony, it was sport, it was the theater through which Persian aristocracy demonstrated its relationship to the natural world and to each other. Horses. Weapons. The coordination of men who had been hunting together for decades. The kind of experience that no amount of reading prepares you for.

“I’d like that,” I said. “Very much.”

“Good. The lady Amytis will accompany the party. Her family has connections to the hunting traditions. She rides well.”

“She does more than ride well,” I said. “She organizes everything. Women, food, bathing schedules. The woman could run a small nation and still have energy for visions.”

Artaxerxes smiled.

* * *

We left at dawn. The royal party assembled in the courtyard behind the palace complex: perhaps thirty men on horseback, Median guards with spears, experienced hunters. Attendants with spare weapons, water skins, food wrapped in cloth. Dogs, six of them. The horses were different from what I’d ridden in Susa so far: larger, more muscular, with tack that involved more straps and buckles than the simple cloth pads I’d grown used to.

I mounted the animal they’d selected for me and immediately understood that whatever experience I’d accumulated on earlier horses had very little application to Persian horsemanship. The riding pad and tack felt different from what I’d grown used to. The animal itself moved with a gait that felt simultaneously smoother and less predictable than what I was used to, as though the horse had opinions about pace that it had not bothered to share with me beforehand.

I swayed. I adjusted. I gripped the reins with more force than elegance required and tried to look like a man who belonged on the back of a creature that clearly knew I did not.

Amytis mounted beside me. Her horse responded to the slightest pressure of her knees, shifting its weight without visible instruction. She wore riding clothes: trousers instead of the layered dresses of court, a shorter tunic that allowed freedom of movement, her hair braided and pinned rather than arranged in its ceremonial configuration. She looked at me, at the death grip I had on the reins, at the set of my shoulders that communicated very clearly that I was one sudden movement away from finding new and creative ways to fall off a horse, and her smile arrived slowly and with pleasure.

“Having difficulty?” she asked.

“I’m having an educational experience,” I said. “The horse is the teacher. I am the struggling student. The lesson is humility.”

She laughed.

We moved out. The royal party arranged itself: Artaxerxes at the front with his closest advisers, the hunters flanking, the guards forming a loose perimeter, and the rest of us filling the space between.

I watched her ride. Her body moved with the horse in a flow that looked effortless, her weight shifting slightly with each stride, her hands light on the reins. She noticed me watching and did not look away. Instead, she sat a little straighter, her shoulders easing back, and the small, private smile that touched her lips carried a quality I had not seen from her inside the walls of Susa: simple pleasure at being good at something, and the additional pleasure of being watched by someone who appreciated the skill.

The woman on horseback, her dark hair coming loose from its braids in the morning breeze. I had known she was beautiful. I had known that since the moment I stepped through the portal and saw her waiting beneath the date palms. But beauty in motion, outside the formal architecture of the palace, riding through morning light with the ease of someone completely at home in her own body, was its own category of attraction, and I felt it settle into places that the past several days of carefully managed professionalism had not quite reached.

“Stop staring,” she said without looking at me. “You’ll make the horse nervous.”

“My horse is already nervous. I’m nervous. The only creature in this formation who appears entirely comfortable is you.”

“Then perhaps you should pay attention to how it’s done,” she said, and urged her mount forward with a pressure of her knees so slight I almost missed it, leaving me to follow with considerably less grace and the growing suspicion that whatever happened on this hunt, watching Amytis outside the walls of Susa was going to be its own reward.

Susa receded behind us. The cultivated land gave way gradually, fields of barley and wheat thinning into rougher terrain where the irrigation channels grew fewer and the earth showed more of its original character: pale, dry, scattered with scrub. The royal road carried us west, then north, following the contour of land that rose in gentle swells toward hills that hung blue and distant against the morning sky. We passed estates: walled compounds set back from the road, their gardens visible through gateways, the sound of water moving through stone channels reaching us whenever the breeze shifted. Horsemen rode out to greet the king’s party, bowing from the saddle.

The landscape opened. The sky did what skies do in places where human construction hasn’t learned to interrupt the horizon: it expanded, pale and vast, pressing down on everything beneath it. Hawks turned in the heat above distant ridges. The scent of dry grass and earth reached us whenever the horses disturbed the ground, and beneath it the cleaner, sharper smell of water from streams we crossed at shallow fords where the stones had been worn smooth by generations of hooves.

Amytis rode beside me. She had been watching my struggle with the Persian saddle, and after an hour of watching me grip the reins like a man afraid the horse might interpret relaxation as permission to bolt, she finally took pity.

“Your posture is wrong,” she said. “You’re sitting like an Egyptian. Or a Greek. I’m not certain which is worse, but both are wrong for Persian horses.”

“Please,” I said. “Enlighten me. The fertility god humbly requests instruction in the noble art of not falling off.”

She smiled. “Sit taller. Your weight should be centered through your hips, not your shoulders. Stop fighting the horse with your upper body. Move with it.”

She demonstrated. The adjustment was subtle, a shift in the angle of her spine, a settling of her weight that transformed her from a passenger into part of the animal’s movement. I tried to copy it. Failed, tried again and failed less completely.

“Your body does extraordinary things,” she said, her voice dropping to something that carried no audience except me. “But apparently sitting on a horse is not among them.”

I adjusted. The horse responded.

“That’s better,” Amytis said. She was watching me with an expression that balanced approval against something more personal. “Much better.”

What she couldn’t see was how the improvement happened. Once I understood what she wanted, once the geometry of proper posture translated from observation into physical adjustment, Min’s gift did what it always did: it amplified. My body learned faster than any human body had a right to learn. Coordination that should have taken weeks of practice arrived in minutes. Balance that belonged to someone who had spent a lifetime in the saddle settled into muscles that had never performed this work before. By the time we reached the first resting point, a shaded grove where the attendants distributed water and the horses were allowed to drink from a stream that ran clear over pale stones, I was riding with a confidence that made Amytis raise an eyebrow.

“Either you’ve been lying about your experience,” she said, “or whatever divine assistance you’re receiving extends to activities that have nothing to do with fertility.”

“I’m a quick study when the teacher is compelling,” I said.

We practiced with bows. The Persian weapon was different from what I was used to: shorter, with a heavier draw, designed for use on horseback rather than from fixed positions. I had experience. But each weapon carried the logic of the culture that produced it, and Persian archery obeyed rules I was still learning.

Amytis strung her bow. She nocked an arrow, drew and released. The arrow struck a dead tree thirty yards distant with a solid thunk that echoed briefly across the open ground.

“Your turn,” she said.

I missed the first shot by a margin that would have been embarrassing if anyone but Amytis had been watching. The second landed closer. The third found the tree, if not the patch of bark she had selected.

“Improving,” she said.

“You’re teaching me to ride and shoot,” I said. “Is there anything Persian priestesses don’t do?”

“We are not all helpless creatures waiting inside palaces, Nathan. Some of us have been riding since we could walk. Some of us have been handling bows longer than we’ve been interpreting visions.” She nocked another arrow, drew, and released. The arrow struck beside her first. “The empire is large. Its women are varied. You would do well to remember that.”

“I’m remembering,” I said. “Extensively.”

The teasing between us had acquired a quality that the formal settings of Susa had never permitted. She challenged, I responded, the space between our horses narrowed by fractions each time one of us spoke, and the woman who emerged from behind the composed mask of the priestess was twenty-six years old, clever, capable, and full of life.

Then the hunters found the tracks. They moved. The dogs picked up the scent first, their posture shifting from alert to something tighter and more directed. The lead hunter dismounted, examined the ground with fingers that read the earth the way other men read tablets, and when he stood his expression had settled into the gravity of someone who has located exactly what the expedition was designed to find.

“Lion,” he said.

We moved. The terrain grew rougher, the scrub denser, the ground rising toward a ridge where the vegetation provided cover. The hunters coordinated through gestures, through the positioning of their mounts, through a language of movement that required no speech. I stayed near Amytis. Not because anyone had instructed me to, but because the part of my brain that processed threat had already categorized her presence as something requiring proximity, and Min’s gift, for all its generosity, had never included the ability to override that particular instinct.

The dogs drove the animal from cover. I heard it before I saw it: a sound that belonged to no domestic creature, deep and resonant and carrying a quality of violence that bypassed thought entirely and registered as pure physical warning. The lion emerged from scrub thirty yards ahead of the formation, tawny, massive. It should have fled. The formation was designed to funnel game away from the riders, toward open ground where archers could position themselves. The animal should have turned from the noise, from the scent of dogs and men and horses, and run in the direction the hunters had prepared for.

It did not run in that direction. It turned. It charged, a trajectory that no one had anticipated because no sane lion confronted thirty armed men on horseback. The animal moved with a speed that made the horses panic before their riders could react. Amytis’s mount reared. She held for one heartbeat, two, her body fighting the animal’s fear, and then the horse twisted beneath her and she was thrown.

She hit the ground. The impact drove the air from her lungs in a sound I heard clearly despite the distance between us. She rolled, came up on one knee, and the lion was already there, closing the gap between predator and fallen rider with a speed that made the hunters’ shouts arrive a half-second too late to matter.

The lion struck. I saw its paw connect with her shoulder, the claws tearing through fabric and skin, the force of the blow driving her back to the ground. I saw blood. Dark against the pale fabric of her riding tunic, spreading. I saw her try to rise, one arm coming up in a defensive gesture that the animal treated as an invitation.

I jumped from the horse and bolted toward them, Min’s power driving me faster than any man had a right to move. Dust rising behind me, I reached her. I put myself between her body and the lion with a proximity that meant the animal’s next strike would find me instead of her, and the lion, confronted with a new target materializing where empty air had been a heartbeat earlier, did what predators do when surprised: it attacked.

Its weight hit me like something that belonged to a different scale of force entirely. Even with Min’s strength flowing through muscle and bone that had been augmented beyond anything human, the impact drove me back half a step. Claws tore through the fabric of my tunic and found skin beneath. Teeth that could crush bone snapped inches from my face, close enough that I felt the heat of the animal’s breath and smelled the musk of a creature that had never been domesticated and never would be. Its roar filled the world. My hands found its forelegs, gripped, and for three terrible heartbeats we wrestled in the dust.

I threw it. I released everything Min had given me into a single movement that launched the massive predator through the air and into the scrub ten yards distant. The animal hit the ground, rolled, came up shaking its massive head with the disoriented fury of something that had never been handled that way before.

Someone shouted. A bow landed in the dust beside me. Grabbing it, I nocked an arrow, drew, and the Persian bow bent with a resistance that my augmented strength treated as a suggestion rather than an obstacle. The lion charged. I had one shot. The distance closed. Ten yards … seven … five.

I released. The arrow took the animal through the chest with a force that carried it backward off its feet. It hit the ground, thrashed once, and went still.

Silence followed. Thirty men on horseback, trained hunters, Median guards who had spent their lives in the company of weapons and violence, stared at the dead lion and then at me with expressions that had moved beyond surprise into something closer to the reverence that civilizations reserve for forces they cannot explain.

I barely registered their faces. The bow dropped from my hand. I turned and ran back to Amytis, kneeling beside her in the dust where the blood on her tunic was still spreading, and the only thought my brain could produce with any coherence was that I had been fast enough, but not quite fast enough, and the difference between those two things was written in the dark stain across her shoulder and the particular stillness of her body that had nothing to do with composure and everything to do with shock.

Blood. There was more of it than I had allowed myself to register during the seconds it took to reach her, to stand between her and the animal, to throw the predator through the air and put an arrow through its heart. Blood on her riding tunic, dark and spreading from the tears where the claws had found her shoulder and upper arm. Blood on the pale dust beneath her.

I knew I could heal her. I had healed before. In Egypt, in Greece and in Rome, in circumstances where the alternative was watching someone suffer needlessly. But knowing and feeling were different languages, and what I felt kneeling in the dust with Amytis’s blood warm against my palms was fear so pure and so immediate that it temporarily disabled whatever rational assessment should have been running beneath it.

“Give me room,” I said. The Persians gathered around us, their faces carrying variations of the same expression: men who had just watched a foreigner run faster than anything human, wrestle a lion, kill it with a single shot, and were now watching that same foreigner place his hands on a wounded priestess with an intensity that suggested whatever happened next would belong to the same category of impossibility.

I pressed my palms against the worst of the tears in her shoulder. The fabric was already torn, which made access simpler. I closed my eyes because looking at her face while I did this was more than I could manage and still function.

The healing came: warmth first, spreading from my hands into her tissue. I felt it through my palms: the knitting of torn muscle, the sealing of ruptured vessels, the inflammation that should have followed receding before it could properly establish itself. It was thorough. The kind of healing that would have taken weeks of careful treatment under normal circumstances compressed into minutes that the Persians watching could measure with their own eyes.

When I opened my eyes, the blood had stopped. The tears in her skin were closing, the edges drawing together beneath my palms with a visibility that made one of the hunters whisper something I didn’t catch. The worst of the damage, the deep laceration across her shoulder where the claw had caught muscle, sealed last, the tissue beneath my fingers reorganizing itself.

Throughout it all, Amytis watched me. She watched my face with an attention so complete that I wondered, in the part of my brain still capable of wondering anything, whether she had registered the pain at all or had simply decided that whatever was happening on my features was more worth studying than whatever was happening to her body.

When the last of the tears had closed to thin, pink lines that would fade within days rather than leaving the scars they had every right to leave, something in me gave way. I felt relief so overwhelming that I pulled her against me before the thought had fully formed, one arm around her waist, the other cradling the back of her head, and held her with a force that would have been inappropriate under any circumstances that involved less blood and fewer lions.

She was solid and alive. Her heart beat against my chest at a pace that was gradually returning to normal, and the scent of her, the oil she wore, the dust of the ride, the iron tang of blood that hadn’t yet been washed away, filled every breath I took.

“Well,” she said against my shoulder. “I suppose the fertility god has uses beyond the bedroom after all. That’s… convenient information.”

I chuckled. “You nearly died,” I said. The words came out flat, stripped of the warmth they should have carried, because the warmth was elsewhere, circulating through a body that was still processing the difference between nearly and actually.

She went still against me. Then her hands, which had been resting loosely at my sides, tightened. Her fingers found the fabric of my tunic and gripped with a strength that her injured shoulder should not have been capable of producing.

“You saw the lion,” she said. “You saw it coming toward me. And you just… moved. There was no moment where you calculated whether it was dangerous. Whether someone else might reach me first. You saw it, and you went after it.” Her voice had lost its attempt at composure. “You didn’t even hesitate…”

She stopped and swallowed. When she continued, the words came slower, as though each one required permission she was only now granting herself.

“When the lion turned toward you after you threw it,” she said, “when I saw it recover and prepare to charge you, I thought I was going to watch you die. Right there. In front of me. After everything. After the visions, after bringing you here, after months of knowing you were coming and then finally having you here, I was going to watch a lion kill you because you put yourself between it and me without stopping to consider the alternative.”

I held her. The dust settled around us. Somewhere beyond the circle of hunters, attendants were securing the dead animal, wrapping its massive paws, preparing it for the return journey. The ordinary business of a hunt that had ceased to be ordinary several minutes ago continued.

“You were the one lying there bleeding,” I said.

She shook her head against my chest. “That wasn’t what frightened me most.”

Amytis’s fingers were still gripping my tunic. Her breathing had steadied. The shoulder I had just healed rested against my chest without tension, the healing already advanced enough that the movement caused no pain. She had admitted more than she intended. I had heard more than she had planned to say. And the distance she had been maintaining between us in Susa’s corridors, the careful management of proximity that had frustrated me for days, suddenly carried a different explanation than the one I had been constructing.

She was afraid of something … of what she had seen.

* * *

We rode back toward Susa as the afternoon light turned the distant hills amber. The formation had rearranged itself. Artaxerxes remained at the front with his closest advisers. The Persian hunters gave me room. Their eyes found me, held, and looked away.

One of the Median guards, a man who had spent the morning ride watching me with the neutral assessment reserved for curiosities, now could not meet my gaze directly. When our paths crossed near the stream where the horses drank, he inclined his head in a gesture that carried more formality than any interaction we had shared before. Another hunter, older, approached with an offering of water that he extended with both hands, as though the vessel itself had acquired significance through proximity to the person receiving it.

Amytis rode beside me. The formation had placed us together not by accident, and the fact that neither of us had engineered the placement did not make it feel any less intentional. She was quiet. The playful instructor from the morning, the woman who had teased me about Egyptian horsemanship and demonstrated Persian archery with the casual confidence of someone performing a lifelong skill, had receded. What remained was the stillness of someone who had passed through fear and emerged on the other side carrying its residue.

Her shoulder showed almost no sign of what had happened. The thin pink lines where the claws had torn through skin were already fading toward invisibility, accelerated healing doing what weeks of careful treatment would have accomplished more slowly. But her body still remembered the impact. She held the reins with her left hand, her right arm resting across her lap, moving carefully despite the absence of pain. She held the reins with her left hand. Her right arm rested across her lap.

We did not tease each other. Neither of us reached for jokes. Neither of us performed the theater of casualness that had characterized our interactions since Susa. What existed instead was the simple fact of two people who had nearly lost each other riding beside each other through afternoon light, saying very little because very little needed to be said.

When the formation stretched along a section of road where the terrain forced a single-file arrangement, creating momentary privacy between stretches of visibility, Amytis guided her mount closer to mine. The movement was subtle. The horses responded to pressure so slight I almost missed it, and then she was beside me.

“Thank you,” she said.

The words were simple. Just thank you, from a woman to a man, carrying the full weight of what had almost been lost and what had been returned.

“There was never a decision to make,” I said. “I saw the lion coming toward you. I moved. That’s all. That’s everything.”

She looked at me. The answer affected her more visibly than any boast or grand statement could have done. Her eyes filled, and her hand left the rein and found my forearm where it rested against the saddle. Her fingers were warm. They traced the line of muscle beneath my skin with a tenderness that carried no prophecy, no duty, nothing except the simple human pleasure of touching someone who had placed himself between her and death without stopping to calculate the cost.

“Look at me,” she said.

I turned. Her hand left my arm and found my face. Her palm rested against my cheek, her thumb tracing the line of my jaw with a slowness that made the surrounding landscape recede into irrelevance. Her dark eyes held mine. She leaned toward me.

I leaned toward her. The distance between us compressed from something measurable to something that existed only in the quality of breath shared between two people who had stopped pretending they didn’t want each other. I could see the individual lashes against her olive skin and could count the heartbeats it would take for her mouth to reach mine.

She pulled back. She withdrew with the same control she applied to everything, her hand leaving my face, her body settling back into the rhythm of the horse beneath her, and the distance between us reestablished itself.

I stared at her. The frustration that had been accumulating through days of flirtation followed by withdrawal, through moments of warmth consistently interrupted by the reassertion of some boundary I could neither see nor understand, crystallized into something I could no longer politely contain.

“Why do you keep doing this?” The question came out harder than I intended. “You want me. I want you. Everyone in this hunting party has spent the day watching us circle each other. It isn’t exactly subtle. And every time we get close, every time it actually matters, you…” I gestured at the space between our horses, at the careful distance she had just reinstated with the same efficiency she brought to everything. “You do this. You create exactly this much room. And I’m tired of not knowing why.”

She looked at the road ahead. Her profile against the afternoon light was so still it might have been carved.

“There are things about my visions,” she said, “that I haven’t told you.”

“What things?” I asked.

She looked frightened. The fear was visible in a way that her composure, for once, could not disguise. It lived in the set of her mouth, in the tension along her jawline, in the way her fingers tightened on the rein without her seeming to notice they had done so.

“I can’t tell you yet,” she said.

“Why?”

“Because knowing changes things. And some things…” She paused and swallowed. “Some things are easier to walk toward if you haven’t seen the destination.”

I wanted to push. The part of me that had spent days receiving her flirtation and watching her retreat, the part that had just thrown a lion through the air to keep her alive, wanted answers with a clarity that bordered on demand. But the fear on her face was real. The genuine article, and whatever she had seen in those visions had placed it there with a permanence that asking harder questions would not dislodge.

I didn’t push. I held her gaze, let the silence between us carry whatever weight it needed to carry, and when she looked away first I understood that whatever boundary she was maintaining had nothing to do with uncertainty about whether she wanted me and everything to do with something she believed would happen if she allowed that wanting to reach its natural conclusion.

We rode the rest of the way in quiet. The hunters carried the dead lion at the rear of the formation, its massive paws bound, its tawny hide catching the last of the light. Stories were spreading ahead of us. I could see it in the faces of attendants who had remained at the resting points, in the quality of attention that tracked our approach from estate gateways and roadside clearings. By the time Susa’s walls came into view, pale against the darkening sky, the tale of what had happened beyond the ridge had already reached the city through riders who had been sent ahead, and whatever standing I had occupied as the fertility god who visited women in a building behind a pomegranate courtyard had been permanently altered by the addition of impossible speed, lion wrestling, and healing that closed wounds in minutes rather than weeks.

I barely registered the shift. The lion meant nothing. The stories meant nothing. The awe moving through the formation around me registered as background noise, the distant murmur of a narrative I had no interest in occupying.

What I thought about, riding through Susa’s gates as lamps were lit along the palace walls, was Amytis’s hand on my face and the fear in her eyes when she mentioned her visions.

For the first time since stepping through the portal into Persian sunlight, I wondered what the Seer of Anāhitā had actually witnessed in those dreams, and why the woman who had described them with such certainty had never shown me their full contents.


Chapter 7: Amytis’s farewell

The morning after the lion hunt arrived. I lay on the cushions in our quarters, one arm thrown across my eyes to block the light through the high window, and listened to the palace. It sounded different. The quality of attention moving through the corridors had acquired a frequency my ears had begun to recognize: the sound of a story spreading faster than the people carrying it could possibly verify.

“Did you hear?” I said to the ceiling. “Apparently I’m seven feet tall now. And the lion was the size of a small house. Also I have wings, though they’re invisible except during moments of extreme heroism.”

Zafara was sitting cross-legged near the low table, working dates from a bowl. “Eight feet, actually. The wing story came later. They’re still debating whether they were eagle wings or something more… Egyptian.”

I groaned and sat up. My shoulder ached in a way that Min’s gift had not quite managed to smooth over. Wrestling a predator built to crush gazelle vertebrae for breakfast left marks even on the miraculously enhanced.

“They’re calling you the Lion-Killer,” Zafara said. “In at least three languages that I’ve overheard. The title seems to be sticking.”

“I shot it with an arrow. There was very little killing involved. Mostly there was throwing, which is different.”

“Throwing a lion is not something ordinary men do, Nathan. The distinction matters less to the audience than you think.”

The story had metastasized overnight. From the courtyard behind the palace complex where we had dismounted, through the servant quarters, into the lower city, and back again with embellishments that increased in proportion to the distance they traveled. By breakfast, the official version circulating among the palace staff involved me decapitating the beast with a single stroke of a Median short sword, which I had never touched, followed by raising Amytis from the dead, which she had never been. The healing part, which was the only element of the tale that corresponded to something that had actually happened, had somehow become the least interesting detail.

I was still turning this over when someone knocked. The door opened, and Amytis stepped through.

She looked well, better than well. The thin pink lines on her shoulder where the claws had torn through fabric and skin were already fading toward invisibility, accelerated healing doing what weeks would have accomplished more gradually. She wore a dress of deep blue that left her arms bare to the shoulder, and the absence of bandages or any visible evidence of what had happened made the whole lion incident feel like something I might have dreamed if not for the bruises along my ribs that disagreed every time I moved.

I was on my feet before the thought had fully formed, crossing to her, my hand already reaching for her shoulder.

“You’re all right,” I said. It came out less as a question than as something I needed to confirm through touch, my fingers finding the place where the deepest tear had been and feeling nothing but smooth, warm skin beneath the fabric.

She smiled. “This is the fourth time you’ve asked me that question since yesterday.”

“I’m thorough,” I said. “It’s a character trait.”

“Thorough is not the word I would choose.”

“What word would you choose?”

She held my gaze. “Persistent,” she said finally.

I withdrew my hand. The warmth of her skin lingered against my palm. “The stories are out of control,” I said, gesturing vaguely at the door, at the palace beyond it where versions of yesterday were multiplying by the hour. “Apparently I’m eight feet tall now. With wings.”

“I heard nine. And the wings were definitely eagle.”

We stood in the awkward space that existed after something significant had happened. The attraction between us, which had been building since my first day in Susa, had acquired a new dimension after the lion.

“My mother has heard,” Amytis said.

I blinked. “Heard what? About the wings? Because I feel I should clarify—”

“About the lion. About you. About what happened.” She tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear. “She wants to meet you.”

“Your mother knows about the lion attack? How? We returned yesterday. The palace physicians never even examined you because there was nothing left for them to examine.”

“Half of Susa knows, Nathan. The royal hunt doesn’t travel in silence. Riders were sent ahead. Stories move faster than horses when the subject involves someone nearly being killed and a foreigner doing things with a lion that Persian hunting traditions have no precedent for.” She paused. “My mother has connections throughout the upper city. She hears things. Usually before I’ve had a chance to tell her myself.”

I tried to imagine the woman who had raised Amytis. The composed, observant priestess with her visions and her formal court attire had to have come from somewhere, and the somewhere was presumably a household where composure and observation were valued commodities.

“She wants to thank you,” Amytis said. “Personally. For bringing her daughter home alive when the alternative was…” She didn’t finish the sentence. She didn’t need to. The image of what the alternative would have looked like had been sitting in both our minds since the moment the lion’s paw connected with her shoulder and the blood began to spread.

“I didn’t do anything special,” I said. “I saw you fall. I moved. That’s the whole story. The rest is exaggeration and very creative rumor.”

“That’s not the story my mother heard. And it’s not the story I’m going to correct.” She reached for my hand and held it. “Will you come? Today. The break Artaxerxes gave you extends through tomorrow. We have time.”

I looked at her. “Lead the way,” I said.

We left together. The corridors greeted us: servants bowing with more formality than the occasion warranted, guards inclining their heads as we passed, the occasional whisper reaching us from doorways and intersecting hallways where the story of the Lion-Killer had apparently elevated me from fertility curiosity to something adjacent to myth.

Amytis walked beside me, her shoulder occasionally brushing mine as the corridor narrowed. The almost-kiss traveled with us. Unresolved, patient, waiting for a moment when the weight of what it meant would feel less like something to fear and more like something to choose.

* * *

Amytis led me through sections of Susa I hadn’t seen before. We left the royal complex behind, descended through terraced gardens where water channels cut geometric patterns through stone, and entered a quarter where the architecture looked more like comfort rather than ostentation. The houses stood close but not crowded, their walls pale against the midday heat, their courtyards planted with citrus and pomegranate.

Her family’s home occupied a corner where two streets met at a gentle angle. The door was wood inlaid with patterns of ivory too fine to appreciate fully without stopping, which I did, because stopping gave me an excuse to delay whatever came next. Meeting the family of a woman you’ve spent weeks circling with varying degrees of flirtation and restraint carries its own weight, and the weight had been accumulating since we left the palace.

“They don’t bite,” Amytis said, watching me study the door.

“Families are complicated. I’ve met enough of them across enough centuries to develop a healthy caution.”

“Your caution is noted. And unnecessary.” She pushed the door open.

The difference hit me immediately. The ceilings here were human rather than imperial, the light warmer, the scale designed for living rather than impressing. But the greatest difference was in Amytis herself. The woman who walked through that doorway was someone younger, her posture loosening by visible degrees as she stepped into a space where the performance of a priestess could finally be set aside.

The courtyard welcomed us with the scent of jasmine and the sound of water moving through a channel cut along one wall. A servant appeared, a woman older than Amytis with silver threading through dark hair, who bowed to Amytis.

“She’s expecting you,” the servant said. Her eyes found me, widened slightly at the height and the hair, and then recovered.

We moved through a hallway lined with textiles hanging from wooden rods, their patterns deep blue and amber against pale plaster. The floor was carpeted in something woven tight enough to silence footsteps. Through an arched doorway, a receiving room opened toward a terrace where potted trees cast dappled shadow across cushions arranged in a loose semicircle.

The woman, whom I believed to be her mother, stood from one of the cushions as we entered. She was tall, slender, with the kind of beauty that age had deepened rather than diminished. Her dark hair was arranged in a style that managed to look both elegant and unforced. She wore a dress of deep green belted at a waist that years and widowhood had not softened. Her eyes were Amytis’s eyes: dark, observant, missing very little.

She looked at me. Then she looked at her daughter. Then she crossed the room in three strides and threw her arms around me with enough force to make me take half a step back.

“You brought her home,” she said against my chest. “You saw the lion coming toward her and you just… fought back.”

I held her. She was warm, and the gratitude radiating from her had a weight that made my attempts to downplay whatever heroism the stories had attributed to me feel suddenly inadequate.

“I wasn’t going to stand there,” I said. It was the simplest version of the truth I could find. “She was on the ground. The lion was coming. Standing there wasn’t an option.”

She pulled back. Her hands found my face, her palms warm against my cheeks, and she studied me.

“That’s the answer,” she said. She looked at Amytis. “That’s the answer he gives.”

Something passed between mother and daughter that I couldn’t fully translate. Amytis held her mother’s gaze, and whatever lived in that exchange carried more history than I had access to.

She extended her hand to me. “Parisa.”

I took it. “Nathan.”

Then a voice from the terrace, younger, brighter, cutting through the moment. “Is this him? The fertility god? He’s blonder than you said. Much blonder. And taller. You undersold the tall, Amytis, which is unlike you. You’re usually precise about these things.”

The girl who stepped through the terrace doorway looked like a sixteen-year-old or very close to it, with Amytis’s dark eyes and olive complexion but none of her sister’s composure, her dress a simpler version of what her mother wore, and the curiosity in her expression was so immediate and so unfiltered that it pulled a smile from me before I’d decided to offer one.

“This is my sister, Statira,” Amytis said. The fond exasperation in her voice was the most genuine thing I’d heard from her since we’d entered the house. “Who has opinions on everything, shares all of them without invitation, and is currently failing to observe the basic courtesies that apply when meeting someone for the first time.”

“I’m observing courtesies,” Statira said. She bowed to me with a formality so exaggerated it circled back to teasing. “Welcome to our home, O Mighty Lion-Killer, Bringer of Fertility, Healer of Wounds, and apparently the only man in Persia tall enough to make my sister look up instead of down when she’s pretending not to stare at him.”

Amytis closed her eyes. “I’m going to drown her in the water channel. Mother, you’ll need to look away for approximately one minute.”

Parisa laughed. “She’s been talking about you for months,” Statira said, settling onto a cushion. “Long before you ever stepped through whatever door you stepped through. The man from the visions, she called you. With the strange hair. And the eyes that are the wrong color. And the shoulders that are… here, she demonstrated.” The girl mimicked what appeared to be an expansive gesture involving both arms. “Like this. Very specifically like this. She was quite detailed about the shoulders.”

I turned to Amytis. The flush that climbed her cheekbones was so immediate and so thorough that it reached the base of her throat and stayed there, dark against olive skin, and the composed priestess who had weathered royal audiences without a visible crack in her armor was currently losing a battle against a sixteen-year-old with good timing and no filters.

“It was relevant to the vision,” Amytis said. “Physical description is part of prophetic accuracy. The goddess provides details. I record them. That’s the entire process.”

“Mm,” her sister said. “And the part where you described his smile? Was that also prophetic accuracy? Because I distinctly remember you mentioning the smile. Several times. With adjectives.”

“That’s enough,” Amytis said. But there was no heat in it, just the weary surrender of someone who had long since accepted that certain battles were not worth the energy they cost.

I looked at Amytis, at the woman sitting on a cushion in her mother’s house with her knees drawn up and her composure in tatters and a flush darkening her throat.

Apparently, Amytis had been interested in me long before I stepped through the portal. The thought made our almost-kiss on horseback feel different. Less like something unexpected and more like something we’d been approaching from opposite sides of time.

* * *

The meal arrived on trays carried by the same servant who had greeted us, assisted now by a younger woman. Warm flatbread, grilled lamb, yogurt swirled with honey in patterns that someone had taken time to arrange, pistachios in a shallow bowl, figs split, wine in a pitcher that Parisa poured herself without waiting for the servant to complete the circuit.

We ate cross-legged on cushions around a low table inlaid with ivory in geometric patterns. Statira talked constantly. About the royal hunt stories circulating through the quarter. About a boy she had noticed at the temple whose beard was coming in on one side considerably faster than the other, a developmental injustice Statira described with merciless precision. About the pomegranate tree in the courtyard that had finally produced fruit worth eating after three years of ornamental disappointment.

Amytis listened. She ate slowly, her attention moving between her sister’s animated descriptions and her mother’s quieter contributions.

“When she was seven,” Parisa said, reaching for a piece of flatbread, “Amytis decided that the proper way to address the household cat was to deliver formal prophecies to it every morning before breakfast. Complete with hand gestures. The cat, being a cat, ignored her completely, which she interpreted as divine confirmation that her prophecies were too profound for feline comprehension.”

“Mother,” Amytis said.

“She would stand in the courtyard,” Parisa continued, ignoring her daughter with the comfortable certainty of a woman who had raised two children and understood exactly which stories were worth telling regardless of protest, “and announce to this indifferent animal that the day would bring ‘great revelations’ and ‘waters flowing from unexpected sources,’ by which she meant the irrigation channel had sprung a leak that the servants hadn’t noticed yet.”

Statira was laughing so hard she had to set her cup down. “She still talks to the cat. The new one. She thinks we don’t know.”

“The new cat is considerably more receptive to spiritual guidance,” Amytis said primly. “He has the eyes of an oracle.”

“He has the eyes of a creature who has learned that sitting still while the tall one talks means extra fish at mealtime,” Parisa said. “There’s a difference between devotion and opportunism that I feel your religious training should have clarified by now.”

I laughed. I had spent weeks in palaces and audience chambers and buildings where women waited behind partitions, and the warmth of a family meal in a house where the formality existed but knew its place felt like stepping into a room I hadn’t realized I’d been missing.

But as the meal progressed, as Statira’s stories accumulated and Parisa’s contributions grew warmer and less guarded, I noticed something. Amytis would laugh. She would respond. She would reach for the wine pitcher and pour for her mother without being asked. And then, in the quieter moments between conversations, when her sister was reaching for a fig or her mother was adjusting a cushion, Amytis would go still. Her eyes would find her family: her mother’s hands arranging flatbread on a plate, her sister’s animated profile as she described something ridiculous she had witnessed at the market, and the expression that moved across her face carried a weight I couldn’t immediately name.

It was the look of someone memorizing something they were afraid they might not see again, and suddenly the warmth of the meal felt fragile, as though the happiness itself was aware of its own temporariness.

We left as the afternoon light began its descent toward evening. Parisa embraced me again at the door, her hands warm on my shoulders, her gratitude no less genuine for having been expressed already.

“Come back,” she said. “Whenever you wish. This house is open to you.”

Statira waved from the terrace. “Next time bring the wings,” she called. “I want to see if they’re eagle or something more Egyptian. For accuracy.”

We walked back through Susa as the light turned gold.

“You went quiet,” I said. “During the meal. Several times. Watching your mother and your sister.”

Amytis walked beside me. “Did I,” she said.

“It wasn’t nothing. I’ve spent enough time watching your face to recognize when something’s happening behind it.”

She was silent for three strides. “There are things about my visions,” she said finally, “that I haven’t told you.”

We had reached this threshold before. On horseback, after the lion, that had nearly become a kiss. And then she had withdrawn.

“I keep records,” she said. “Detailed ones. Every significant vision, every fragment the goddess sends, I write it down. The temple archives contain scrolls in my hand dating back years. Most of them are mundane. Harvest predictions. Weather patterns. The occasional political insight that Artaxerxes finds useful. But some…” She paused. “Some are personal in ways that prophecy is not supposed to be.”

We had stopped walking without my noticing. We stood in a narrow street where the shadows of the buildings on either side had begun to lengthen across the packed earth, and the sound of water from somewhere nearby reached us in the quiet between her sentences.

“Before you arrived,” Amytis said, “before I ever reached Zafara across time, I saw you. Not just as the fertility figure moving through communities. I saw myself with you. I saw us becoming close. I saw myself…” She swallowed. “Loving you. The way a woman loves a man, not the way a priestess reveres a divine messenger. I saw it happen in fragments, over months, and each time the vision returned it carried more detail until the distinction between what Anāhitā was showing me and what I personally wanted began to feel… artificial.”

“And then I saw something else,” she said. “I saw Zafara open a passage. A doorway between times. And you walked through it. And I…” Her voice caught. She steadied it with visible effort. “I followed you. The vision ended with Persia disappearing behind me … just receding, the way landscapes do when you’re traveling away from them and not looking back.”

The street was very quiet. Somewhere a dog barked once and fell silent.

“That’s why,” I said. “That’s why you keep pulling back. Every time we get close. It’s not about sleeping with me. You’re afraid to fall in love with me because you already know what happens if you do.”

She looked at me. The fear in her eyes was the same fear I had seen on horseback, the same fear that had lived behind her composure for weeks without a name I could properly give it until now.

“If I love you,” she said, “I will leave them. My mother. My sister. This city. Everything I’ve built here. The visions don’t show me coming back, Nathan. They show me choosing you, and they show that choice costing me the life I have now, and I look at my mother pouring wine at her own table and my sister laughing about temple boys with uneven beards and I think: how do you walk toward that? How do you love someone knowing that loving them means eventually watching all of this become something you visit in memories rather than something you live inside?”

I had no answer that could make the choice smaller, and pretending otherwise would have been cruel. “You don’t have to decide anything because of me,” I said. “Not now.”

She looked at me for a moment, then nodded. “I know.”

* * *

I had returned to our quarters, had bathed, had eaten something the servants brought without fully registering what it was, and was sitting near the window watching Susa’s walls catch the last of the sun when the door opened and Amytis stepped through.

“Do you want to take a ride together?” she asked.

I looked at her. She had changed into riding clothes again: the shorter tunic, the trousers that allowed movement, her hair braided and pinned rather than arranged in its court configuration.

“After yesterday,” I said, “I assumed you’d had enough excitement involving horses to last several royal hunting seasons. Possibly a decade. The Median guard who helped me dismount looked at my bruises and made a sign I’m pretty sure was meant to ward off predatory mammals. I think he believes I attract them.”

“You attract attention,” Amytis said. “The predatory mammals are coincidental. And yesterday merely demonstrated that you still need instruction. Considerably more instruction than one morning on the royal road provided.”

“You’re going to teach me to ride again. After I threw a lion.”

“Your throwing technique was impressive. Your seat on a horse remains…” She paused, searching for the diplomatic version.

“Abysmal,” I supplied.

“I was going to say ‘developing.’ But abysmal has the virtue of accuracy.”

We both chuckled.

We took horses from the royal stables, lighter mounts better suited to an evening ride that had no destination beyond the simple pleasure of movement. The stable master, a man whose beard had been oiled into submission, looked at me with respect.

“He’ll behave,” Amytis told the stable master. “I’ll make certain of it.”

The stable master looked dubious. The horse looked dubiously at me. I looked dubiously at both of them. It was a perfect circle of mutual uncertainty that lasted approximately until Amytis mounted her animal.

“Mount,” she said. “We’re losing the light.”

I did, and we rode out through a gate on the northern side of the city, smaller than the main thoroughfares, used primarily by messengers and estate traffic. The guards recognized Amytis and bowed as we passed, their eyes finding me: curiosity, caution, and beneath both the lingering awareness of whatever they had heard about the lion.

Beyond the walls, the land opened. Cultivated fields stretched toward the horizon where the light was richest, barley and wheat moving in the evening breeze like something alive and breathing. Water channels cut silver lines through the darkening green, feeding irrigation ditches that branched into smaller channels until the geometry of human intention became invisible beneath the growth it sustained. We passed estates set back from the road, their walls pale against the gathering dark, the sound of water reaching us from gardens I could hear but not see.

Amytis rode beside me. She corrected my posture twice in the first quarter mile. “Your weight is still too far forward, you’re fighting the animal with your shoulders.”

The third time she reached across to adjust my grip on the reins, her fingers lingered against mine, and the warmth of that contact traveled up my arm and settled somewhere beneath my ribs with a permanence that made the surrounding landscape feel suddenly secondary.

“You’ve improved,” she said. “Since yesterday.”

“Once I understand what I’m supposed to be doing, my body… accelerates the learning curve.”

“Convenient.”

“Extremely. It also means I can do this.”

I urged my mount forward. The animal responded with more enthusiasm than I had expected, and for three strides I was genuinely concerned that acceleration and equine cooperation had aligned in a way that would end with me surveying the Persian countryside from an undignified position flat on my back. But the horse’s gait smoothed beneath me, the rhythm finding my body rather than fighting it, and I pulled ahead of Amytis by several lengths before easing back.

She stared at me. Then her expression changed into something I had seen flashes of but never in its full, unleashed form: competitive delight. Her eyes narrowed. Her lips curved. She leaned forward in the saddle and her horse responded to the shift in her weight.

“You’re holding back,” she called. “I can see it. You’re using exactly enough of whatever that gift provides to make this interesting without actually trying.”

“I’m being gentlemanly.”

“Try harder.”

She kicked her mount into a canter. I followed. The fields rushed past on either side, the sound of hooves against packed earth filling the evening air, and the gap between us closed and opened and closed again as she pushed her animal harder and I matched her stride for stride.

Then she glanced back, saw that I was still a half-length behind, and something fierce entered her expression. She straightened in the saddle, gathered the reins, and urged her horse into a run that left dignity somewhere in the dust behind us.

I stopped holding back. I leaned forward, felt the animal respond, and pulled alongside Amytis with a speed that made her head turn sharply, her eyes widening.

We ran. Side by side through barley fields silvered by the last of the light, the sound of hooves and the rush of wind the only conversation either of us needed, and when Amytis laughed, the sound bursting from her throat with a freedom I had never heard from her inside the walls of Susa, something in my chest loosened.

She was beautiful like this. Unbound, competitive, her dark hair coming loose from its braids in the wind, her body moving with the horse in a rhythm that belonged to joy rather than composure. I loved watching her.

We slowed as the light failed. The fields gave way to rougher ground where the irrigation channels converged toward a small grove of date palms clustered beside a stream that cut through the earth in a gentle curve. Water moved over stones with a sound that reached us before the trees came fully into view, and the quality of that sound, clean, constant, alive, carried echoes of the goddess whose priestess rode beside me with her cheeks flushed from exertion and her eyes brighter than I had ever seen them.

We dismounted. The horses drank from the stream, their noses disturbing the surface in ripples that caught what little light remained. Amytis sat on a flat stone near the water’s edge, her knees drawn up, her breathing gradually settling back toward normal. I sat beside her, close enough that the warmth of her reached me through the cooling air.

The playful mood faded and settled, like the light settling across the water, into something more sustained. We sat in silence for a while. The sound of the stream filled the space between us. Somewhere in the grove, a bird called once and did not call again.

“What frightened me during the lion attack,” Amytis said finally, “wasn’t simply that I might die. What frightened me was watching you throw the lion away from me and then seeing it turn on you.” Her voice had dropped to something barely above the sound of the water. “I thought I was about to watch you die, right there, in front of me. After everything. After the visions, after bringing you here, after months of knowing you were coming and then finally having you here, I was going to watch a lion kill you because you put yourself between it and me without stopping to consider the alternative.”

She looked at me. The fear in her eyes was the same fear I had seen on horseback, the same fear that had lived behind her composure since the moment the lion charged, but named now, given language, allowed to exist in the open where the weight of it could be shared rather than carried alone.

“The intensity of it,” she said. “The sheer… force of what I felt watching that animal come toward you. It was…” She stopped and swallowed. “I already love you. Or I’m frighteningly close to it.”

“Why does it have to mean you leave?” I asked.

Amytis looked at me. “The vision—”

“The vision shows you following me through a passage. It doesn’t show you making that choice tonight.” I took her hand. “You’ve spent months believing there are only two possibilities: refuse me, or love me and lose everything here. But there’s a third. Love me now. Stay here now. If the day comes when you actually have to choose, then choose. Don’t sacrifice what we could have because you’re afraid of a decision nobody is asking you to make yet.”

I watched it happen on her face: the fear, the certainty, the vision she had carried for months, all of them shifting into new configurations as the third option took root in soil that had been prepared for exactly two possibilities and no more.

“You’re right,” she said softly. “Avoiding you because of something I saw in a vision is still allowing the vision to control me. I’ve been so afraid of the destination that I refused to walk the path, and the refusal itself became its own kind of prophecy.” She looked down at our joined hands. “I’ve spent months watching women receive what your body can give them. I’ve stood in rooms where you loved strangers with a generosity that made something in me ache to be chosen the same way. And every time I wanted you, every time I reached for you and then pulled back because the vision said loving you meant losing them, I was letting the vision make my choices for me before I’d ever reached the moment when a choice was required.”

She lifted her gaze to mine. “Kiss me,” she said.

I did. I leaned forward and found her mouth with mine, and the kiss carried none of the hesitation that had characterized every almost-moment between us since Susa. Her lips were warm and certain, opening under mine with a hunger she had been containing for longer than either of us could properly calculate, and her hand found the back of my neck and held me there as though the distance we had maintained had been an experiment in restraint that had finally reached its natural conclusion.

When her tongue found mine the sound she made against my mouth was low and desperate. It was the sound of a woman who wanted, simply and completely, without prophecy or duty attached to the wanting.

We undressed each other beside the stream. Her fingers worked at the fastenings of my tunic, and when her palms found the skin of my chest they traced the muscle there with a wonder that had nothing to do with divinity and everything to do with the simple human pleasure of touching someone she had been watching for months without allowing herself to reach for.

I helped her with the shorter riding tunic. It lifted over her head, and what lay beneath it was worth every moment of the restraint that had preceded it. Her breasts were like two teardrops, narrow at the top but full and heavy at the bottom, topped with two peachy nipples and quarter-sized areolas, rising and falling with each breath in a rhythm that matched the pace of her heart against my palm when I cupped one and felt her arch into the contact. Her waist was narrow, her hips flaring into thighs that parted when my hand traced their inner curve and found the heat between them already gathering, already wet, her body responding to touch with an immediacy that made the weeks of careful distance feel like a conversation we had both been having in a language neither of us actually spoke.

Her skin was olive and warm, carrying the glow that the last of the light caught and held along the curve of her shoulder, the swell of her breast, the dip of her navel. Between her thighs, the dark curls were already damp, the folds beneath them glistening when my fingers parted them and found the slick, heated center of her. She gasped. Her hips lifted off the stone, seeking more contact, more pressure, and the sound that escaped her when my thumb found the swollen bud at the top of her sex was so genuine and so unchecked that it echoed briefly across the water before the stream’s constant murmur reclaimed the silence.

I laid her back against the flat stone. The surface was cool beneath her shoulders, still holding the day’s warmth in its deeper mass, and the contrast between the stone’s temperature and the heat of her skin made her shiver when my mouth replaced my hand between her thighs. I tasted her. The salt-sweet flavor of her arousal coated my tongue as I traced the length of her with deliberate thoroughness, learning the exact pressure that made her thighs tighten around my head, the rhythm that pulled moans from her throat that grew steadily less concerned with whether anyone in the distant grove might hear them.

As I licked her, her honey kept flowing. I never tired, but I made sure to use my lips as well, kissing every inch of her. She started shuddering as I continued, and I parted her lips to lick her deeper.

Then she came against my mouth with a shudder that ran through her entire body, her fingers finding my hair and holding on as though the pleasure might carry her somewhere she needed anchoring to return from. I rose over her while she still trembled. My cock, thick and heavy and fully hard from watching her undress and tasting her and feeling her come apart beneath my mouth, rested against the soft skin of her belly. She looked down at it, her dark eyes widening at the size, the veined length, the broad head already slick with need.

“Gods,” she whispered. “It’s… you’re…”

“I know,” I said.

She laughed. I guided myself to her entrance. She was wet enough that the thick head pressed inward with steady pressure, her body yielding around me inch by inch as I pushed deeper. She was tight, her inner walls clutching at my length with a heat that made my control falter. When I was fully seated, the heavy base of my cock pressed flush against her, she shuddered.

I fucked her slowly at first. Long strokes that let her feel every ridge and vein, the heavy weight of me dragging against places inside her that made her eyes flutter shut and moan. Her legs wrapped around my waist, her heels digging into my back, urging me deeper with a strength that her slender frame belied. The wet sound of our joining filled the quiet grove, mixed with her moans and the constant murmur of the stream beside us.

I braced one hand beside her head and used the other to keep her hip still, not to restrain her but to make every inch of the withdrawal and the return count. She was tight around me, her walls fluttering and then clutching as I bottomed out, the broad head of my cock kissing the deepest part of her on each stroke. Amytis’s mouth opened against my shoulder. She bit down, not hard, just enough to leave a mark, and the sound she made when I rolled my hips and ground against her was raw and unguarded.

“Look at me,” I said.

She did. Her dark eyes were wet at the corners, not from pain. I watched the last of the priestess’s composure dissolve as I filled her again, letting her feel the stretch of taking something that thick and staying that full. Her breasts moved, the teardrop weight of them shifting, peach nipples tight. I lowered my head and took one into my mouth, sucking until she arched and her inner muscles locked around my shaft in a long, helpless pulse.

“Nathan—”

I kept the pace. Her fingers raked down my back. She came a second time with her forehead pressed to mine, a broken sound escaping as her body seized and then melted, slick heat flooding around my cock until I could feel it coating the base of me, dripping down onto the stone.

I did not stop. I gathered her closer, one arm under her shoulders, and changed the angle so the thick ridge along the underside of my cock dragged against the place that made her thighs shake. The stream kept talking beside us. Palm fronds moved in the last of the breeze. Amytis’s voice went hoarse.

“Don’t leave me empty,” she whispered. “I want you to stay. I want to feel you finish in me.”

The words went through me like heat. I drove deeper, the wet slap of our bodies louder now, her tightness working the full length of me on every stroke. She was past shame, past the visions, past the careful distance. Her heels locked at my back and she took me to the root again and again, moaning into my mouth when I kissed her.

I felt it gather low and heavy, a thick pressure that had nothing to do with the gift and everything to do with her. I buried myself as deep as her body would allow, the head of my cock pressed flush to her cervix, and came.

It was a long, rolling flood. Thick, hot seed pumped into her in heavy surges, each one spilling deep inside her. I held her there and let it happen, groaning into her hair as another wave followed the first, then another, until I could feel the pressure of it filling her, the excess beginning to leak around the base of my still-hard cock in warm, slick rivulets. I stayed buried through the last weaker pulses, giving her every drop, raw and unshielded, until there was nothing left to give.

We stayed like that for a long moment, my weight on my forearms so I would not crush her, her legs still wrapped around me, the stream’s murmur the only sound that did not belong to our breathing. When I finally eased back, a slow, creamy spill followed the withdrawal, catching the last of the light as it slipped from her and ran down the inside of her thigh.

Amytis’s hand found my face. She was smiling, small and stunned and real. “That,” she said quietly, “was not a vision.”

I kissed her again, slower, while the evening cooled around us and the horses waited by the water, and neither of us spoke about doorways or leaving or anything that had not yet arrived.

We lay together on the flat stone as the dark settled completely over the grove. Amytis’s head rested on my chest. Her hair had come completely loose from its braids, falling across my skin in waves that the darkness turned from black to something closer to the absence of light entirely. Her fingers traced idle patterns on my stomach, and the contentment radiating from her had a weight that made the stone beneath us feel suddenly secondary to the warmth of her body against mine.

Amytis was quiet for a while. “You said I didn’t have to choose tonight.”

“You don’t.”

“I know.” She lifted her head from my chest. “But I think I already have.”

I looked at her.

“When you leave,” she said, “I’m coming with you.”

“Amytis—”

“I know what that means.”

“I’m not staying here forever. Eventually Zafara will open the passage and I’ll go home. California. My time. If you come with me, you’re leaving this behind. Your temple. Susa. Your mother and sister. I can’t promise you’ll ever see any of it again.”

Her eyes filled, but she didn’t look away.

“That’s what frightened me about the vision,” she said. “Not because I didn’t want to follow you. Because I knew that I would.”

I took her hand. “You don’t owe the vision anything.”

“I’m not choosing the vision.” Her fingers closed around mine. “I’m choosing you.”

I held her. Susa lay in the distance, her temple, her mother, her sister, everything she had known waiting beyond those walls.

There would be time to say goodbye. And when Zafara opened the passage home, Amytis would come with me.

She rested her head against my chest. Whatever waited on the other side, we would face it together.


Chapter 8: Journey to Babylon

Waking with Amytis in my arms felt like arriving at a destination I’d been circling for weeks without knowing the exact coordinates. She had fallen asleep with her head on my chest and my arm around her shoulders, and she had remained there through the darkness while the stream beside us murmured its constant, indifferent conversation. The morning light reached us through the date palms in thin gold bars that shifted with the breeze, and when I opened my eyes, Amytis was already awake, watching me with a stillness that suggested she had been doing so for some time.

“Good morning,” I said.

She smiled. “Good morning.”

I traced the line of her jaw with my thumb. Her skin was warm, still carrying the faint scent of whatever oil she wore beneath the newer, more immediate smells of sweat and sex. Further down, across the curve of her hip where the riding tunic had been thrown, a dried white streak marked her inner thigh. My cum, crusted overnight.

“You’re staring,” she said.

“I’m appreciating.”

“Appreciating what you left behind.”

“I’m thorough.”

“You’ve mentioned that.” She stretched, and the movement of her breasts made my attention rearrange itself entirely. “We should return to the city before they send Median guards to look for the fertility god who disappeared with a priestess.”

“We have horses,” I said. “And a reasonable excuse involving riding lessons that went considerably off course.”

“My mother would believe that. My sister would not.”

“We should go, then.”

“We should,” she agreed, and made no move to rise.

The following days were much the same, except for Amytis. We returned to Susa. The breeding sessions resumed in the building behind the pomegranate courtyard, women arriving with the same hope they had carried before, and I worked with the same care and the same body that Min had built for exactly this purpose. What changed was Amytis. She was still the organizer, still the calm presence who ensured water appeared between encounters and food reached my hand whether I asked for it or not, but she was also something else now. She touched me openly. She kissed me when the room was empty between women. She watched like someone who had stopped pretending the man on the cushions belonged to prophecy alone.

I loved her watching. I loved the way her dark eyes followed the movement of my body, the stillness that came over her when I was inside another woman and our eyes met across a room partitioned for privacy. She never looked away. She never flinched. It just made her more turned on as I made love to one woman after another.

The summons from Artaxerxes arrived several days later. An official appeared at the building while I was between women, his bearing carrying the gravity of someone delivering a message that brooked no scheduling complications.

“The Great King requests your presence,” he said.

I went. Amytis pressed a cup of water into my hand as I passed.

“He’s different,” she said quietly. “Since the lion. Be ready for that.”

I was not ready. The chamber Artaxerxes had chosen was the same one where we had spoken about Cyrus and Themistocles, but the man who rose to greet me bore almost no resemblance to the calculating monarch who had tested me in the Apadana weeks earlier. Something had changed. The careful assessment was still there, the intelligence that had built and maintained an empire still operated behind his eyes, but beneath it ran a current I had not seen before: genuine awe, barely contained, leaking through the seams of a kingship that had been trained since childhood to treat wonder as an indulgence rather than a legitimate response.

“You’ve spoken to the hunters,” I said.

“I have.” Artaxerxes gestured to a cushion. I took it. “Six of them. Independently.”

“You were there.”

“I was. And I wanted to know whether six other men saw what I saw. You crossed a distance that should have taken several seconds in less than one. You physically engaged a full-grown lion, threw it through the air, and when it charged you a second time, you killed it with a single shot from a Persian bow you had never held before that moment.” He paused. “Then you laid your hands on Amytis’s shoulder and healed wounds that should have taken weeks to close. The palace physicians examined her when she returned, and by then the wounds had faded to lines so faint they could barely locate them.”

He studied me. The awe was there, no longer something he was bothering to conceal.

“I have spent my life learning to separate useful exaggeration from truth,” he said. “The men who witnessed what happened on that ridge are not given to exaggeration. They are hunters. They measure distance, speed, and force with the precision of men whose survival depends on accuracy. What they confirmed is not possible by any standard of human capability that this empire has ever documented.”

Then he turned and called for his servants, and they entered carrying a large rolled document that they spread across the low table between us.

It was a map: hand-drawn, inked on treated leather, the coastlines and rivers rendered with care. I recognized the shape of it. The empire. From the Aegean to the Indus, rendered in pigments that had cost someone considerable labor to produce.

“I asked for a record of where the need is greatest,” Artaxerxes said. His finger moved across the surface, tracing regions, settlements, territories whose names I recognized from history books and others I had never encountered. “Babylon. The surrounding villages along the Euphrates. Ecbatana, in the highlands. Sardis, on the western frontier. Communities throughout these regions have suffered losses that cannot be repaired through ordinary means. Widows whose husbands died in campaigns decades ago. Women who reached marrying age when there were no men to marry. Households worked by mothers and daughters because the sons never came home.”

He looked at me. “Which would you like to see?”

I had expected instruction and direction. The kind of royal command that brooked no discussion because discussion was not something kings typically invited from the instruments of their policy.

“You’re asking me to choose,” I said.

“I am.” Artaxerxes leaned back slightly. “I command soldiers. I command governors and officials and the administrative machinery that keeps this empire from collapsing under its own geography. You are none of those things. What you carry operates by different rules. Rules I am still learning to understand.” His finger tapped the map once, decisively. “I will provide information. Introductions to officials who can smooth your passage. Protection, horses, provisions, whatever else you require. But you will decide where you travel and whom you help. That is not a courtesy, Nathan. It is a recognition of something I have only recently begun to grasp: you cannot be directed the way an army column can be directed. What you offer arrives through choice, not command.”

I looked at the map. My eyes found Babylon before my conscious mind had fully processed the options. In my world, Babylon was dead. A ruin. A collection of broken walls and reconstructed gates in museums thousands of miles and thousands of years removed from the city that had built them. Here, it was breathing, alive. One of the greatest urban centers on the planet, functioning beneath Persian administration but carrying its own identity, its own pulse.

“Babylon,” I said.

Artaxerxes nodded. “Why?”

“Because from the moment I realized what era I was in, I’ve wanted to see it, as a place where people live. Where women wake up and go to market and raise children and bury their dead. The legendary city.”

“Babylon it is, then.” He reached for a wooden case beside the cushion and withdrew several clay tablets impressed with seals I recognized from documents I had seen moving through the palace. “These will open doors. They bear my authority. They will secure cooperation from officials, accommodations, supplies, access to whatever local information you request. They are not there to dictate your actions. They are there to remove obstacles so that your actions can proceed without the friction that travel through this empire typically involves.”

I took the tablets. They were heavier than they looked, the impressions in the clay sharp and clean, as though they had been prepared very recently.

“I’ll bring Zafara,” I said. “And Amytis.”

“I assumed you would.” Artaxerxes rose. I rose with him. Whatever stood between us now was not the relationship of a king to a subject, but something less definable and considerably more interesting.

“Word of what happened in Susa is already traveling,” he said. “Through official channels and otherwise. The women you helped here have families. Those families have connections. Stories move. By the time you reach Babylon, you will not arrive as a stranger.”

I wasn’t sure whether that was good news. The expression on my face must have conveyed as much, because Artaxerxes smiled.

“We are about to find out,” he said.

* * *

Amytis’s family home welcomed us the way it had the first time: jasmine scent from the courtyard, the sound of water moving through its stone channel, and the quality of light that arrived through windows sized for human occupancy rather than imperial ceremony. The servant with silver in her hair bowed to Amytis and then to me, and something in her expression had changed since our last visit.

Parisa met us in the receiving room. She wore a dress of deep green, and when she saw me she crossed the room, her arms going around my waist with a strength that her slender frame belied.

“You’re taking her to Babylon,” she said against my chest.

“Babylon first,” Amytis said.

Parisa pulled back and looked at her daughter.

Amytis crossed the room and took her mother’s hands. “Nathan will return to his own world when his work here is finished. I’m going with him.”

Parisa went still. “The passage you saw.”

“Yes.”

“And you may not come back.”

Amytis swallowed. “I know.”

Parisa looked at me then. “You knew?”

“She told me.”

“And this is what you want?” she asked Amytis.

“It is.”

Parisa was quiet for a moment. Then she touched her daughter’s cheek. “I wondered if this was where your visions were leading you.”

She turned to me. “I have spent every night since the lion attack thinking about what would have happened if you hadn’t been there. You saw her fall and you moved. You didn’t hesitate.”

Her eyes stayed on mine.

“She trusts you. So do I. Don’t give either of us reason to regret it.”

“I won’t.”

Statira appeared from the terrace, her younger face bright.

“So the fertility god is stealing my sister,” she said. “And he fights lions. The household is divided on whether this constitutes an improvement over her previous suitors, who were uniformly boring and occasionally smelled of temple incense.”

“Statira,” Parisa said. The warning carried no heat.

“I’m merely observing market conditions, Mother. The available pool of lion-fighting fertility deities with questionable hair is notably thin in Susa. We should consider ourselves fortunate that one wandered into our courtyard before the Babylonians caught wind of the situation.”

After the banter, we ate at the same low table, surrounded by the same cushions. The food was familiar too: warm flatbread, grilled lamb seasoned with something that made the air smell of smoke and cumin, yogurt drizzled with honey, fresh figs, and wine that Parisa poured herself.

Statira talked about the rumors circulating through the quarter regarding my height, which had apparently settled at nine feet after several days of vigorous debate.

Amytis listened and chimed in now and then. She ate slowly, her attention moving between her sister’s animated descriptions and her mother.

Before we left, Statira pulled her sister aside. I watched them from the terrace, two dark heads bent close together near the water channel, and though I couldn’t hear the words, I could read the shift in Amytis’s posture from the teasing deflection of an older sister to something more vulnerable. Statira’s hand found Amytis’s arm. She said something that made Amytis look down at the stone between her feet. Then Amytis nodded, once, and Statira threw her arms around her sister’s neck with a force that nearly knocked them both into the channel.

When they separated, Statira was wiping her eyes with the back of her hand. She reached into her dress, pressed something small into Amytis’s palm, and closed her sister’s fingers around it. Amytis looked down, then back at Statira, and hugged her again.

“Try not to fight any more lions without inviting me to watch,” Statira called as we gathered our things by the door. “It’s extremely rude to hoard all the interesting wildlife encounters.”

“No promises,” I said with a laugh.

“We’ll send word,” Amytis said. “For as long as we can.”

Statira’s smile faltered, but she nodded.

Parisa embraced her daughter at the doorway. This time neither of them seemed willing to be the first to let go.

“Be happy,” Parisa said quietly.

Amytis pressed her face against her mother’s shoulder. “I’ll try.”

When they finally separated, Parisa took my hand.

“Keep her safe.”

“I will.”

Amytis looked back as we walked away from the house. Her mother and sister remained in the doorway, Statira waving with both arms while Parisa simply watched. Amytis raised her hand and waved back. We kept walking.

* * *

We departed Susa in the cool of early morning, when the light arrived thin and gold across the mud-brick walls and the city’s sounds were still assembling themselves into the day’s proper volume. Zafara joined us at the royal stables. She carried a small leather bag that contained, she informed me, “considerably more than it appears to contain, which is the entire point of bags.” The sealed tablets from Artaxerxes rested in a pouch at my belt, their weight a constant reminder of the authority they carried and the doors they were meant to open.

The horses were different from what we had ridden on the hunt. These were traveling animals, bred for distance rather than speed, with a steadier gait and a temperament that suggested they had seen enough of the world to approach new terrain with patience rather than enthusiasm. I mounted with considerably more confidence than I had managed during my first attempt at Persian horsemanship, and the stable master, watching me settle into the saddle, nodded once with the satisfaction of a man who had witnessed a pedagogical success he had not expected to live long enough to see.

“What did you tell him?” I asked Amytis as we guided our mounts toward the city’s western gate.

“That you’re a quick study when properly motivated.”

“By which you mean threatened by predatory mammals.”

“Motivation takes many forms.”

We reached the gate, and the gate was not what I had expected. I had anticipated a departure. Guards, perhaps a formal acknowledgement of the royal seal, the ordinary machinery of a city processing the movement of bodies through its perimeter. What I had not anticipated was the crowd.

They had gathered along the road leading from the gate, thirty or forty women arranged in loose clusters on either side of the packed earth. I recognized faces. The widow whose farm had been too much for one pair of hands. The younger woman who had been so shy she couldn’t stop blushing. Women who had waited behind partitions, women who had left carrying something that had not been there when they arrived, women whose gratitude had been expressed in private rooms and was now being expressed publicly.

Several women approached directly. They thanked me. They used my name, and the sound of “Nathan” in Persian accents carried a warmth that the formality of the Apadana had never permitted. One beautiful woman pressed a small cloth bundle into my hand without explanation. When I opened it later, riding toward Babylon with Susa receding behind us, I found a dried fig and a smooth river stone the color of amber, and the simplicity of the gift warmed my heart.

“Will you return?” a younger woman called from the edge of the crowd.

“I don’t know,” I said. The honesty felt necessary. “There are many women who need help. In many places. I’ll go where the need is greatest.”

She nodded. She understood. They all understood, in a way that populations accustomed to the movement of armies and the departure of men had learned to understand: absence was not personal. It was geographical. It was the condition of living in an empire where distances were measured in days rather than miles and return was a promise that circumstances frequently revised.

As we passed through the gate, I overheard a conversation between two women standing near a water seller’s stall.

“He killed it with his hands,” one said. “No weapon. Just reached out and broke its neck like it was made of kindling.”

“Liar,” the other replied. “My cousin’s husband was there. He says it was an arrow. Through the heart. One shot from a bow he’d never held before.”

“It was both,” said a third voice, belonging to a woman I did not recognize. “He broke its neck with one hand and shot it with the other. While riding. Backward.”

I turned to Amytis. “I distinctly remember using an arrow. I’m almost certain of this. The arrow part seems relevant to the historical record.”

“By the time we reach Babylon,” she said, “you’ll have killed ten lions. With your bare hands. While reciting poetry in perfect Babylonian.” A smile touched her lips, the first genuine one I had seen since we left her mother’s doorway. “The stories aren’t about what happened. They’re about what people needed to have happened. A man who runs faster than anything human, fights a lion, and heals wounds that should have killed someone they care about… that man becomes whatever the audience requires him to be. The details are merely decorative.”

The humor did what humor was supposed to do. It broke something loose in her that had been sitting too tightly since the goodbye. She laughed, and the sound carried over the hoofbeats and the creak of tack and the distant murmur of the crowd still visible behind us, and for a moment the woman on the horse beside me was the woman from the stream rather than the woman who had just said goodbye to her family.

Susa receded. The cultivated land gave way gradually to rougher terrain where the earth showed more of its original character: pale, dry, scattered with scrub. The road carried us toward Babylon, following the contour of land that rose in gentle swells toward hills that hung blue and distant against the morning sky. We passed estates. We passed villages where the houses clustered close to the road, their walls the same pale mud-brick as Susa’s but scaled to something human rather than imperial. Children appeared in doorways to watch us pass. Men working fields straightened and studied our formation.

Amytis looked back repeatedly, her head turning toward the eastern horizon where Susa’s walls had already dissolved into the general blur of distance and morning haze. Each time she looked, something passed across her face that she did not bother to conceal from me anymore. The growing awareness that each stride of the horse was carrying her farther from the courtyard where jasmine grew and water moved through stone and her mother’s hands arranged flatbread on a plate.

I said nothing. There were no words that would make the distance smaller or the choice simpler, and offering platitudes about return to a woman who had seen her own future in fragments that did not include certainty on that particular question would have been its own kind of cruelty. So I rode beside her. I let the silence between us carry whatever weight it needed to carry, and when the road bent north around a low ridge and the last visible trace of Susa disappeared behind the curve of the land, I watched Amytis’s profile and waited for whatever would come next.

What came next was her turning forward. Her shoulders settled. Her hands found the reins. She looked at the road ahead. She looked at the hills. She looked at the vast, unfolding geography of an empire that had been names on a map until this morning and was now becoming something she could measure with her own eyes, mile by mile, as the horses carried us toward Babylon and whatever waited for us there.

She did not look back again.

* * *

The journey toward Babylon revealed the empire in layers I hadn’t been able to see from inside Susa’s walls. What had been names on a map became topography, became villages, became the quality of light that fell across irrigated fields at different hours of the day, and by the third morning I had begun to understand why Artaxerxes spoke about his inheritance with the mixture of pride and burden that men reserve for things too large to fully comprehend.

We passed through country that changed by the mile. Cultivated land giving way to rougher scrub, then back to irrigation channels cutting silver lines through barley that rippled in the breeze like something alive and breathing. Villages appeared along the road at intervals that suggested planning rather than accident: clusters of mud-brick houses with courtyards where women worked looms under shaded awnings and children too young for field labor played games involving sticks and patterns drawn in the dust. The people watching us pass wore clothing I couldn’t always categorize. Some dressed in the pleated linen and felt caps I associated with Persian officialdom. Others wore wool dyed in patterns that belonged to older traditions, to peoples who had been living on this land long before Cyrus ever crossed the Halys River, and the diversity of what that meant: cultures existing beneath an administrative overlay rather than being replaced by it, became visible in ways that reading history in a California apartment never could have conveyed.

Estates appeared on higher ground, their walls pale against the sky, their gardens visible through gateways where the geometric precision of Persian water channels created small, ordered paradises amid the dry surround. We passed caravans moving east toward Susa, their pack animals laden with goods, their drivers regarding our party.

At a road station on the fourth day, we watched a royal courier arrive. The man arrived on a Nisaean horse lathered and breathing hard, its flanks dark with sweat. He exchanged tablets with the station master, dismounted, and transferred to a fresh animal with almost no wasted motion and very little speech. Within minutes he was gone, heading east toward Susa.

“That’s how it works,” Amytis said, watching the dust settle behind the departed rider. “The imperial road. Stations every fifteen, twenty miles. Fresh horses. Couriers who ride in shifts, handing messages from one rider to the next so that nothing stops moving, not even at night. With relays and fresh horses, an urgent royal message can cross distances in days that would take an ordinary traveler months. Nothing stops moving, not even at night.”

“That fast?”

“When the king requires it.”

Zafara, who had been observing the exchange, nodded. “Armies can conquer territory,” she said. “Information is what allows a king to keep it. The difference between an empire and a particularly ambitious raid often comes down to which of them arrives first at the battlefield: the soldiers or the news that the battlefield exists.”

I thought about my world. About satellites and fiber optics and the miracle of a text message arriving across continents in seconds. The Persian system was slower, obviously. Measured in days rather than milliseconds. But standing in that dusty yard watching a man change horses and continue east without breaking stride, I felt something adjacent to respect for the administrative intelligence that had built a network capable of holding a continent together through nothing but clay tablets, fast horses, and men who understood that the empire lived or died based on how quickly its extremities could speak to its center.

The nights belonged to Amytis and me in a way that the crowded quarters of Susa had never permitted. We stopped at road stations where the accommodations were simple: raised platforms with wool blankets, separate from the main building, arranged so that travelers with appropriate authority could sleep without sharing space with the merchants and minor officials who occupied the common areas. The privacy was its own luxury. We lay together on those platforms with the desert cold settling around us and the vast Mesopotamian sky overhead carrying more stars than any sky I had ever seen from a California cliffside, and the warmth of her body against mine became something I measured the journey by, mile by mile, as reliably as the stations measured distance. She cuddled closer, eyeing my lips, and I kissed her, again and again, which always made her smile.

One night, five days out from Susa, I woke to find her sitting cross-legged on the platform’s edge, something small and dark cupped in her palm, studying it by the low light of a clay lamp that one of the station attendants had left burning near the entrance. When I moved beside her, she didn’t startle. She had heard me, or felt me, or simply expected me, and she opened her hand to show me what she was holding.

A river stone. Dark gray, crossed by a thin white vein, small enough to fit in the center of her palm. The kind of stone a child might select from a streambed because it pleased her, smooth and warm from being handled.

“My sister gave it to me,” Amytis said. “The morning we left. She didn’t say anything, just pressed it into my hand at the door and then hugged me hard enough to crack a rib.” Her thumb traced the stone’s surface. “She collects them. Has since she was small. The house has a jar full of them near her sleeping mat. This is the first one she’s ever given away.”

“Do you miss them?” I asked. The question felt unnecessary. I could see how much she missed them in her face in the lamplight, in the stillness of her shoulders, in the way her fingers closed around the stone as though it contained something more substantial than mineral.

“Yes,” she said. Then she looked at me. “But I love you so much it makes my heart ache, and I’m not certain which of those things is larger at the moment, the missing or the loving, and I’m not certain I want to know the answer.”

I kissed her. I didn’t have words that would make the calculus simpler or the choice cleaner, so I offered the one thing I had that felt unequivocal: proximity and intimacy. I stayed close to her on the platform’s edge while the lamp burned lower and the desert cold pressed against the wool blankets and the vast, star-scattered darkness above us held whatever answers waited at the journey’s end.

On the seventh day, we reached another station. This one stood at a junction where the road branched north toward higher ground, and the official responsible for the station, a Persian with a beard oiled into submission and the bearing of someone who had been managing travelers long enough to develop opinions about all of them, examined Artaxerxes’s seal. His demeanor shifted accordingly. Bows were offered. Accommodations were arranged. The mixture of respect and wariness that royal authority typically provoked settled over the station yard like a familiar garment.

Then the official asked my name. “Nathan,” I said.

Something changed in his face: a reassessment, as though the name had shifted me from one category of traveler to another, and the new category came with implications he was still processing.

Amytis noticed. She had been standing slightly apart, studying the junction where the road split, and when she turned back to the conversation her attention landed on the official’s face.

“You’ve heard of him,” she said.

“News from Susa reaches these stations quickly,” he said with a shrug. “It’s… not unusual.”

“What stories, specifically?” Amytis asked.

“Regarding Susa,” he said. “The princess. The… lion incident. Healing. Fertility. The usual circulation of information through stations such as this one.”

I looked at Amytis. “The lion?”

She was trying not to smile. “I told you the story was spreading.”

“We’re days from Susa.”

“Stories travel faster than people, Nathan.”

The official cleared his throat. “There are several versions.”

“Of course there are.”

“In one of them, you killed the lion with your bare hands.”

“I threw it.”

Amytis finally laughed. “Which is apparently a distinction only you consider important.”

I looked west, toward a city still somewhere beyond the horizon. “Please tell me Babylon hasn’t heard this.”

Amytis’s smile widened.

“That isn’t reassuring.”

We continued toward Babylon. The official bowed as we mounted, and the junction gradually disappeared behind us.

Somewhere ahead was a city I had known by name for most of my life. Apparently, people there might already know mine.

I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.

Amytis, judging by the smile she wore for the next several miles, found it considerably more entertaining.


Chapter 9: Babylon

The land changed on the eighth day. The dry scrub that had characterized most of our journey from Susa gave way to something greener and more arranged, and the quality of the air changed too, carrying a dampness that felt almost thick compared to the dry clarity we’d been breathing since leaving the royal road.

“We’re entering the alluvial plain,” Amytis said. She rode beside me, her dark hair braided and pinned against the increasing heat. “Mesopotamia. The land between rivers.”

The rivers themselves weren’t visible yet, but their presence announced itself in everything around us. Water moved through channels cut into the earth. Date palms appeared in groves, their fronds catching the breeze in a sound that belonged to water-rich places rather than dry upland. The road beneath our horses’ hooves grew softer, packed earth giving way to something that retained moisture in a way the harder ground near Susa never had.

Traffic increased. We passed farmers moving toward fields with tools balanced across their shoulders. Merchants with pack animals laden with goods I couldn’t see beneath cloth coverings. A group of women walking together toward what looked like a small settlement half a mile off the road, their voices reaching us in fragments before the breeze carried them away. Every mile brought more people, more movement, more evidence that we were approaching something larger than the road stations and scattered villages that had marked our journey so far.

By midday, the character of the landscape had changed entirely. What had been open country with occasional settlements became a patchwork of cultivated fields divided by water channels that branched and converged with a complexity that made the geometry of human intention visible from horseback. The air smelled of wet earth and growing things, of smoke from cooking fires and the tang of bitumen that Amytis identified as the sealant used on canal linings and boat hulls.

“Babylon controls the water,” she said. “Not just the Euphrates. The canals. The irrigation. The city sits at the center of a network that feeds more people than most cities could ever support, and every drop moves according to rules that have been in place longer than Persia has existed as an empire.”

I could see it now. The evidence of its gravitational pull. Traffic on the road had become constant, a stream of bodies moving in both directions. Carts pulled by oxen. Donkeys carrying bundles. People on foot, alone and in groups, their clothing marking them as belonging to different traditions, different communities, all converging toward the same destination or flowing away from it. The road itself widened, the packed earth beaten smooth by generations of feet and hooves and wheels.

Then we crested a low rise, and Babylon appeared.

Smoke first. A haze of it hanging above the horizon, pale against the Mesopotamian sky, too widespread and too constant to belong to anything smaller than a city. Then the walls, distant still but clear: a dark line across the flat land, rising higher than anything I had seen outside of Egypt, the outer perimeter of a place that had been legendary for a thousand years before I was born.

Between the walls and where we stood, the land swarmed with activity. Boats moved along waterways I could now see cutting through the cultivated fields, shallow-draft vessels with rounded hulls, poled by men who stood at the stern and worked the current. The canals converged toward the city like veins toward a heart, carrying traffic that grew denser with each mile we covered.

“Etemenanki,” Amytis said, pointing.

I followed her gesture and felt something turn over in my chest. The ziggurat. Seven stepped tiers rising from the city’s center, visible even at this distance, its mass dominating the skyline the way mountains dominate horizons. In my world, Etemenanki was a ruin, a memory, a reconstruction in a museum somewhere based on fragments and descriptions. Here it was whole, breathing, the center of a religious life that had been continuous for longer than most civilizations could claim to exist at all.

We rode closer. The walls resolved from a dark line into something monumental: mud-brick reinforced with bitumen, towering above the surrounding plain, interrupted by gates I couldn’t yet make out in detail but whose scale was already apparent. Temple complexes rose within the perimeter, their terraced forms distinct even at a distance. The dense urban fabric of the city proper was a textured mass of lighter and darker shapes, rooftops and courtyards and the narrow channels of streets visible as negative space between structures.

People moved along the road in both directions. I saw Persians in the pleated linen and felt caps I had grown accustomed to in Susa. I saw others whose clothing belonged to older traditions: wool dyed in patterns I couldn’t name, head coverings that suggested different communities, different histories all flowing through the same gates. Merchants with pack animals. Farmers carrying produce toward the city markets. Soldiers in scale armor. The sound was constant now, a low register of voices and animals and cart wheels against packed earth that rose and fell like the background hum of something very large and very much alive.

I stopped my horse. Not because anyone had instructed me to stop, but because the moment demanded it. Babylon.

Amytis stopped beside me. She was watching my face.

“Does it look the way you imagined?” she asked.

I thought about the question. I thought about museum dioramas and history channel reconstructions and the failure of imagination that occurs when you try to picture a place that has been dead for two thousand years. Nothing in those reconstructions had captured the smell, the sound, the sheer living presence of a city this size moving through an ordinary afternoon in the fifth century before Christ.

“I don’t know yet,” I said. “But I intend to find out.”

We continued. The road carried us toward the northern approaches, and as we drew closer the scale of what I was looking at rearranged itself continually. The walls were not simply tall; they were massive, their thickness apparent even from outside, reinforced with towers at regular intervals. The Ishtar Gate lay ahead, though I couldn’t see its famous blue glaze yet, only the darker bulk of the entrance complex where the Processional Way would begin.

Our escort, a Persian official who had joined us at the last road station, urged his mount forward until he rode beside me.

“The delegation is waiting,” he said. “At the gate. Officials from the satrap’s administration, temple representatives, military commanders. They’ve prepared a formal reception.”

I nodded. The machinery of imperial hospitality, the same machinery that had greeted me in Susa, now reassembling itself at the gates of a city that had been the capital of an empire long before Persia existed.

“Hopefully nobody here has heard about the lion,” I said.

Amytis laughed.

“Don’t count on it,” she said.

The delegation at the Ishtar Gate was exactly what the escort had promised: Persian officials in formal attire, Babylonian temple representatives in white linen, military commanders with the bearing of men accustomed to being obeyed. They bowed when Artaxerxes’s seal was presented. Speeches were offered in the measured cadence of imperial welcome.

Amytis had been introduced by title during the formal welcome, which drew considerably more attention from the Babylonian temple representatives than my own name had.

I stood through it. I nodded at the appropriate moments. I accepted the formal greetings.

That was when I saw her. She stood at the edge of the gathered officials, close enough to be present but far enough from the center to suggest she didn’t belong to whatever protocol had arranged everyone else. Twenty-one, maybe. Dark hair arranged in braids that fell past her shoulders, fastened with small copper ornaments. Her dress was layers of linen and wool in deep blues, belted at a waist that her posture made impossible to ignore, and the jewelry at her wrists and ears marked her as coming from a household with means. Babylonian, clearly. Her face was round and expressive, with large dark eyes that found me the moment I entered the gate complex and hadn’t left since.

What struck me wasn’t just that she was beautiful, though she was. What struck me was the contradiction. She had positioned herself to be seen, had clearly come here with the specific intention of encountering whatever foreign curiosity was arriving through the gate, but the moment my attention actually turned toward her, something in her posture switched. The determination that had placed her at the edge of the delegation curdled into visible nervousness, her fingers finding each other at her waist.

I found the contradiction charming. Deliberately so, in a way that made me want to know exactly what kind of person walks into a formal royal reception without an invitation and then panics when the person they came to see looks back.

The formalities concluded. The officials began discussing accommodations, residence preparations, the schedule of meetings that would follow. I let them talk. My attention remained on the young woman at the periphery, who was now attempting to look like she had always been part of the furniture and failing completely.

She approached, and she stopped a few feet from me, close enough that I could see the individual lashes against her olive skin, and the confidence she had summoned for this moment lasted approximately one heartbeat before uncertainty reclaimed its territory.

“You’re Nathan,” she said.

“I am.”

She looked me over. Her eyes moved from my face to my shoulders to the rest of me with an openness that would have been rude in any formal setting and was, in this context, the most honest thing that had happened since we passed through the gate. Then she realized I had noticed her doing it, and the flush that climbed her cheeks was so immediate and so thorough that it reached the base of her throat and stayed there.

“Sorry,” she said. “That was … I shouldn’t—”

“It’s fine,” I said. “I’m used to it. The hair does that to people.”

She smiled despite herself. “It’s not just the hair.”

“What’s your name?”

“Nanaya.”

“That’s a beautiful name.” My compliment made her blush even harder and giggle on top of it.

“Did you really fight a lion?” she asked. “With your hands? Because that’s what people are saying. That you just… reached out and broke its neck, while riding backward, according to some versions.”

I closed my eyes.

Amytis said, “The road stations are remarkably efficient at moving information. Less efficient at verifying it.” She smiled at Nanaya. “He didn’t break its neck. He threw it. Then he shot it with an arrow. The backward-while-riding detail appears to be a recent innovation.”

Nanaya looked between us. “So you did save her.”

“I was there,” Amytis said. “I have the fading claw marks to prove it. Though they’re fading considerably faster than they should be, which is its own story.”

Something passed across Nanaya’s face then, a reassessment, as though the presence of Amytis had changed whatever narrative she had been constructing about the foreigner with the impossible hair.

“Is this your first time in Babylon?” Nanaya asked.

“My first time anywhere near Babylon,” I said. “I’ve read about it. I’ve seen pictures. None of them involved breathing air that smells like bitumen and hearing actual Babylonian being spoken by actual Babylonians, so I’m considering this an upgrade.”

“Has anyone shown you the city yet?”

I gestured at the gate complex around us, at the officials still discussing residence arrangements, at the sheer overwhelming fact of standing inside walls that had been mythologized for millennia. “I just got here. The formal welcoming committee is still debating whether I should eat before sleeping or sleep before eating. City tours haven’t yet entered the agenda.”

That made her smile. Then, with a visible gathering of courage that involved her chin lifting half an inch, she said, “I could show you.”

The offer landed between us, just a young woman who knew her city offering to share it with someone who wanted to see it through eyes that belonged to it.

“Would you?” I asked. “I’d rather see Babylon with someone who actually grew up here than spend the entire day following officials who are mainly concerned with whether my accommodations meet imperial standards … So, do you know the city well?”

“I’ve lived here all my life.”

I looked at Amytis. She was watching Nanaya with an expression I had seen before, on her face, in moments when she recognized something she herself had felt.

“She likes you,” Amytis said, not bothering to lower her voice. “I can see it. I used to look at you the same way before I admitted it to myself.”

I turned to the nearest official, a Persian. “We’ll see the residence later,” I said. “First, I’d like to see Babylon. Nanaya has offered to guide us.”

The official looked at Nanaya, at me, at Amytis, at the sealed tablets from Artaxerxes that rested in the pouch at my belt, and whatever calculation occurred behind his expression concluded that arguing with a man carrying the Great King’s personal favor over something as trivial as a walking tour was not a battle worth the energy it would cost.

“As you wish,” he said.

Nanaya led us through Babylon. At first she was careful and formal. She pointed out the Processional Way, its walls lined with striding lions in yellow and white glaze. She described the Esagila temple complex, its significance, its relationship to the ziggurat whose massive form we could see rising above the rooftops to the south. Her hands moved when she talked, tracing shapes in the air, and the nervousness that had characterized our first exchange began to recede beneath something more genuine: a young woman showing off her home to someone who wanted to see it.

I kept asking questions. What’s that building? Where does that canal go? What are those people selling? Which god belongs to that temple? Why are people dressed differently over there? Each question drew her further from the script she had clearly rehearsed and deeper into the enthusiasm of someone who loved the place she was describing. Her voice warmed. Her gestures grew more expansive. The careful formality gave way to something that felt like friendship trying to happen.

We passed through market streets where the smell of spiced lamb and date wine filled the air. Craftsmen worked in open-front shops, their hands moving through skills that had been passed down through generations with a continuity that made the word “ancient” feel inadequate. A temple devoted to a god whose name I couldn’t immediately place drew a crowd of worshippers carrying offerings in woven baskets. The diversity of the city revealed itself in the clothing, the languages, the faces: Persians alongside Babylonians alongside people whose origins I didn’t know, all moving through the same streets.

“Who’s the principal god here?” I asked as we passed a larger temple complex. “In Babylon specifically.”

“Marduk,” Nanaya said. “He defeated Tiamat in the beginning. Created the world from her body. The Esagila is his temple. Etemenanki is his ziggurat.” She paused. “Though the Persians promote Anāhitā now. There’s a temple to her in the administrative quarter. Your…” She glanced at Amytis. “Your companion would know more about that than I do.”

“What about your name?” I asked. “Nanaya. That sounds familiar.”

She went very still. “It’s… the name of a goddess. Babylonian. Associated with love and… desire.”

The embarrassment returned full force. Her eyes found the street between her feet.

Amytis laughed. “How appropriate,” she said.

“Is she your lover?” Nanaya asked, the question arriving with a directness that suggested she had been holding it back for longer than was comfortable.

Amytis looked at me. I looked at Amytis.

“Yes,” we said together.

Nanaya considered this. Then, with a boldness that made her earlier nervousness look like a performance by a different person entirely, she said, “I want to see you kiss.”

Amytis raised an eyebrow. I looked at Nanaya. Then I leaned down and kissed Amytis, properly, in the middle of a Babylonian street with traffic moving around us and Nanaya watching.

When we separated, Nanaya’s face had achieved a shade of red that the local dyers would have struggled to match. “Noted,” she said and giggled.

The tour continued. We reached a vantage where the Euphrates became visible, its brown current cutting through the city, carrying reed boats and timber rafts and the round, basket-like boats waterproofed with bitumen that moved between the banks. The river was wider than I had expected, its surface alive with movement, and the sight of it, the actual Euphrates made something in my chest turn over.

Then several people approached us from the direction of the gate complex, and whatever warmth had been building between us cooled with the speed of an interruption that had been inevitable from the moment Nanaya first positioned herself at the edge of that delegation.

Four of them, three men and a woman, their clothing marking them as belonging to the same household: the same deep blues and ochres that Nanaya wore, the same quality of fabric, the same copper ornaments at wrists and ears, though these were older, their faces carrying the weathering of people who had been responsible for things longer than Nanaya had been alive.

I assumed, initially, that they were part of the official reception. Some branch of the welcoming committee that had been delayed, perhaps, or representatives from a temple complex we hadn’t yet visited. The assumption lasted approximately two seconds, which was how long it took for me to notice Nanaya’s reaction.

She went pale. The color left her face with a speed that made the flush from earlier look like a different physiological event entirely. Her shoulders drew in. Her hands found each other at her waist in a grip that suggested she was holding herself together through force rather than composure.

One of the men, older, with a beard streaked gray and the bearing of someone accustomed to being obeyed within the boundaries of whatever authority he carried, stepped forward. His eyes found Nanaya first, held there with a weight that needed no translation, and then moved to me.

“Young mistress,” he said to Nanaya. “Your mother has had half the household searching the city since dawn. You were instructed explicitly not to approach the foreign dignitary without proper introduction. Yet here you are, walking through the market quarter as though you had every right to be here, while your family believes you might be anywhere from the temple district to the river docks.”

The pieces rearranged themselves. Nanaya hadn’t been part of the delegation. She had positioned herself at its edge deliberately, knowing the formal reception would be her only chance to encounter me without the machinery of proper introduction. She had slipped away from her household. Nobody had given her permission. And while she had been happily guiding us through Babylon, answering questions about Marduk and pointing out canal junctions and watching me kiss Amytis in the middle of a crowded street, people who cared about her had been searching the city.

I looked at Nanaya. She looked at the ground between her feet.

“You snuck out,” I said.

She nodded without looking up. The blush returned, climbing her throat and settling across her cheeks.

I had to suppress a smile. The contradiction was too perfect. This shy, round-faced young woman with the nervous hands and the tendency to turn red at the slightest provocation had apparently engineered a morning-long disappearance from her household, inserted herself into a formal royal reception without credentials, and then spent several hours walking a foreign dignitary through her city. The nerve required for that sequence of decisions lived in a different zip code from the woman currently studying Babylonian pavement with the intensity of an archaeologist.

“She had no permission,” the older man said. “No escort. No introduction through proper channels. The daughter of a respected household does not approach foreign dignitaries unaccompanied. The protocols exist for her protection as much as for the dignity of the visit.”

“I wasn’t in danger,” Nanaya said. “He’s the fertility god. He saved the priestess from a lion. He’s not … he’s not some random traveler. And I was only showing him Babylon. That’s all. I was answering his questions. He wanted to know about the city, and I know the city, and nobody else was offering to—”

“You had no right to make that decision,” the older man said. The control in his voice was fraying. “Your mother’s authority, your household’s standing, the simple fact that a young woman of your position does not wander through crowded streets with a foreign man regardless of what stories precede him, these are not considerations you are entitled to dismiss because you find the subject interesting.”

That was when I intervened. I didn’t reach for Artaxerxes’s seal. I didn’t invoke the Great King’s favor or threaten consequences or perform any of the theater that men in my position throughout history have typically reached for when their authority is challenged. I simply stepped forward, placed myself beside Nanaya in a way that made our alignment unambiguous, and said, “She was with me.”

The argument stopped. “Nanaya introduced herself to me at the gate,” I said. “She offered to show me Babylon. I accepted her offer. She has been with me, with Amytis, with Zafara, for the past several hours. She hasn’t caused me trouble. Quite the opposite.” I looked at the older man directly. “She’s been an excellent guide. She’s answered every question I’ve asked. She knows this city the way someone who loves it knows it, not the way someone reciting prepared information knows it, and that distinction matters. She has already made my first hours in Babylon considerably better than they otherwise would have been.”

I paused. Let the words settle. The street around us had grown quieter, traffic diverting around our clustered group.

“If anyone is concerned that she imposed herself upon an honored guest of Artaxerxes,” I said, “let me make this absolutely clear: she didn’t. I wanted her here. I asked her to stay. The fault, if there is one, belongs to me, not to her.”

One of the other men, younger, with a beard still finding its fullness, glanced at the older one. “She should return home,” he said. “Immediately. This has gone far enough.”

“I have not finished seeing Babylon,” I said firmly. “And I would like Nanaya to continue showing it to me. She knows places the official guides don’t. She sees the city through eyes that belong to it. That has value that protocol cannot replace.”

I wasn’t asking permission. I was stating a preference to people who occupied the awkward position of having authority over Nanaya but considerably less authority over me, and everyone in that street understood exactly what the imbalance meant.

The older man looked at Nanaya. He looked at me. He looked at the sealed tablets visible in the pouch at my belt, at Amytis standing slightly behind me, and at Zafara whose expression revealed nothing useful to anyone.

“An attendant, then,” he said finally. The concession arrived wrapped in the dignity of a man surrendering a battle he had not expected to fight. “Someone from the household. She may remain with you, but she does not travel unaccompanied. That is the compromise.”

I nodded. “That’s acceptable.”

Nanaya’s relief was visible, the tension leaving her shoulders, the color returning to her cheeks, the way her eyes found mine. Nanaya’s relief was immediate. The tension left her shoulders, and when her eyes found mine there was something warmer in them than there had been before.

The confrontation left a silence in its wake. Nanaya’s household attendant, a woman in her thirties, took position three paces behind us, close enough to fulfill her responsibility, far enough to grant the illusion of privacy.

I looked at Nanaya. Her shoulders were still carrying the residue of whatever the older man’s reprimand had cost her, and the street around us felt suddenly colder than it had five minutes earlier.

“So,” I said. “Where were we?”

She stared at me. The question had landed so far outside whatever emotional territory she had been occupying that it took her a moment to process that I was serious, that the confrontation had concluded to my satisfaction and I genuinely expected her to continue showing me her city as though the interruption had been nothing more consequential than a change in the weather.

Then she smiled. Small at first, uncertain, testing whether the warmth between us had survived whatever just happened. When she saw that it had, when she saw that I was looking at her the same way I had been looking at her before her household steward arrived with his beard and his protocols and his very legitimate concerns about wayward daughters, the smile widened.

“Follow me,” she said.

We continued. The household attendant trailed behind us. The change from Nanaya’s earlier secret adventure to this chaperoned procession created its own comedy, and I wasn’t about to let the opportunity pass.

“So,” I said, keeping my voice low enough that the attendant would need to strain to hear it, which I suspected she was doing anyway. “How often does this happen? The fugitive routine. Scale of one to ten, how concerned should I be about your tendency to disappear from supervised settings?”

“I am not a fugitive,” Nanaya said.

“People were literally searching the city for you. The steward used the word ‘searching.’ That’s not a word households apply to minor scheduling discrepancies. That’s a word they apply to missing persons.”

“I was never missing. I was exactly where I intended to be.”

“Which was not where your mother believed you were, which is the functional definition of missing from the perspective of people who care whether you come home for dinner.”

Amytis joined us, falling into step on my other side. “In my experience,” she said, “young women who slip away from household supervision to meet foreign men typically possess either remarkable courage or remarkably poor judgment. Occasionally both. The distinction becomes clearer with time.”

“Thank you for that extremely helpful contribution,” Nanaya said.

“You’re welcome.”

The teasing did what teasing is supposed to do. It broke something loose. The tension that had settled across Nanaya’s shoulders after the confrontation began to dissolve.

What happened next was subtler but more significant. The tour changed. Nanaya stopped showing me Babylon the way a guide shows a visitor the important sights. She started showing me Babylon the way someone shows a friend the places that matter to them.

She led us through a neighborhood north of the Processional Way, where the streets narrowed and the houses stood closer together, their courtyards visible through gateways where potted herbs grew in clay vessels and the sound of children reached us from behind walls.

“This is where I grew up,” she said. “Not in that house specifically. Three streets over. But this quarter. My mother still lives here. My father’s workshop was near the canal junction, you can see its roof from that alley there, the one with the blue door.”

She pointed out a temple smaller than the ones along the main avenues, dedicated to a goddess whose name I promptly forgot because I was more interested in the way Nanaya’s voice warmed when she described the festivals that gathered in its courtyard, the way her hands moved when she talked about the quality of light that reached this neighborhood in late afternoon, golden through the date palms that someone’s grandfather had planted generations ago.

I started asking about her. What her family was like. What she did with her days. Where she went when she wanted time to herself, which apparently involved a stretch of the outer wall where the view of the plain was unobstructed and the breeze carried the smell of the river.

“Is sneaking away from home a regular habit?” I asked.

“It is not,” she said with a dignity that her entire morning undermined completely.

I looked pointedly at the household attendant, who was doing an admirable job of pretending she couldn’t hear every word we were saying despite standing close enough to count the copper fastenings in Nanaya’s braids.

Then Nanaya turned the questions back on me. She wanted to know where I came from. Why I looked the way I did. Whether the stories about my travels were true. What places I had already seen. I answered what I could without attempting to explain twenty-first-century California in the middle of a Babylonian street.

“I’ve been to Egypt,” I said. “Greece. Rome. Places that are…” I paused, searching for the least misleading version of the truth. “Distant … very distant. In ways that are difficult to explain without sounding like I belong in a temple myself.”

“Are they beautiful?” she asked. “The places you’ve seen?”

“They are. Every one of them in a different way.” I gestured at the street around us. “But this is my first time seeing Babylon alive. Where I come from, all of this is…” I stopped. “Difficult to explain.”

She considered that. I could see her turning it over, the way someone turns over a stone they’ve picked up from a streambed, studying its surfaces, its weight, the way the light catches it from different angles.

For the first time since we passed through the Ishtar Gate, the conversation stopped feeling like a guide speaking to an important foreign visitor. We were simply getting to know each other. Two people walking through a neighborhood on a warm afternoon, exchanging questions that had everything to do with the curiosity that arises when you realize the person beside you is more interesting than the buildings around you.

Nanaya still blushed occasionally when I caught her looking at me. But she was comfortable enough now to tease back, to roll her eyes at my more obvious attempts to make her laugh, to point out that for someone who had traveled half the known world, I asked an extraordinary number of questions about things a local child could have explained.

“They’re rebuilding the Processional Way near the southern gate,” she said. “You should see it tomorrow. The glaze work is… it’s unlike anything. The lions look like they’re moving when the light hits them a certain way.”

“I’d like that,” I said.

The officials found us eventually. Two Persians in the pleated linen and felt caps that marked them as administrative rather than military, their bearing carrying the weariness of men who had been charged with delivering a dignitary to his accommodations and were now discovering that the dignitary had other plans.

“The residence is prepared,” one of them said. “The satrap’s staff awaits. There are matters of protocol that cannot be deferred indefinitely.”

I nodded. The light was beginning its afternoon descent, and whatever meetings and formalities awaited at the residence would consume the remainder of the day if I allowed them to.

“Nanaya comes with us,” I said.

She glanced toward her household attendant, who had been following us.

“You have supervision now,” I pointed out. “I think that means you’re officially no longer a fugitive.”

“I was never a fugitive!” she said and giggled.

* * *

The residence occupied a compound near the administrative quarter, set back from the main thoroughfares behind a wall of pale mud-brick reinforced with the same bitumen sealant that lined the canals. We passed through a gateway where Persian guards stood at attention, and entered a courtyard planted with date palms and flowering shrubs arranged in the geometric precision that Persian gardens had elevated to an art form.

What waited inside was not what I had expected. What Artaxerxes’s letters had secured was considerably more than the minimum. The residence unfolded around multiple courtyards, each opening into the next through columned passageways where the play of light and shadow created a coolness that the Babylonian heat made precious. The floors were carpeted with woven mats in patterns of deep blue and ochre. The walls carried textiles hung from wooden rods, their designs suggesting influences from both Babylonian and Persian traditions, the striding lions of Babylon rendered in the color palette of Susa, the geometric precision of Persian water gardens translated into woven form.

Carved furniture occupied the reception rooms: low tables inlaid with ivory, cushions stuffed with wool and covered in fabric dyed the crimson that I had come to associate with wealth in this part of the world. Lamps stood in ceramic brackets along the walls, their oil waiting for evening. Imported goods occupied shelves and alcoves: glass from Egypt, carved stone vessels, small figurines in materials that had traveled farther than most people ever would.

Separate chambers had been prepared. I could see them opening off the main courtyard: a sleeping room with a raised platform and wool blankets, a private bathing area where copper vessels waited beside a drainage channel cut into the floor, spaces for attendants, for guards, for the machinery of hospitality that made it clear whoever had arranged this had instructions to spare no effort.

“Artaxerxes appears determined to make sure I don’t miss home too much,” I said.

Zafara, who had been studying a carved figurine, glanced up. “Your house has considerably better plumbing,” she said. “Though the view is arguably less interesting.”

Nanaya didn’t understand the reference. I could see it in her face, the momentary confusion. It was a reminder, subtle but persistent, of how much about me she still didn’t know, how many of the references I reached for automatically belonged to a world she had no way of imagining.

But what Nanaya did know was Babylon. She pointed out how the courtyards were oriented to capture the prevailing breeze, which courtyard would be coolest in the evening, where meals were traditionally served, which spaces were designed for receiving guests and which were meant for private retreat.

“The reception room faces north,” she said. “That’s intentional. The north receives the best light in the afternoon, when visitors are most likely to arrive. The sleeping chambers face east, toward the sunrise. It’s… it’s how houses here have been built for generations. The Persians adopted some of it when they took administration of the city, but the underlying logic is Babylonian.”

I watched her move through the space, her hands tracing the architecture the way they had traced the city streets, with the intimacy of someone describing something she understood not because she had studied it but because she had lived inside its logic her entire life.

“You really are a good guide,” I said.

She looked at me. The compliment affected her more visibly than I had expected it to, a warmth in her eyes, a slight straightening of her shoulders, the pleasure of being seen for a skill she valued.

Her household attendant, who had been following us through the residence, cleared her throat.

“Young mistress,” she said. “Your mother will be expecting you. The hour is late.”

Amytis asked Nanaya whether she knew families in Babylon who might help spread word discreetly about why I had come. Nanaya said she did, and offered to help her make the necessary introductions the following day.

“After the tour,” Nanaya added, looking at me.

“After the tour,” I agreed.

Nanaya sighed. “Tomorrow,” Nanaya said. She was looking at me, and the determination in her voice carried none of the nervousness that had characterized our first exchange at the gate. “I meant what I said. Today was only an introduction. There’s so much more. The temples. The markets. More of the Euphrates. I want to show you those places.”

“I’m looking forward to it,” I said.

Then, without fully deciding to do it, I stepped forward and hugged her.

It was warm and spontaneous. My arms went around her shoulders, and I felt the surprise of her body against mine. Nanaya froze, her arms at her sides. Then she wrapped them around my back, and I could feel her smile against me. Then I released her and stepped back. Her face was bright red, the flush so thorough it had reached the tips of her ears.

“Are you all right?” I asked.

“I’m fine,” she said in a low, cute voice.

Nanaya recovered. Or attempted to. She said goodbye, and then, with her household attendant beside her, walked toward the gateway that would carry her back to whatever explanations awaited at home.

She looked back once, her head turned, her eyes found mine across the courtyard, and the expression she wore carried warmth and gratitude.

I caught her looking. She immediately looked away and kept walking, but not before I saw the smile that touched her lips.

We moved to the table, and dinner arrived as the light faded. Servants brought trays to the reception room where low tables had been arranged, and the food carried the character of a meal designed to impress rather than merely nourish. Barley bread, warm and dense. Dates split and arranged in patterns. Onions roasted until they collapsed into sweetness. Lentils stewed with garlic and coriander. Fresh herbs: mint and dill laid alongside flatbread for wrapping. Cheese, white and soft, in a ceramic dish. Roasted lamb seasoned with cumin and something smokier that made the air rich. Fish from the Euphrates, its flesh pale and flaky, served with a green sauce that carried the bite of vinegar and the earthiness of fresh herbs pounded to paste. Fruits. Beer in ceramic vessels, cloudy and sweeter than the beer I was used to, with a sediment that settled at the bottom of the cup and required careful pouring.

I compared everything. The lamb to Egypt, the beer to what I’d drunk in Susa, the fish to nothing I had encountered in any of the civilizations I’d visited.

“Nanaya,” Amytis said, reaching for a date. “Let’s discuss Nanaya.”

I knew what was coming the moment she said the name. I had known since approximately the point in the afternoon when Amytis first observed that the young Babylonian woman walking beside us had been staring at me with an openness that required no particular prophetic gift to interpret.

“She snuck out of her house to meet you, spent the entire day finding excuses to stay near you, and nearly stopped functioning when you hugged her.” Amytis reached for a date. “Nathan, she likes you.”

“We’ve known her for less than a day,” I said.

“I didn’t say you should marry her. I said she’s clearly interested. The evidence is… not subtle.”

“I seem to recall someone else who spent several weeks pretending she wasn’t attracted to me while making it increasingly obvious to everyone within visual range that she was.”

Amytis gave me a look.

Zafara watched us from her cushion, eating.

“The women will need to be organized,” Amytis said, shifting to something adjacent to practical. “Tomorrow, after you’ve seen more of the city with your guide, Nanaya and I will begin contacting those who have asked for help. They’ve been waiting.”

I nodded. The fertility work. The reason Artaxerxes had brought me here in the first place: the sightseeing, the lion stories, the young woman who had walked to the Ishtar Gate because she wanted to meet a stranger and had ended the day with a household attendant and a blush that showed no signs of fading.

My first day in Babylon had gone nothing like I expected. I had arrived wanting to see one of the greatest cities of the ancient world. I had seen it. I had walked its streets, smelled its air, watched its river carry boats between mud-brick banks with the indifferent persistence of water that had been flowing here long before Babylon had a name and would continue flowing long after the name was dust.

But when I lay on the raised platform that night, listening to the distant voices and dogs and the low murmur of Babylon beyond the windows, what kept coming back to me wasn’t the Ishtar Gate or Etemenanki or even the Euphrates. It was Nanaya’s face when I hugged her goodbye. Tomorrow she would show me more of Babylon. I found myself looking forward to seeing her more.

I fell asleep smiling.


Chapter 10: Repopulating Babylon

Nanaya arrived at the residence just after dawn, which told me two things immediately: she had been awake for hours, and whatever conversation had followed yesterday’s unescorted excursion had not dampened her enthusiasm for seeing Babylon through my eyes.

She came properly accompanied this time. The household attendant from yesterday stood three paces behind her. Nanaya herself was dressed with a care that hadn’t been present the day before. Her dark hair was arranged in braids more deliberately pinned, fastened with copper ornaments. Her dress was a different blue, layered linen with ochre trim at the hem, and she wore more jewelry: earrings that swung when she turned her head, bracelets that chimed against each other when her hands moved.

She was beautiful. The thought arrived before I could filter it, and I said it.

“You look beautiful this morning.”

The effect was immediate and total. Color climbed her throat, reached her cheeks, settled across her face. Her hands found each other at her waist. She looked at the courtyard pavement, at a date palm, at anywhere except my face.

“Thank you.”

I glanced at Amytis, who had been watching from the columned walkway. She was smiling behind her hand in a way that managed to be both warm and thoroughly amused.

Nanaya cleared her throat. “I began asking after I returned home yesterday,” she said. “Quietly. I spoke with several households, and word traveled faster than I expected. There are eight women willing to meet you this afternoon. More will probably follow once people know the stories about you are true.”

“Thank you,” I said. “That’s… really helpful. Both of you.”

Amytis nodded. “Your morning is yours. Your afternoon belongs to Babylon’s women.”

We left the residence. Zafara walked slightly apart from us, her attention moving between the architecture and the distant ziggurat. The household attendant maintained her three-pace distance.

I had questions today that went beyond geography. “Tell me about Hammurabi,” I said as we walked. “The lawgiver. Is that how people here remember him?”

Nanaya looked at me with genuine surprise. “You know Hammurabi?”

“I know the name. The code. Not much beyond that.”

Her surprise warmed into something closer to delight. “He ruled more than twelve centuries before Cyrus. Scribes still study his laws. Some are copied even now, though the law we live under has changed many times since his reign. The stele with the laws stood in the temple district until…” She paused. “Until it didn’t. But people remember. The elders quote passages. There’s a saying: ‘If a man accuses another man and brings a charge of murder against him, but cannot prove it, the accuser shall be put to death.’ It’s… it’s how we’ve done things for longer than anyone can properly calculate.”

“Nebuchadnezzar,” I said. “The one who built the gardens.”

“The Hanging Gardens,” she corrected gently. “And the Ishtar Gate. And most of what you’re walking through. That was Nebuchadnezzar the Second. My family was here during his reign, generations ago.” The pride in her voice was clear as day. “He made Babylon what it is. The walls, the processional way, the temples. Everything the Persians inherited was built by Babylonian hands, under Babylonian kings, worshipping Babylonian gods.”

Amytis had been listening. “And everything the Babylonian kings built,” she said, “is now administered with a justice that Cyrus himself would have recognized. The same laws you admire, applied across an empire rather than a single city. Scale matters. Intentions require reach to become something more than aspirations.”

“Scale,” Nanaya said, and I could hear the quotation marks forming around the word before she’d fully pronounced it. “Is that what you call it when one people rule another? Scale?”

“I call it order,” Amytis replied. “Cyrus could have destroyed what Babylon had built. He didn’t. Persian rule left your temples, your customs and much of your administration intact. Babylon became part of something larger without ceasing to be Babylon.

“Cyrus walked through the Ishtar Gate because Babylonian generals opened it for him,” Nanaya said. “Not because he scaled the walls with ladders. There’s a difference between being welcomed and being conquered, and the difference matters to the people who live here.”

They both looked at me. The invitation was clear.

“No,” I said.

“No what?” Amytis asked.

“No, I’m not choosing. I’m standing between a Persian priestess who can see the future and a Babylonian woman who grew up three streets from Hammurabi’s temple district. Choosing sides in that conversation would demonstrate survival instincts so poor they border on evolutionary regression.”

Amytis laughed. Nanaya tried not to laugh and failed.

We reached a market I hadn’t seen yesterday. Narrower than the main thoroughfares, its stalls pressed close together under awnings of woven reed that filtered the morning light into bars of gold across the packed earth. The air carried cumin, the tang of vinegar from pickling stalls, the sweetness of honey being drizzled over pastries still warm from clay ovens.

Nanaya stopped being my guide and started being a young woman in a market she clearly loved. She touched fabrics as we passed, running her fingers along bolts of dyed wool with the unconscious pleasure of someone who appreciated texture. She paused at a jewelry stall, studying copper earrings.

“Those would suit you,” I said, nodding at a pair with a carnelian inlay.

She glanced at me, then at the earrings, then at the merchant who was watching this exchange.

“They’re too expensive,” she said.

“I didn’t ask what they cost. I said they would suit you.”

The flush returned, milder this time, more contained. She moved on.

At a flower stall, she stopped completely. The woman behind the counter was older, her face lined, her hands calloused from years of cutting stems and arranging blooms. She looked at Nanaya. “Young mistress,” she said. “It’s been months. Your mother’s garden still takes my best jasmine, I assume?”

“She does,” Nanaya said. “Though she complains about the price every time.”

“The price hasn’t changed in three years. Your mother’s complaints are a seasonal feature, like the flood.” The woman’s eyes found me, assessed, returned to Nanaya. “This is new.”

“This is Nathan. He’s… visiting.”

“Visiting,” the woman repeated. Then she smiled. “I remember when you were small enough to hide behind your mother’s skirts at this very stall. You’d reach for the sweets when you thought no one was looking and your fingers would be sticky for the rest of the day. Your mother would scold you and you would promise never to do it again and then the very next week…”

“Thank you,” Nanaya said loudly. “The jasmine is lovely. We should keep moving.”

We kept moving. Nanaya’s ears had achieved a shade of red that the local dyers would have struggled to match.

From the market, she led us back toward the Euphrates, but not to the vantage we had visited yesterday. This time she took us downstream, away from the main traffic, to a place where the riverbank widened into a flat stretch of packed earth shaded by date palms. The water moved slower here, its brown surface carrying reflections of the palms in long, trembling lines. Reed boats passed at intervals, their poles dipping into the current with a rhythm that felt older than the city itself.

“I used to come here with my mother,” Nanaya said. She sat on the bank, drew her knees up, and wrapped her arms around them. “When I was small. We would bring bread and cheese and sit right where you’re standing and watch the boats and I would ask where they were going and my mother would say ‘wherever the river takes them’ and I would say that wasn’t an answer and she would say some questions aren’t meant to have answers, they’re meant to make you wonder.”

I sat beside her. Close enough that the warmth of her reached me through the morning air.

“So you’ve always been curious about places you weren’t supposed to go,” I said. “That explains yesterday. You didn’t wake up and decide to become a fugitive. You’ve been practicing since childhood.”

“Not a fugitive,” she said, but she was smiling. “And you? Where did you sit when you were small? What did you wonder about?”

The question carried more weight than she could possibly know. I gave her the version that contained truth without revealing the parts that would make her question either my sanity or her own. I talked about wide spaces. About light. About watching water move and wondering where it went. I kept it simple. I kept it honest within the boundaries of what honesty could safely mean.

She listened the way people listen when they’re genuinely interested rather than politely attentive. Her dark eyes held mine, and when I finished she didn’t press for details I couldn’t provide. She just nodded, as though my answer had satisfied something she had been curious about.

The morning passed. We walked back toward the residence as the light climbed toward its midday height. The women Nanaya had found would be arriving soon. My afternoon belonged to the work that had brought me here, to the promise I had made to Artaxerxes and to the women who had been waiting for something that until recently had seemed impossible.

* * *

The women began arriving mid-afternoon, and whatever nerves I had carried about beginning this work in a city I had known for less than two days dissolved the moment the first one entered the chamber.

Amytis had arranged everything. The residence’s private quarters had been divided: a receiving area where women waited, a bathing room where they could prepare, and the chamber itself, its floor covered with cushions and wool blankets, its windows shuttered to create a warmth that the Babylonian afternoon made both necessary and generous. Zafara moved between spaces, her presence steadying, her hands occasionally resting on a woman’s shoulder when anxiety showed itself. Nanaya helped direct traffic, her knowledge of the household’s layout making her the natural choice for guiding women from the receiving area to the bathing room to the chamber door.

I sat with Zafara in the moments between.

“Are you ready?” Zafara asked.

I nodded. I had been ready since Egypt. The gift knew its purpose. My body knew its purpose.

I undressed before the first woman was brought in, leaving my clothes folded beside the cushions. The first woman was young, perhaps twenty-two or twenty-three, with dark hair arranged in braids similar to Nanaya’s though without the copper fastenings. She undressed carefully, her eyes finding the floor between her feet, her hands working the fastenings of her dress.

When she was naked, she looked at me. She stood in the light that filtered through the shuttered windows, the warmth of the Babylonian afternoon turning her olive skin to a deep, living gold. Her hips were wide and rounded, the curve of them flaring from a narrow waist that still carried the beauty of youth. Her breasts were heavy, high and full, the weight of them settling naturally against her ribs; the nipples were dark, almost the color of ripe dates, and already tightened in the air of the chamber. Between her thighs the dark thatch of hair was neat and dense, framing the soft, plump folds of her sex. When she shifted her weight the lips parted slightly, revealing the inner pink that was already beginning to glisten with the first nervous trickle of arousal.

Then she looked at my cock, which had been hardening since she entered the room, and her eyes widened.

“Oh,” she said.

The sound was so authentic, so entirely without performance, that I had to suppress a smile. “It’s all right,” I said. “We’ll go slowly.”

We went slowly. I laid her back against the cushions and touched her the way I had learned to touch women after all the sex I’d had. My hands found the places that made her moan. My mouth followed, kissing her down till I reached her pussy, parting her lips and licking her pink interior. She was wet by the time I entered her, her body yielding around me with a heat that drew a moan from her throat that she tried to swallow and failed.

“Don’t hold back,” I said. “The room is private. The walls are thick. Nobody can hear you except me, and I want to hear you.”

She stopped holding back. Her hips lifted to meet each stroke, her inner muscles clutching at my length more tightly as her body responded. When she came, her fingers found my shoulders and held on, and the sound she made against my chest was raw and grateful.

I came inside her deeply, holding her hips steady, feeling her body take every pulse. She gasped against my shoulder, her nails pressing half-moons into my skin, and when I finally eased back she looked at the place where we had joined with an expression that balanced wonder against something closer to reverence.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“Thank you,” I said, and meant it.

She dressed with the same careful modesty. She left the chamber with one hand resting lightly on her lower abdomen, as though the life we had just placed there was already making itself known through some signal only she could feel.

The second woman arrived. Then the third. Each different, each beautiful in her own way, each carrying the hope that had drawn her to this chamber on a Babylonian afternoon when she might have been anywhere else. I learned their bodies the way I had learned dozens before them: the pressure that made one woman’s thighs tighten, the touches that made another’s back arch, the angle that drew gasps from a third who had entered the room barely speaking above a whisper and left it hoarse.

By the second day, the rhythm had established itself. Women arrived in groups. Amytis and Nanaya organized them into sequences that allowed for rest between encounters, for water, for the small kindnesses that made the difference between endurance and exhaustion.

On the morning of the third day, I entered a chamber that Amytis had prepared differently. Eight women knelt on cushions arranged in a semicircle, their bodies positioned on hands and knees, their asses raised toward the center of the room. They were beautiful. Olive skin, the curves of their hips and the dip of their spines creating a landscape of flesh that my body responded to before my mind had fully processed what I was seeing.

I moved to the first woman. She was wet already, her folds glistening, her body anticipating. I guided myself to her entrance and pushed forward in one steady stroke that buried me to the root. She moaned, her inner walls clamping around my thickness with a force that made my control falter. I fucked her hard, each withdrawal followed by a return that drove the broad head of my cock against places inside her that made her thighs shake and her voice break.

When I came, I held deep, grinding against her as the first thick pulse spilled into her. She shuddered beneath me, moaning into the cushion, and I felt the warm spill of my cum coating the base of my shaft as I pulled back.

The second woman was waiting. I moved to her without withdrawing, still hard, still slick from the first. She was tighter, her body yielding around me with a heat that drew a groan from my throat that I didn’t bother to contain. Her ass bounced against my hips with each stroke, the wet sound of our joining filling the chamber alongside her moans. I came again, another heavy flood, feeling her body take it, watching a thin white trickle escape around the base of my cock when I finally eased back.

The third. The fourth. Each woman received me with a lust that matched my own, each body different in its responsiveness but united in the same fundamental wanting. By the sixth, my thighs were burning and my cock showed no sign of surrendering to fatigue. The gift did that. Sustained what ordinary flesh could not sustain, turned pleasure from something finite into something that could span hours without diminishing.

The eighth woman took everything I had left. I buried myself to the root and held there as the last pulses emptied into her, feeling her inner muscles milk the cum from me in slow, deliberate contractions. When I finally withdrew, cum spilled from her in a warm rivulet that traced the inner curve of her thigh and pooled on the cushion beneath her.

I sat back on my heels, breathing hard, sweat cooling on my skin, and looked at the women arranged around me. Some were still trembling. Others had already rolled onto their sides, their hands resting on their bellies, their expressions carrying the softness that follows intense pleasure. Cum gleamed on thighs, on cushions, on the dark curls between their legs. The room smelled of sex, of sweat, of the musk that accumulates when bodies have given each other something that leaves marks.

It was paradise. I had spent months doing this work across civilizations, and the simplicity of it never wore thin. Women came. I loved them. They left carrying something that hadn’t been there before. The equation was clean in a way that few things in my life had ever been.

Later that afternoon, between appointments, I was with a woman whose name I had already forgotten. She was on her back, her legs wrapped around my waist, taking me with a tempo that had found its natural pace. Her breasts jiggled with each stroke, and the sound she made when I bottomed out was low and desperate in a way that suggested she had been waiting for this longer than either of us could properly calculate.

Then the door opened. Nanaya stood in the doorway. She had been moving between rooms all afternoon, helping Amytis direct traffic, carrying water to women who waited, performing the thousand small tasks that kept the machinery of the residence functioning. She had every reason to be in this part of the house. Every reason to open a door without knowing precisely what waited on the other side.

What waited was me, buried to the hilt in a woman whose inner muscles were clutching my shaft with enough force to make withdrawal physically complicated, and cum, visible, glistening, coating the base of my cock where it pressed against her.

Nanaya’s mouth opened and she made a little fake shy face. “I’m sorry,” she said finally. “I didn’t … the chamber … Amytis said … I’ll—”

She backed out and closed the door.

The woman beneath me had gone very still. “Should I…?”

“Stay,” I said. “We’re not done.”

I grabbed her hips and fucked her till I spilled my seed inside her. We finished. She left. I bathed. The afternoon continued.

Initially, I accepted the explanation at face value. The residence was unfamiliar to Nanaya. People were moving between rooms. She had legitimate reasons to be in that part of the house. She opened a door. She saw something she hadn’t expected to see. She retreated. The sequence was plausible, perhaps even inevitable given the nature of what was happening in those chambers.

Then I started thinking about it.

Nanaya had grown up in a prosperous Babylonian household. More importantly, she had spent the past several days helping Amytis organize the women inside this one. She knew where the women waited, which rooms they used to prepare, and exactly which chamber I was working in.

* * *

The work continued day after day, each one much like the last, marked by the cycle of women arriving and leaving.

I lost count of the days themselves. They accumulated like the layers of a city built on older foundations, each afternoon adding its own stratum to something that had begun as a single chamber and a single woman and had grown into an operation that required its own geography, its own routines, its own ecology of desire and fulfillment.

The women worshipped me with a lust that felt closer to devotion than to gratitude. They knelt. They took me in their mouths with a reverence. They rode me with their heads thrown back and their hands braced against my chest, their bodies moving in ways they had clearly been imagining long before they entered the chamber. Some came to me shy, their modesty a garment they removed layer by layer. Others arrived with their wanting already visible, already voiced, already reaching for the fastenings of their dresses before the door had fully closed behind them.

Some women understood immediately that what was being offered was too precious to receive passively. They took. They claimed. They reached for pleasure with both hands and refused to apologize for the wanting.

One afternoon, a woman who had waited three days for her turn entered the chamber, closed the door behind her, and without a word pushed me back onto the cushions. She climbed onto me, guided me inside her with a hand that didn’t tremble, and rode me while my cock stretched her tight pussy. Her breasts moved above me, her dark hair coming loose from its braids, her thighs gripping my hips with a strength that her slender frame belied. When she came, she threw her head back and moaned.

She left with her dress properly fastened and her hair rebraided.

Another woman wanted me on my back while she sat on my face. I licked her until her thighs locked around my head and her fingers found my hair and her voice broke. She came against my mouth with a shudder that ran through her entire body, and when she finally slid down my chest and took my cock in her hand, her eyes were wet at the corners.

“You’re a god,” she whispered.

“I’m not,” I said. “I’m just a man who was given a gift.”

“The gift doesn’t matter. What matters is what you choose to do with it.”

She left carrying that truth with her, and I sat on the cushions for a long moment after the door closed, turning her words over like a stone from a riverbed, feeling their weight.

Nanaya recovered gradually after her interruption. She helped Amytis. She carried water. She directed women from the receiving area to the bathing room.

I behaved normally. I thanked her for her help. I asked about the women waiting, about their stories, about whether any particular cases had moved her. I did not mention the door. I did not reference the expression on her face when she saw me buried in another woman with cum coating the base of my shaft. I gave her the dignity of pretending the incident had been exactly what it appeared to be: an accident, regrettable, best forgotten.

After a couple of days, she could look at me. Not for long and not without color climbing her throat. But she could meet my eyes across a courtyard and hold the contact for two or three heartbeats before the memory, the embarrassment, the warmer thing beneath both made her glance away.

One afternoon, between the last appointment and the evening meal, Zafara drew a bath. The copper vessel in the private bathing room filled with water heated over the courtyard brazier, scented with oils that Amytis had selected from the market. The room was small, its floor cut with a drainage channel that carried excess water toward the courtyard, its walls pale plaster still holding the day’s warmth.

I sank into the water and closed my eyes. The heat reached muscles that had been working harder than they had any right to, and the relief was immediate and total. My shoulders went first, then my back, then the ache that lived along the insides of my thighs from afternoons spent on my knees or between a woman’s legs or buried to the hilt while her body took everything I had to give.

Hands found my shoulders. Amytis’s, her fingers working the tension from muscle. Nanaya had brought the latest tablets in for Amytis and lingered near the bath while they discussed the growing list of women. When Amytis suggested that another pair of hands might help with my aching back, Nanaya hesitated, then agreed.

Her hands settled against my back, lighter and less certain than Amytis’s, tracing the line of my spine with a touch that grew more confident as she worked.

Zafara sat on the raised platform beside the bath, her legs crossed, watching us.

“Word has spread,” Amytis said. Her thumbs found a knot between my shoulder blades and worked it with a pressure that made me groan. “Beyond the city. Villages along the Euphrates. Settlements to the north. Women are arriving with letters from local officials, from temple representatives, from households that heard about what happened in Susa and have been waiting for confirmation that the stories were true.”

“How many?” I asked.

“More than we can reasonably accommodate in the time Artaxerxes allotted,” Amytis said. “Considerably more. If we continue at the current pace, with the current chambers, we would need…” She paused, calculating. “Weeks. Possibly a month. The requests are still arriving. Nanaya has been cataloging them.”

I opened my eyes and looked at Nanaya. She was focused on my spine, her fingers tracing the vertebrae.

“We’ll stay,” I said. The decision arrived before I had fully examined its implications. “As long as it takes. If women are coming from outside the city, if they’ve traveled, if they’ve been waiting, we don’t turn them away. Not when the alternative is sending them home with the same emptiness they arrived carrying.”

Amytis’s hands stilled on my shoulders, then resumed. “I thought you might say that.”

“Organize them,” I said. “Women who’ve traveled the farthest get priority. Local women can wait if necessary. Nobody gets turned away because we ran out of afternoons.”

Nanaya’s fingers had stopped moving. I could feel her breathing behind me, the slight change in the quality of her attention.

“You’re serious,” she said.

“I’ve never been more serious about anything in my life.”

We bathed in silence for a while. The water cooled. The oils scented the steam rising from the surface. Amytis’s hands moved from my shoulders to my chest, her palms flat against the muscle there, and the intimacy of the contact carried the simple pleasure of touch between people who had earned the right to touch each other without explanation.

Nanaya’s hands grew bolder. She worked the tension from my lower back with a confidence, and when her fingers traced the dip above my hipbone I felt her touch linger there for a moment longer than the muscles required.

Later, dressed, fed, sitting in the reception room as the evening light faded across the courtyard, I watched Nanaya work. She had taken a clay tablet and a stylus and was making notes in the careful cuneiform. Her brow was furrowed. Her lower lip was caught between her teeth.

She was organizing the requests. Grouping them by distance traveled, by urgency, by the circumstances each woman had described to Amytis during the initial interviews. Widows whose husbands had died in campaigns decades ago. Women who had reached marrying age when there were no men to marry. Households worked by mothers and daughters because the sons never came home.

I had wondered whether some of the women’s stories would overwhelm her. Instead, Nanaya seemed drawn to them, especially the widows and the women whose expected futures had disappeared with men who never came home. She listened carefully, touched an arm or held a hand when words weren’t enough, and treated every request as though it belonged to someone she knew.

There was something personal in the way those stories affected her. I just didn’t know what it was yet.

Evening approached. The courtyard lamps were lit. Women who had appointments for the following day began arriving at the residence, were received, were shown to quarters that had been prepared for them. The machinery of tomorrow was already assembling itself, and Nanaya was at its center, moving between rooms with a tablet in one hand.

She stayed late. The light failed completely. The household attendant who had chaperoned her through the market, through the riverbank, through every public moment of our acquaintance, eventually appeared in the doorway.

“Young mistress,” the attendant said. “Your mother.”

“I know,” Nanaya said. She didn’t look up from the tablet. “Tell her I’m helping. Tell her it’s important. Tell her I’ll be home before the gates close.”

The attendant left. Nanaya kept working. The lamps burned lower. The residence quieted around us, and the only sounds were the scratch of her stylus against clay and the distant murmur of women speaking in quarters I could hear but not see.

By the time she set the tablet down, the evening had settled into the stillness that belongs to cities after dark, when the day’s urgency has burned itself out and what remains is the simpler, more sustained pulse of people resting in rooms they have earned the right to call their own, at least for one night.

She looked up. She found my eyes across the reception room.

“I should go,” she said.

I nodded. “I’ll walk you out.”

* * *

We walked to the residence gate. The courtyard lamps cast our shadows long across the packed earth, and the sound of the city beyond the walls had settled into its nighttime register: dogs barking at intervals, the distant murmur of conversation from houses where lamps still burned, the occasional creak of a door or the scrape of a shutter being adjusted against the evening cool.

Nanaya walked beside me. Her shoulder occasionally brushed mine when the path narrowed near the date palms, and neither of us moved to create more room.

“Despite everything,” I said, “despite the women, despite the chambers, despite whatever celebrity status the lion stories have apparently conferred on me throughout greater Mesopotamia…” I paused. “The Euphrates was still my favorite part of Babylon.”

She glanced at me. “The river?”

“No. You showing me the river.”

The blush arrived: color climbing her throat, settling across her cheeks with a permanence that suggested she had stopped fighting it and had instead accepted it as the natural consequence of certain kinds of attention.

“Thank you,” she said. Then, with a directness that her earlier self would have found anatomically impossible: “I enjoyed showing it to you. More than I expected to.”

We reached the gate. The household attendant waited three paces behind us, close enough to fulfill her responsibility, far enough to grant the illusion that whatever passed between Nanaya and me in the next thirty seconds belonged to us alone.

I wondered whether she would hug me. The last hug had been my initiative. Nanaya stepped forward. Her arms went around my waist. I held her. She was warm against me, her head fitting beneath my chin. She lingered long enough that the attendant cleared her throat discreetly, and was ignored.

When she finally pulled back, her hands remained on my forearms for a moment, as though the contact itself was something she was reluctant to surrender completely.

“You smell like myrrh,” she said.

“Better than the alternative.”

Her smile turned mischievous. “I know what the alternative smells like.”

I stared at her.

Her face went red.

“Good night, Nathan.”

She left. The attendant followed. I watched them walk away down the street, two dark shapes against the lamp-lit walls, until the curve of the road carried them from view and the night reclaimed the space where they had been.

I returned inside. The residence felt empty without her.

Amytis was waiting. She sat cross-legged on a cushion near the low table, a cup of water beside her.

I sat across from Amytis. “Nanaya walked into one of the chambers a couple of days ago.”

Amytis’s expression remained suspiciously neutral.

“While I was with someone,” I added.

“I’m aware.”

“She said it was an accident.” I studied her. “Was it?”

“Accidents happen in unfamiliar residences,” Amytis said. “People open doors. They see things they didn’t expect to see. The sequence is… plausible.”

“You’re doing that thing where you answer a question without actually answering it.”

“I’m answering it exactly the way it deserves to be answered.”

“Which means she knew.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to. Your face is considerably less opaque than you believe it is.”

Amytis smiled. “What I will say,” she said, “is that young women who have been raised in households where certain topics are discussed in certain tones, with certain emphases on propriety and certain silences around desire, occasionally develop methods of satisfying curiosity that don’t involve asking direct questions. Methods that allow for plausible deniability. Methods that let them see what they want to see while maintaining the fiction that they never intended to see it at all.”

“She planned it.”

“I didn’t say that either.” She reached across the table and touched my hand. “Whatever she’s feeling, don’t embarrass her for it. She’s braver than she looks, but I don’t think she has much experience with this.”

“I wouldn’t.”

“I know.”

After we’d talked, Amytis came to bed with me. I didn’t get a break either. Amytis wanted her round of fucking as well. After I’d fucked her thoroughly and filled her pussy with cum, I fell asleep smiling, looking forward to my stay here.


Chapter 11: Hanging gardens

Waking in Babylon had stopped feeling like waking in another time. I had been here for weeks. Long enough that the servants had learned my habits. Water appeared beside my cushion before I thought to ask for it. Food arrived on trays whose contents had been selected by hands that remembered which spices I preferred and which I pushed to the side of the plate. The household knew when I rose, when I bathed, when the afternoons belonged to the women and when the evenings belonged to the small circle of people who had become, in the most practical sense of the word, my family.

Amytis and Nanaya had built something efficient together. Amytis interviewed. Nanaya cataloged and prioritized. Women arrived in groups of four or six. They bathed. They waited. They entered the chamber. They left carrying something that hadn’t been there before. The list, which had once stretched to a length that made even Zafara raise an eyebrow, was finally shrinking.

The news arrived in the third week. Three of the earliest women had missed their expected bleeding. The physicians who examined them confirmed what the women already knew in their bodies: they were carrying. The news traveled through the residence and then through the city with a speed that made the lion stories look intentional by comparison. Families celebrated. Households that had been quiet for years filled with the quality of excitement that belongs to people who have been given back something they believed was lost forever. Women who had been waiting for their turn watched the celebrations from doorways and courtyards.

I had seen the gift work too many times to be surprised by its mechanics. A woman came. I loved her. She left carrying life. The equation was clean in a way that few things in my life had ever been. What still caught me, what still turned something over in my chest each time, was the human arithmetic beneath it. The faces. The hands that reached for mine after, the eyes that held gratitude without theatricality, the simple fact that I had been given the ability to repair something broken and had chosen, day after day, to use it.

Nanaya changed. Or perhaps she simply revealed more of herself as the weeks accumulated and the necessity of performance diminished. She arrived each morning dressed with the care of someone who took genuine pleasure in beauty: her dark hair arranged in braids that fell past her shoulders, fastened with copper ornaments; her dresses in blues and ochres that moved with her body in a way that made watching her cross a courtyard its own form of attention; the scents she wore. She stopped at flower stalls. She admired children with a warmth that wasn’t performed. She spoke about homes and families.

But beneath the femininity, beneath the careful manners and the household attendant who still trailed three paces behind her whenever she stepped outside the residence, the same mischievous young woman lived. The one who had snuck away from her family to meet a stranger at the Ishtar Gate. The one whose curiosity was stronger than her fear. I caught her watching me when she thought I wasn’t looking. I registered the hugs that lasted longer than friendship required. I noticed how she found reasons to be in whatever part of the residence I occupied during breaks between appointments, carrying water I hadn’t asked for, asking questions whose answers she probably already knew.

And the incident. The moment weeks ago when she had supposedly wandered into exactly the wrong chamber at exactly the wrong moment. By now, I had stopped pretending it was an accident.

I had fallen for her. I loved watching her work. I loved the way her brow furrowed when she concentrated on a tablet, the way her lower lip caught between her teeth when she was making calculations she didn’t want anyone to see her making. I loved her voice when she talked about Babylon. I loved the contradiction: the proper young woman who had been raised to expect a certain kind of life, and the bold one who had walked to the Ishtar Gate because she wanted to meet a stranger and had ended the day with a blush that showed no signs of fading.

Zafara noticed before I said anything.

“You’re tired,” she said one morning, watching me across the reception room where the day’s first appointments were being organized on clay tablets. “Not in your body. The gift takes care of that. In here.” She tapped her temple lightly. “The work requires more than physical stamina, Nathan. It requires a mind that hasn’t worn its edges smooth against the same stone day after day. Take a day. The women will wait. Babylon has been waiting for years. It can manage another sunrise without you.”

I was about to answer when Nanaya, who had been arranging dates on a plate near the low table, turned with a speed that suggested she had been listening to every word. “I know exactly where I want to take you,” she said.

She was dressed differently this morning. The blue of her dress was deeper, the ochre trim brighter, the copper fastenings in her hair arranged with a care that went beyond the ordinary attention she typically paid to her appearance. She wore earrings I hadn’t seen before, carnelian set in copper that swung when she moved. She had applied something to her eyes: kohl, subtle, just enough to darken the lashes and emphasize the shape. She looked like a woman who had prepared for something specific.

“This isn’t another market tour,” I said.

She smiled. The smile carried exactly the mixture of innocence and calculation that had characterized our first meeting at the gate, except now I knew enough to recognize that the innocence was strategic and the calculation was genuine.

“Follow me and find out.”

She led me toward the royal precinct. The streets narrowed as we approached the administrative quarter, the mud-brick walls rising higher, the traffic shifting from merchants and farmers to officials and soldiers whose bearing carried the gravity of men who worked in the shadow of power. The household attendant maintained her three-pace distance. The morning heat was building, the Mesopotamian sun climbing toward its midday height, but the quality of the air changed as we walked. It grew damper, greener, carrying the scent of soil and water and growing things in concentrations that the crowded market quarters could not match

Then we turned a corner, and Nanaya stopped. “The gardens,” she said.

They rose before us in stepped terraces, planted spaces elevated above the city’s level, supported by arches and columns that carried gardens high above the surrounding streets. Water moved through channels cut into the stone, feeding pools where lotus floated, feeding trees whose canopy created shade patterns that shifted with the breeze. Vines climbed the supporting structures. Flowers grew in beds arranged with a geometric precision that made human intention visible in every curve. The sound was water: constant, gentle, the murmur of irrigation working the way irrigation had worked in this part of the world since someone first realized that controlling water meant controlling life itself.

Beyond the gardens, visible through gaps in the greenery, Babylon spread in all directions. The ziggurat. The temple complexes. The dense urban fabric of a city that had been breathing for millennia. But here, inside this cultivated space, the city existed as backdrop rather than immersion. The noise receded. The crowd thinned to nothing. What remained was green and shade and the quality of quiet that belongs to places designed specifically for the pleasure of not being anywhere else.

I stood very still. In my world, scholars argued about whether the Hanging Gardens of Babylon had existed at all. Whether they had been here or in Nineveh. Whether the descriptions that survived were exaggerations, confusions, the products of travelers who had blended multiple cities into a single legendary account. I had read those arguments in books written by people who would have given years of their lives to stand where I was standing and see with their own eyes what I was seeing. I could have settled academic debates that would rage for another two thousand years. I could have described the construction methods, the plant species, the exact relationship between the elevated terraces and the royal complex that adjoined them. I could have taken photographs.

The absurdity of it warmed me from the inside. I possessed information that archaeologists would kill for, and the only person I could share it with was a twenty-one-year-old Babylonian woman who had no idea that the garden she was showing me would become one of history’s most durable mysteries.

“You’re smiling,” Nanaya said.

“I’m happy,” I said. “This is… thank you. For knowing that this was what I needed to see.”

She simply reached for my fingers and held them, and we walked into the gardens together, and for the first time in weeks, I was not the fertility god and she was not the organizer of appointments. We were Nathan and Nanaya, and Babylon spread around us in the golden light of a Mesopotamian morning, and nothing was required of either of us except the pleasure of each other’s company.

* * *

We found a bench cut from the same pale stone as the garden’s supporting arches, positioned where the terrace widened and the view of Babylon opened across the northern quarter of the city. Date palms shaded the space. Water moved in a channel beside us, the sound constant and gentle, and the quality of the air carried the green dampness of irrigated soil and flowering things that had no business growing this abundantly in a climate that spent most of the year trying to turn everything to dust.

Nanaya sat beside me, close enough that the warmth of her reached me through the thin linen of her dress. She had released my hand when we reached the bench, but her fingers rested on the stone between us, and I could have reached for them again without moving more than an inch. I didn’t. There was something in the stillness that felt worth preserving, worth letting settle into whatever shape it wanted to take without my steering it.

“You’re good with children,” I said.

The observation had been accumulating for weeks. I had watched her with the small ones who occasionally accompanied their mothers to the residence. The way she knelt to their height. The quality of attention she gave them, which was different from the attention adults received. Children sensed it. They gravitated to her the way they gravitate to people who haven’t forgotten what it feels like to be small in a world built for larger bodies.

“I’ve always wanted them,” she said. “Since I was a child myself. I used to pretend the courtyard pots were my babies. My mother would find me talking to clay vessels about the importance of not tipping over in high winds.”

I laughed. The image was so perfectly her that it warmed the space between us more effectively than any deliberate gesture could have.

“Was there someone?” I asked. “Before all this. Before the gate. Before me.”

She was quiet for a moment. Her fingers traced a pattern on the stone between us.

“Yes,” she said. “There was a young man from a family that traded with my father’s workshop. We were betrothed. Our families had been speaking about it for months. He was… he was kind. He made my mother laugh. He had good hands. He could carve wood in a way that made it look like it had always wanted to be the shape he gave it.” She paused. “He died three months before the marriage would have happened. A fever. The kind that takes young men and leaves no explanation worth the offering.”

I waited. She was offering context for a life that had been moving in one direction and then, abruptly, wasn’t.

“I had been raised expecting marriage,” she said. “My own household, children, the life my mother had, the life her mother had. I assumed that part of my existence was about to begin, and then it wasn’t. The path closed. Households have no choice but to function, and a young woman who woke up each morning in the same room she had always woken up in, except the future that had been waiting in that room was no longer there.”

I understood then.

“That’s why the fertility stories caught you,” I said. “The man from Susa. The one who could give children to women who had lost the hope of having them.”

She nodded. “Initially, yes. When the rumors first reached the city, a foreigner, traveling with a Persian priestess, women conceiving after a single encounter, of course I listened. What woman in my position wouldn’t listen? A man who could restore what disease and war had taken. A man who could give back the future I had been raised to expect.” She looked at me. Her dark eyes held mine with a directness that the Nanaya from the gate would have found impossible. “But then I met you. And you defended me against people who had every right to reprimand me. You stood between me and their authority and you told them I had been an excellent guide and you insisted you wanted me to stay. You had no reason to do that. You barely knew me. And you did it anyway.”

She was quiet for a moment.

“That’s when the stories stopped mattering,” she said. “The legendary stranger became Nathan. The man who hugged me goodbye and turned my entire body into something that couldn’t remember how to form complete sentences for approximately one hour afterward.”

I smiled. “I noticed that hour. I found it educational.”

“Which is why I never put myself on the list,” she said. “The women who come to you, they need something from you. Something your body can give them that no one else’s can. I didn’t want to be one of your appointments, Nathan. I wanted you.”

“I’ve known for a while that you were attracted to me,” I said.

Her face did exactly what I had expected it to do. The color arrived. Her hands found each other in her lap. She looked at the channel, at a date palm, at anywhere except my face.

“I believed the accidental glimpse at first,” I said. “Then I started thinking about it. You had been organizing appointments for days. You knew exactly which chamber I was working in at which hour. You calculated the timing, walked to the door, and opened it because you wanted to see what happened in that room when the door was closed. Am I wrong?”

“You’re not wrong,” she whispered.

I laughed. “I found it adorable. I still find it adorable. The fact that you engineered an entire morning’s disappearance from your household, inserted yourself into a royal reception, spent hours walking me through your city, and then a few days later executed a door-opening maneuver. Nanaya, that’s not something to be embarrassed about. That’s something to be proud of. I’ve traveled across civilizations. I’ve met kings. I’ve been given powers that belong in temples. And I have never encountered nerve disguised as shyness the way you disguise it.”

She was still red. But she was also fighting a smile, and the smile was winning.

I reached for her hand. Her fingers were warm, and they curled around mine.

“I’ve fallen for you too,” I said. “I love watching you work. I love the way your brow furrows when you’re concentrating on a tablet. I love your enthusiasm. I love that you take genuine pleasure in beautiful things: clothes, jewelry, flowers, the way light falls across a courtyard at a certain hour. I love your curiosity. I love the mischievous streak you keep pretending you don’t possess. I love that you snuck out of your house to meet a stranger and then spent the entire walk home trying to convince your attendant that the whole thing had been a series of unfortunate navigational errors.”

“Do you mean it?” she asked.

“I mean it,” I said.

She kissed me. She leaned forward and found my mouth with hers. Her lips were warm and soft. Her hand found my face, her palm against my cheek, and the simplicity of the gesture, a woman touching the face of a man she had chosen, meant more to me than any ceremonial kiss in a palace courtyard ever had.

We kissed overlooking Babylon. The city spread below us in the gold of late morning, its walls and temples and the brown ribbon of the Euphrates cutting through its center, and of all the impossible things I had experienced, time travel, gods, kings, civilizations that should have been dust, this moment, this kiss, this woman choosing me in a garden that scholars would spend two thousand years arguing about, felt somehow the most unreal.

We stayed on the bench for a long time. Her head found my shoulder. My arm went around her waist. We talked about nothing that mattered and everything that didn’t, and the household attendant maintained her three-pace distance.

We were Nathan and Nanaya. The fertility god had the day off. The organizer of appointments was organizing nothing except the particular pleasure of a morning that belonged entirely to us.

* * *

We walked back to the residence as the light began its afternoon descent, Babylon turning gold around us, the day’s heat giving way to the cooler air that arrived each evening from the river. Nanaya’s hand found mine without her looking for it, as though the connection had established itself as something her body remembered even when her conscious attention was elsewhere.

“You sent a message to your mother?” I asked.

“I told her I would be late,” Nanaya said. “I didn’t specify how late. I find specificity reduces one’s options at critical junctures.”

“You’ve been reducing your options since the Ishtar Gate. I’m starting to think it’s a deliberate strategy.”

She smiled. “Perhaps.”

We settled down at the dining table. Dinner arrived on trays carried by servants.

Amytis noticed before the first plate was set down. Her eyes moved from Nanaya’s hand in mine to Nanaya’s face to my face.

We ate. The conversation moved through its ordinary channels: the requests still pending, the news from families whose daughters had missed their bleeding and were now carrying the excitement of households that had been given back something they believed was lost. Nanaya sat closer to me than the cushion strictly required. Her shoulder brushed mine when she reached for the cheese. Her laughter came more readily, less measured, the sound of someone who had stopped performing composure because the performance no longer served any purpose she could identify.

I watched her. I had been watching her for weeks, but watching her now carried a pleasure that the earlier surveillance had never approached. She was beautiful the way actual people are beautiful when they’re happy: her dark eyes bright, her smile arriving before she’d fully decided to offer it, her hands moving when she talked in gestures that belonged to enthusiasm rather than social calculation.

The meal ended. The servants cleared the trays. The residence quieted around us, the distant sounds of the city arriving through shuttered windows as a low, constant murmur rather than the day’s earlier volume. Zafara retired to her chamber with a tablet. Amytis lingered long enough to exchange a look with me that needed no translation: happiness, genuine and uncomplicated, before she too withdrew, leaving Nanaya and me alone in the reception room with the lamps burning lower and the evening settling into the stillness that belongs to places where the day’s work is done and whatever comes next belongs entirely to choice.

After escorting Nanaya back to the residence, the household attendant had been sent home with a message whose contents Nanaya had declined to share with me, and the absence of that three-pace shadow created a privacy that the residence had never quite managed to achieve before.

“It’s late,” I said.

“It is.”

“You should probably go home.”

She looked at me. “I don’t want to go home tonight. I want to stay with you.”

I reached across the table and took her hand. Her fingers were warm, and they curled around mine. “Are you sure? This doesn’t have to happen tonight. We have time. We have all the time you want.”

“I’m sure.” She smiled. “I’ve been sure for longer than I’ve been willing to admit to myself. I don’t want to be one of your appointments. I want to be yours. Not because of the gift. Because of you.”

I stood. I offered her my hand. She took it, and I led her toward the bathing room where the copper vessel waited, filled with water that had been heated over the courtyard brazier and scented with oils. The room was small, its floor cut with a drainage channel, its walls pale plaster holding the day’s residual warmth. Lamplight reached it through a high window, throwing long shadows across the floor.

She undressed slowly and removed her dress, layer by layer, and let it fall to the floor beside the vessel, and stood before me in the lamplight wearing nothing but the copper fastenings in her hair and the carnelian earrings that swung when she turned her head.

She was beautiful, the curves of her hips flaring from a narrow waist in a proportion that belonged to youth and health and the generosity of a frame that had never been taught to apologize for taking up space. Her symmetrical breasts were high and round and jiggled by the slightest movement, topped with nipples that were darker than the olive of her skin, almost the color of dates, and capped with large areolas. Her stomach carried a softness that the structured lines of her dresses had concealed, a gentle curve that my hands wanted to trace before my mind had fully processed the wanting. Between her thighs, the dark thatch of hair was neat and dense, framing the soft, plump folds of her sex.

I said the only thing that felt true. “You’re beautiful.”

We bathed together. The water was warm against our skin. She sat between my legs, her back against my chest, and I washed her hair.

She turned in the water. Her hand found my cock beneath the surface, and the expression on her face when her fingers closed around its thickness was exactly what I had been hoping to see since the moment she opened that door weeks ago: wide-eyed wonder, followed by a laugh that was mostly disbelief.

“Gods,” she said. “It’s… you’re…”

“I know,” I said.

“It’s enormous.”

“I’ve been told.”

She stroked me. Her hand moved along my length, and her thumb traced the broad head. I reached between her thighs. Her folds were already slick, her body responding to touch with an immediacy that made the weeks of careful distance feel like a conversation we had both been having in a language neither of us actually spoke. I slipped two fingers inside her, curling them upward, and the sound she made against my shoulder was raw.

After the bath, we moved to the bed. The raised platform with its wool blankets waited in the chamber that had been mine since we arrived in Babylon, and I laid her back against the cushions and kissed her the way I had been wanting to kiss her since the third time she blushed in my presence. Her mouth opened under mine. Her tongue found mine. Her hands found my shoulders and held on as though the pleasure might carry her somewhere she needed anchoring to return from.

My cock kept brushing against her pussy till I found her entrance and the head slipped inside. She was wet enough that the thick head pressed inward with steady pressure, her body yielding around me inch by inch as I pushed deeper. She was tight, her inner walls clutching at my length with a heat that made my control falter. When I was fully seated, the heavy base of my cock pressed flush against her, she shuddered.

“Okay?” I asked.

She nodded. “More than okay.”

I fucked her slowly, letting her feel every ridge and vein, the heavy weight of me dragging against places inside her that made her moan. Her legs wrapped around my waist, her heels digging into my back, urging me deeper with a strength that her slender frame belied. The wet sound of our joining filled the chamber, mixed with her moans and the distant murmur of the city beyond the windows.

I braced myself on my forearms and watched her face. Her dark eyes held mine. Her breasts jiggled with each stroke, the round weight of them shifting, her nipples tightening. I lowered my head and took one into my mouth, sucking until she arched and her inner muscles locked around my shaft in a long, helpless pulse.

“Nathan—”

I kept the pace. Her fingers raked down my back. She came with her forehead pressed to mine, a broken sound escaping as her body seized and then melted, slick heat flooding around my cock until I could feel it coating the base of me.

I did not stop. I gathered her closer, one arm under her shoulders, and changed the angle so the thick ridge along the underside of my cock dragged against the place that made her thighs shake. Her voice went hoarse. Her nails pressed half-moons into my skin.

“Don’t leave me empty,” she whispered. “I want to feel you finish in me.”

The words went through me like heat. I drove deeper, the wet slap of our bodies louder now, her tightness working the full length of me on every stroke. She was past shame, past calculation, past the careful distance. Her heels locked at my back and she took me to the root again and again, moaning into my mouth when I kissed her.

I felt it gather low and heavy. I buried myself as deep as her body would allow, the head of my cock pressed flush to her cervix, and came.

It was a long, rolling flood. Thick, hot seed pumped into her in heavy surges, each one spilling deep inside her. I held her there and let it happen, groaning into her hair as another wave followed the first, then another, until I could feel the pressure of it filling her, the excess beginning to leak around the base of my still-hard cock in warm, slick rivulets. I stayed buried through the last weaker pulses, giving her every drop, raw and unshielded, until there was nothing left to give.

We stayed like that for a long moment, my weight on my forearms, so I would not crush her, her legs still wrapped around me, the city’s murmur the only sound that did not belong to our breathing. When I finally eased back, a slow, creamy spill followed the withdrawal, catching the lamplight as it slipped from her and ran down the inside of her thigh.

Nanaya’s hand found my face. She was smiling, small and stunned and real.

“That,” she said quietly, “was worth the wait.”

I kissed her again, while the night cooled around us and Babylon slept beyond the windows, and neither of us spoke about anything that had not yet arrived.

* * *

I woke to the sound of the city assembling itself into morning, and to the warmth of Nanaya’s body against mine, her dark hair spread across the pillow beside me, one arm thrown across my chest as though even in sleep some part of her was reluctant to release the contact we had established hours earlier. The light reached the chamber through shuttered windows in thin gold bars that shifted with the breeze.

I had been in Babylon for weeks. But something had changed. The Babylonian girl who visited my household, who helped organize appointments, who blushed when complimented and teased when comfortable, she was sleeping beside me now, her breathing even, her body warm against mine, and the difference between visiting and belonging rearranged itself around that fact with the quiet thoroughness of gravity finding a new center.

I watched her sleep. She looked younger. The copper fastenings had come loose from her hair during the night, and dark strands fell across her cheek in a pattern that the morning light turned from black to something closer to amber. One of her carnelian earrings had survived the night; the other lay on the pillow near her shoulder, and the fact that she had been wearing earrings at all, that she had dressed for the gardens with the specific intention of being beautiful for a man she had not yet admitted she wanted, the specificity of that attention warmed me more thoroughly than any declaration could have.

She woke gradually. Her eyes opened. She registered the light, the shuttered windows, the wool blankets at the foot of the platform, and then she registered me.

“Good morning,” I said.

“Good morning.”

“You’re blushing.”

“I am aware of that.”

“After everything we did last night, the fact that you can still blush when you wake up next to me is…” I paused. “Educational. I’m learning a great deal about the relationship between physical intimacy and social conditioning. We should write a tablet.”

She threw a cushion at me. I caught it and laughed. She smiled despite herself, and the color remained.

“You’re terrible,” she said.

“You knew that when you snuck out to meet me.”

“I had incomplete information.”

“We’ve addressed that deficiency thoroughly.”

She laughed. The sound filled the chamber, and she reached for me, and I pulled her against my chest and held her while the morning light strengthened and the city beyond the windows found its voice and whatever came next arrived on its own schedule rather than ours.

The schedule arrived approximately twenty minutes later in the form of Amytis, who knocked once on the chamber door, waited, and then entered.

“The women are waiting,” she said with a smile. “Twelve this morning. The list from the northern villages. They traveled for three days.” She looked at Nanaya, who had retrieved her dress from the floor and was attempting to fasten it with hands that had not fully recovered their coordination. “Good morning, Nanaya.”

“Good morning,” Nanaya said.

“I’ve prepared breakfast,” Amytis said. “Whenever you’re… presentable.”

She withdrew. Nanaya fastened her dress, and when she finally looked at me, the expression on her face carried the particular resignation of a woman who had just realized that her private life was now semipublic property.

“She knows,” Nanaya said.

“Of course she does.”

We joined them for breakfast. The low table in the reception room held flatbread, cheese, dates, and beer. Zafara was already seated, studying a tablet. Amytis poured water. She looked at Nanaya. She looked at me. She looked at the quality of Nanaya’s dishevelment, which no amount of hasty dressing had been able to fully conceal, and whatever calculation occurred behind her expression concluded with a smile that managed to be both warm and thoroughly entertained.

“You look well this morning, Nanaya,” Amytis said.

Nanaya reached for a date. “Thank you.”

I looked around the table. Zafara with her tablet. Amytis with her knowing smile. Nanaya with her date and her blush and the carnelian earring she had managed to refasten. The four of us, eating breakfast in a residence in Babylon as the morning strengthened and the women waited and the work that had brought me here resumed its ordinary rhythm. Nanaya felt like one of them, like one of us. The circle had expanded to include her, and the expansion felt less like an addition and more like a correction, as though the circle had been meant to contain her from the beginning and we had all been waiting for her to arrive.

After breakfast, Amytis gathered her tablets. Nanaya joined her at the low table where the day’s appointments were being organized. I bathed. I dressed. I drank the water that appeared beside my cushion without my asking for it, and the ordinary machinery of the morning assembled itself around the fact that today, unlike yesterday, I was the fertility god again.

I stepped toward the chamber. The door stood open. The room beyond it was arranged the way it had been arranged every morning for weeks: cushions covering the floor, wool blankets, the windows shuttered to create the warmth. The women waited. A dozen of them, fully nude, arranged on cushions in a loose semicircle, their faces carrying the hope that had drawn them here from villages along the Euphrates, from households where the absence of children had become the defining condition of daily life.

They were beautiful. Olive skin warmed by the lamplight to a deep, living gold. Dark hair arranged in braids and pinned styles that belonged to Babylonian women of means and Babylonian women who had very little means but had dressed with care anyway because the occasion demanded it. Full breasts, high and heavy. Wide hips flaring from narrow waists. The curve of asses raised toward the center of the room, the dip of spines creating a landscape of flesh that my body responded to before my mind had fully registered what it was seeing. Between their thighs, the dark thatch of hair, some neatly trimmed, others wilder, all framing the soft, plump folds of sex that glistened already with the oil Amytis provided and the nervous anticipation that no amount of preparation could fully disguise.

I undressed and folded my clothes beside the cushions. My cock, which had spent the previous evening buried deep inside Nanaya, filling her with pulses that had left her trembling, hardened at the sight of the women arranged before me. The gift knew its purpose. My body knew its purpose. I moved to the first woman, guided myself to her entrance, and pushed forward in one steady stroke that buried me to the root.

She moaned. Her inner walls clamped around my thickness, and the work began again, woman by woman, the ordinary miracle of a gift that had traveled across civilizations to reach this chamber on a Babylonian morning where nothing was required of me except the willingness to use it.


Chapter 12: Goodbye Babylon

The days after Nanaya first spent the night in my chamber felt less like a change and more like a correction, as though the four of us had always been meant to occupy the same space and the residence had simply been waiting for us to figure that out.

She slept beside me most nights after that, together with Amytis and Zafara. The household attendant no longer followed Nanaya through her days at the residence. The three-pace shadow that had accompanied her through so much of our courtship had disappeared, replaced by something simpler: a young woman who arrived each morning with her dark hair braided and pinned, worked beside Amytis organizing the day’s appointments, and sat beside me at meals with her shoulder against mine and her laughter. The residence adapted. The servants set four places at the low table without being told. The bathing water appeared in quantities that suggested someone had done the arithmetic on four bodies rather than three.

What surprised me, though it shouldn’t have, was how naturally Nanaya accepted the shape of what we were. A man with three women who loved him. She watched Amytis, Zafara and me together without jealousy. She learned Zafara’s habits the way someone learns a language through immersion rather than study. She brought flowers from the market and arranged them in clay vessels near the windows where the light would find them, and the small domestic touches accumulated until the residence stopped feeling like something Artaxerxes had provided and started feeling like something we had built.

The work continued. And the list, which had once stretched to a length that made even Zafara raise an eyebrow, was shrinking. Day by day, the clay tablets carried fewer names. Women arrived from the outer villages in groups of three or four rather than eight or ten. The receiving area, which had once been crowded enough to require its own attendants, now held women who could sit without their knees touching.

The confirmations had begun arriving. Women who had visited the residence in the earliest days were missing their bleeding. Physicians examined them and returned with the news that households celebrated with a fervor that traveled through the city in visible waves. I saw it from the residence windows: families gathering in courtyards, women embracing, the quality of excitement that belongs to people who have been given back something they believed was lost forever. A household near the canal junction hung colored cloth from its doorway. Another family sacrificed a lamb and distributed the meat to neighbors who had brought offerings when the news first reached them.

I had seen the fertility power work too many times to be surprised by its mechanics. A woman came. I loved her. She left carrying life. The equation was clean. What still caught me, what still turned something over in my chest each time, was the human arithmetic beneath it. The faces. The hands that reached for mine after. The eyes that held gratitude without theatricality.

One afternoon, between the last appointment and the evening meal, I sat in the reception room and realized that the chamber had been empty for three hours: no women waiting, no tablets being consulted and no nervous footsteps in the corridor outside.

I called them together. Amytis set down her stylus. Zafara closed the tablet she had been studying. Nanaya came out from the bathing room with her hair damp and her dress fastened.

We sat at the low table. The late afternoon light reached the courtyard in long gold bars. A servant brought water. Another lit the lamps along the walls, though the daylight was still strong enough to make the flames look decorative rather than necessary.

“I think it’s time,” I said.

No one asked what I meant. They had been expecting this, perhaps before I had fully expected it myself.

“The work here is finishing,” I said. “The list is manageable now. The women who still need help can be seen in the time we have left, but the enormous waiting, the urgency, that’s done.” I looked at each of them. “I’ve been thinking about where to go next.”

“Where?” Amytis asked, leaning forward.

“Ecbatana,” I said. “The mountain city. The summer capital. Artaxerxes mentioned it. And there will be women there who need what I can give them. Communities that have been waiting. The same work, different geography.”

“It’s a good choice,” Amytis said. “The road north is well maintained. The journey should take less than two weeks if the weather holds.”

Zafara nodded again. “I’m ready when you are.”

I turned to Nanaya. She had gone quiet in a way that was different from her ordinary thoughtfulness. Her hands rested on the table between us, perfectly still. Her dark eyes had found a point on the opposite wall and remained there, as though the wall contained information that required her full attention.

“Nanaya,” I said. “What do you think?”

She looked at me. Then she stood, walked around the low table, and knelt beside my cushion. Her hand found my face. Her palm was warm against my cheek.

“I’m coming with you,” she said.

Then she kissed me. Her lips were warm and certain, and her tongue was sweet and soft, and when she pulled back her eyes held mine.

“I’m in love with you,” she said. “And I’m coming with you.”

I had suspected she might ask. The weeks together, the nights, the way she had integrated herself into the rhythm of our traveling household, none of it had pointed toward a farewell at the city gates. Still, hearing it stated so plainly, without hedging or the nervous giggle that had characterized so many of our earlier exchanges, turned something over in my chest that felt adjacent to wonder.

“You understand what that means,” I said. This wasn’t a moment for celebration until I was certain she had counted the cost. “Ecbatana isn’t another excursion around Babylon. You’ll be leaving the city where you’ve spent your entire life. We’ll be traveling through country you’ve never seen, toward a place that might as well be another world compared to the streets and waterways you know. I can’t promise how long we’ll remain there. I can’t promise where we might decide to go afterward.”

“It frightens me,” she said. The admission arrived without shame. “That’s partly why I want to do it. I’ve spent my whole life in Babylon imagining the world beyond it. Sitting beside the Euphrates watching travelers and wondering where they were going. Now I have you. I have Amytis. I have Zafara. I have people to experience it with instead of just wondering.” Her hand was still on my face. “And more than that, Nathan, I love you. I don’t want what we have to end simply because your work in my city is finished. I want it to continue. I want to see what happens next.”

“I want you beside me,” I said. “You know that. But there’s something you should understand.” I took her hand from my face and held it between both of mine. “After Ecbatana, after Persia, I’ll be going home. The place I came from before any of this began. It’s… distant. In ways that are difficult to explain. But that’s where this journey ends for me, eventually.”

“Then I’m coming there too.”

The certainty in her voice left no room for the careful negotiation I had been prepared to offer. She had decided.

“All right,” I said. “Then there’s one thing we need to do before we leave.”

She knew what I meant. The color climbed her throat, reached her cheeks, settled across her face in the flush I had come to associate with moments when emotion outpaced her ability to contain it.

“I have to say goodbye to my mother,” she said.

I nodded. “Today. Before the light fails.”

She stood. Her hand found mine and squeezed hard and then released.

I stood with her. Somewhere beyond those walls, Babylon continued its ordinary afternoon. Women carried children because I had come to their city. Families celebrated in courtyards I would never see. The work I had done here would continue generating its consequences long after I had ridden away, and the knowledge should have felt like completion.

It did. But completion, I was learning, carried its own ache.

* * *

Nanaya’s family home stood three streets from the canal junction, in a quarter where the houses pressed close enough that neighbors could hear arguments through shared walls and celebrations traveled from courtyard to courtyard without needing invitation.

I had walked these streets with her before. She had pointed out the blue door, the roof of her father’s workshop visible from a certain angle in a certain alley, the temple where festivals gathered in seasons I would never witness. But walking them now, with her hand in mine and the afternoon light beginning its descent toward the western walls, the familiarity carried a weight it hadn’t carried before. The streets were the geography of a life I was asking her to leave.

She didn’t speak much. Her fingers tightened around mine when we turned the final corner, and I felt the change in her breathing before I saw it register on her face.

The house was smaller than I had imagined. Modest prosperity rather than wealth: a single courtyard with a raised platform along one wall, potted herbs in clay vessels arranged beside the entrance, a shaded awning where someone had left a half-finished piece of weaving on a loom. The blue door she had mentioned stood open, and through it I could see the interior chamber where lamplight already burned against the gathering dusk.

Her mother was waiting. She stood in the courtyard with her hands clasped at her waist, a woman in her forties with Nanaya’s dark eyes and a bearing that suggested years of managing a household without a man’s authority to lean on. Her dark hair was streaked with silver at the temples, pulled back in a style that emphasized the sharp angles of her cheekbones. She wore a dress in deep green, belted at a waist that had once been narrower.

She looked at Nanaya. She looked at me. She looked at our joined hands.

The calculation took approximately three seconds. “You’re leaving,” she said.

A woman who had raised a daughter to adulthood, who had watched that daughter disappear into a royal residence for weeks and return each evening with stories carefully edited around the edges, such a woman did not need the news delivered in ceremonial language. She could read it in her daughter’s eyes.

“Yes,” Nanaya said.

Her mother’s face did something complicated. The stern angles softened. She gestured toward the platform. “Sit,” she said. “Both of you. Tell me.”

We sat. The courtyard held the day’s residual warmth, the packed earth still releasing the heat it had absorbed since dawn. A servant appeared with water in ceramic cups, set them on the low table between us, and withdrew without speaking.

“His work here is finished,” Nanaya said. Her voice was steadier than I had expected it to be. “The women who needed help have been helped. The ones still waiting can be seen before we go, but the… the urgency is done. We’ve done what we came to do.” She paused. “Nathan has chosen Ecbatana as the next destination. The mountain city. The summer capital. There are women there who need what he can give them, communities that have been waiting.”

Her mother nodded. She had been listening to these stories for weeks. The foreigner with golden hair. The gift that belonged in temples. The women conceiving after a single encounter. None of it was news.

“And you,” her mother said. “What have you chosen?”

Nanaya’s hand found mine again beneath the table. I felt her fingers curl around mine.

“I’m going with him,” she said. “To Ecbatana. And after that, wherever the journey takes us. I’m not coming back, Mother. I’m leaving Babylon.”

Her mother turned to me. Her dark eyes, so similar to Nanaya’s that the resemblance momentarily disoriented me, held mine with an intensity that requested nothing less than complete honesty.

“What are your intentions toward my daughter?” she asked.

The question deserved the simplest answer I possessed. “I love her,” I said. “I want her with me. I will protect her as carefully as I would protect any member of my own family. She won’t want for safety, for comfort, for the respect that any woman deserves. I can promise you that much without hesitation.”

She studied my face. I let her. There was nothing to conceal and nothing to perform. Whatever she saw there seemed to satisfy something she had been measuring since we entered her courtyard.

Nanaya spoke before her mother could respond. “It isn’t just about him,” she said. “After I lost what was coming, the marriage, the household, the life I had been raised to expect, I stopped imagining anything different. I woke up each morning in the same room. I helped with the weaving. I visited the market. I sat beside the river and watched travelers and wondered where they were going, and then I came home and continued the life that had been arranged for me before any of it fell apart.” Her hand was still in mine. “Meeting Nathan changed more than my heart. It changed what I believed was possible. I fell in love with him, yes. But I also discovered that I want to see places beyond these walls. I want to help Amytis organize what comes next. I want to experience the world instead of spending the rest of my life in Babylon wondering what might have happened if I had been brave enough to leave when the chance arrived.”

Her mother was listening. The stern angles of her face had softened completely, replaced by something closer to grief.

“You’ve already decided,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Then my permission is a formality.”

“It isn’t a formality to me,” Nanaya said.

Her mother reached across the table and took Nanaya’s free hand. The two women sat connected, separated by the width of a low table and twenty years of a life built in the same quarter of the same city, and whatever passed between them required no translation.

“Then you have it,” her mother said. “For whatever that’s worth to a young woman who sneaks out of her house to meet strangers and then informs her mother she’s leaving Babylon.”

The attempt at lightness didn’t quite land, but the effort was its own kind of offering. Nanaya smiled despite the tears gathering at the corners of her eyes.

They moved inside together. I remained in the courtyard, giving them the space that belonged to them alone. Through the blue door I could hear the sounds of preparation: wooden chests being opened, fabric being folded, the quiet exchange of a mother helping her daughter decide what could reasonably travel and what would have to stay. A life distilled to what would fit on a pack animal.

When they came out, Nanaya carried a small cloth bundle. Tucked carefully beneath one arm was a small clay lamp her mother had given her, something familiar to carry into whatever unfamiliar rooms waited beyond Babylon. Her mother’s hands were empty, but her face carried the expression of someone who had just given away something far more precious.

The moment arrived. Nanaya had managed composure through most of the conversation, her voice steady, her eyes clear. Then her mother embraced her, and whatever control she had been maintaining surrendered completely. Both women cried.

I turned away and gave them the privacy the moment deserved.

When I turned back, Nanaya’s mother was wiping her eyes with the edge of her sleeve. Her composure had returned, or something adjacent to it, the stern angles settling back into place as though dignity was a garment she could reassemble through force of habit.

“You used to sit beside the Euphrates when you were small,” she said to Nanaya. “You would ask where the travelers were going, and I would tell you ‘wherever the river takes them,’ and you would say that wasn’t an answer. Now you’re going to find out for yourself. Perhaps that’s what mothers are for. Not to keep their children safe, but to raise children brave enough to leave the safety we built for them.”

Nanaya nodded. She couldn’t speak.

Her mother turned to me. “Look after her,” she said. The instruction carried the weight of every fear she had carried since the day her daughter was born, distilled to four words delivered by a woman who had learned that control was an illusion she could no longer afford.

“I will,” I said. “Every day. I promise you that.”

She nodded. Then she turned and walked back toward the blue door, her shoulders straight, her steps measured, a woman returning to a house that would feel different by morning and would continue feeling different for as long as her daughter remained gone from it.

We left together. Nanaya’s hand found mine at the courtyard gate, and I felt the slight tremor in her fingers before she steadied them. She didn’t speak as we walked back through the quarter. The bundle she carried pressed against her side, and I didn’t ask what was in it. Some questions belonged to the space between a woman and the home she was leaving, and I had no right to that territory.

Halfway back to the residence, she stopped, turned and looked back at the rooftops of the quarter where she had grown up, the blue door now invisible behind the curve of the street, the life she had known arranged behind her in the pattern that belonged to childhood and to belonging and to the thousand small certainties she was voluntarily surrendering.

I watched her face. The cost was visible there, etched into the set of her mouth and the stillness of her shoulders. She was giving up something that could not be replaced by adventure or by love or by the company of people who cared for her.

I took her hand, squeezed and didn’t offer reassurance or distraction or the easy promises that men have been making to women at thresholds since thresholds were invented. She didn’t need any of that. She needed my hand in hers and the silence to feel what she was feeling without someone rushing to fill it with noise.

We walked back toward the residence together. The city continued around us. Babylon, which had been a legendary name when I arrived and was now filled with the weight of personal memory, carried on with its evening preparations as though the departure of one young woman from one household in one quarter was too small an event to register on whatever scale cities use to measure their own continuity.

It wasn’t too small for me. I would remember the cost. I would carry it the way I carried every other promise I had made in this impossible journey: carefully, with both hands, aware of its weight and unwilling to set it down.

* * *

We left Babylon at first light, when the city was still assembling itself into morning and the gates had just been opened for the day’s first traffic. The horses were fresh. The packs contained what four people could reasonably carry across several hundred miles of Persian road: clothing, water skins, dried food, the small clay lamp that Nanaya’s mother had given her, wrapped in cloth and placed carefully at the bottom of a saddlebag where it wouldn’t break.

The residence servants gathered at the courtyard gate. They bowed. They offered the formal wishes for safe travel that protocol demanded. One of the older women embraced Nanaya briefly, whispered something I couldn’t hear, and stepped back with wet eyes. Amytis exchanged tablets with the household steward, final instructions for the records we were leaving behind and for handling any new requests that arrived after our departure. Anyone who came looking for me would have to be told that my work in Babylon was finished and that I had continued north toward Ecbatana.

Zafara mounted first and settled into her saddle. Amytis followed. Then Nanaya, who looked less certain on horseback than she had looked doing anything else I had ever watched her do, her back straight, her hands finding the reins.

I mounted last and looked back at the residence one final time. The courtyard where we had eaten several meals. The chambers where women had conceived children who would grow up calling Babylon home, never knowing the foreigner who had given them life had stood in this exact spot on a spring morning, feeling the weight of completion settle across his shoulders like a garment he hadn’t known he was wearing.

Then we rode toward the northern gate, and Babylon began the process of becoming memory.

It happened in stages. The administrative quarter first, its mud-brick walls and Persian guards giving way to the narrower streets of the residential districts. The market where Nanaya had once reached for fabrics without buying them. The temple complex where she had explained Marduk’s victory over Tiamat while blushing every time our shoulders touched. The Processional Way with its striding lions, yellow and white against the deep blue glaze.

I turned in my saddle, looked back at the city rising behind us, and the disconnect between what I was seeing and what I knew waited for this place in the timeline I had left behind was so severe that it produced a sensation adjacent to vertigo.

What struck me wasn’t the grandeur, though the grandeur was real enough. What struck me was the overlay of personal memory on a name that had been legendary before I learned to speak. Nanaya appearing at the edge of a royal delegation because a stranger had seemed worth the risk. The confrontation after her household discovered she had snuck away. Me insisting she remain with me while officials calculated the implications. Days beside the Euphrates where she sat with her knees drawn up. The gardens where she kissed me. The chambers where women had conceived because I had come to their city and chosen to use what I had been given.

I looked at Nanaya. She had been looking back since we passed the outer walls. Not continuously, her attention would find the road ahead, settle there for a hundred yards, then drift back toward the receding skyline as though the city exerted a gravitational pull her body was still learning to resist. Each time the walls grew smaller, her posture changed subtly: her shoulders drawing in, her hands adjusting their grip on the reins, the set of her mouth tightening around whatever she was feeling and choosing not to voice.

I rode beside her and didn’t try to distract her. Didn’t offer reassurances or observations about the adventure awaiting us or any of the easy diversions men reach for when women are grieving and the grief makes them uncomfortable. She deserved the silence. She deserved the dignity of feeling what she was feeling without someone rushing to dilute it with noise.

After an hour, when Babylon had diminished to a dark smudge against the southern horizon and the road had carried us into country where the irrigation channels began thinning and the quality of the light changed, I finally asked.

“Are you having second thoughts?”

She shook her head. “No,” she said. “My mother has always been protective of me. Every decision was about safety. Every instruction was wrapped in the language of protection because she believed the world beyond our courtyard was dangerous.” She glanced at me. “But she let me go. I think that was harder for her than either of us expected.” She looked ahead again. “I’m glad I found you. I’m glad I found the love of my life. I’m not having second thoughts. I’m having feelings. They’re different things.”

I nodded. The distinction was precise and exactly right, and hearing her articulate it with the clarity that had emerged over weeks of watching her work made me love her in a way that the gardens and the kisses and the nights in my chamber hadn’t quite accessed: a love rooted in respect for the mind behind the beauty, the courage beneath the performance of femininity she had been raised to perfect.

Babylon disappeared completely around midday. The land changed, the alluvial plain giving way to rougher country, and the smudge on the horizon that had been the city dissolved into the heat haze and was simply gone. I watched Nanaya’s face when it happened. There was a moment when something passed across her features that might have been grief or might have been relief or might have been the complicated alloy of both that belongs to people walking away from places that shaped them. Then her chin lifted. Her shoulders settled. Her attention found the road ahead and remained there.

Amytis moved her horse alongside Nanaya’s and began talking about Ecbatana. The mountain air. The palaces built of stone rather than mud-brick. The gardens fed by streams that carried snowmelt from Zagros peaks still visible with snow even in late spring. The horses, bred on plains where the grass grew tall enough to brush a rider’s stirrups at full gallop. I watched Nanaya’s face brighten as the description built, details accumulating until the city they were riding toward began to exist in her imagination as something more substantial than a name on a map.


Chapter 13: Ecbatana

The road north did what roads do when they’ve been carrying travelers for long enough: it changed. The Babylonian plain gave way to something rougher, something that rose in slow, persistent increments until one morning I woke to air that carried a bite the Mesopotamian heat had never managed. The horses noticed before I did. They picked their footing more carefully, their heads lifting to catch scents the alluvial flat hadn’t offered, and their breathing deepened as the grade increased beneath their hooves.

By the third week, the transformation was complete. The landscape behind us had retreated into memory, and what surrounded us now belonged to an entirely different geography. The plains were gone. In their place rose hills that built on each other’s shoulders, green and gold in the late spring light, and beyond them, visible now as a hard line against the northern sky, the first true mountains I’d seen since entering this world. The Zagros. Snow-capped even now, their peaks holding white against blue in a way that made distance difficult to judge. The road wound through valleys where streams cut dark lines through meadow grass, and the sound of moving water reached us from both sides, constant and clean after weeks of the slow murmur of the Euphrates.

I watched Nanaya more than I watched the mountains. Her face had become the better compass. Every new vista registered there first: her dark eyes widening, her lips parting slightly, her head turning to follow a hawk’s arc above a ridge line. Mountains were theoretical to her. She had grown up in a city built on a river flat, and the sudden verticality of the world around us affected her the way color affects someone who’s spent a lifetime in monochrome.

“I used to imagine them,” she said one evening as we made camp beside one of the countless streams that fed the valleys. She sat with her knees drawn up, her arms wrapped around them, watching the water move over stones. “People would describe mountains. Travelers. Merchants who’d been north. They’d use their hands to show the shape, and I’d try to build the image in my head, and it was never…” She shook her head. “It was never this.”

The reversal was not lost on me. In Babylon, she had been the guide. She had walked me through streets she’d known since childhood, pointing out temple districts and canal junctions with the confident intimacy of someone describing the architecture of her own body. Now I was watching her encounter a world she had no vocabulary for, and the pleasure of that watching carried a warmth I hadn’t anticipated. I wasn’t teaching her anything. I was simply present for her discovery, and presence, it turned out, was its own form of generosity.

Amytis became our resident scholar. She had made the journey to Ecbatana with the court before, and she rode with the ease of someone returning to familiar country, her back straight, her dark hair braided against the mountain wind. As we traveled, she spoke about the land we were moving through.

“Ecbatana was Median before it was Persian,” she said one afternoon as we followed a track that wound along a ridge offering views in three directions. “The Medes held these highlands for generations before Cyrus brought them under Persian rule. Our histories say Cyrus himself was half-Median through his mother. Many Median families kept their wealth and influence under the new dynasty. They served the Persian kings, married into Persian families, and maintained estates in these mountains while also serving elsewhere in the empire. Ecbatana remained deeply Median even after it became one of the royal cities.”

“Do they consider themselves Persian now?” I asked.

She considered this. “They consider themselves Median first. They serve a Persian king and belong to his empire, but that doesn’t erase what they were before Cyrus. The families that have held land in these valleys for generations still think of themselves as Median families. The Persians were wise enough to give many of them reasons to prosper under the new dynasty rather than reasons to rebel against it.”

Nanaya rode beside me whenever the track widened enough to allow it. The nervous distance that had characterized our earliest days together had been replaced by something warmer and considerably less performative. Her hand found mine across the gap between our horses. Her shoulder pressed against mine when we dismounted to rest. At night, beside whatever fire we managed to kindle from the scrub pine that dotted the lower slopes, she sat close enough that the warmth of her reached me through the wool blanket we shared, and her head found my shoulder.

But the homesickness arrived in unpredictable waves. A meal: flatbread and cheese eaten beside a stream where the water sounded exactly like a stretch of canal near her mother’s house, and her hands would go still on the food, and her eyes would find some middle distance that Babylon occupied exclusively. Or a moment at dawn, when the light caught the eastern ridges in a gold that reminded her of how sunlight reached the rooftops of her quarter in the hour before the market crowds assembled, and I would watch her face arrange itself around an absence she was still learning to carry.

I stayed beside her. I let my shoulder remain available. I simply sat with her while the feeling moved through, and when it passed, her hand would find mine beneath the blanket, and she would squeeze, and the gratitude in that squeeze contained more honesty than any speech could have managed.

Amytis noticed. She had spent weeks working beside Nanaya in Babylon, organizing women, directing traffic through the residence, sharing the thousand small tasks that build the intimacy of people who have managed something difficult together. That intimacy had produced its own loyalty. I watched Amytis position herself near Nanaya when the terrain grew challenging, offering a steadying hand at a stream crossing without making the assistance obvious. I watched her include Nanaya in conversations with passing travelers, intentionally creating openings for Nanaya’s voice when the natural dynamics of the group might have relegated her to silence. Small things. The kind of care that operates beneath declaration.

“The two of you have become something,” I said to Amytis one evening while Nanaya was helping Zafara unsaddle the horses.

She smiled. “We organized the conception of several hundred children together, Nathan. That tends to create bonds that ordinary friendship doesn’t quite access.”

“I’m glad.”

“As am I.” She touched my arm briefly. “She’s good for you. She’s good for all of us. The residence felt warmer once she started sleeping there. Less like something Artaxerxes provided and more like something we built.”

The road continued. The mountains grew. Each day carried us deeper into country that belonged to an older order than the empires that currently administered it, and as the air thinned and cooled around us, I felt something in my own chest loosen that the Babylonian heat had been holding tight for weeks: Space. That was the difference. Babylon had been magnificent and crowded and human in its density. This was magnificent in its emptiness, in the scale of what surrounded us, in the simple fact that a person could ride for hours and encounter nothing but grass and sky and the distant white line of peaks that had been there long before kings thought to claim them.

We would reach Ecbatana tomorrow, or the day after. The road had begun to show more traffic: riders moving in both directions, pack trains carrying goods that the highland estates required, occasional glimpses of what were clearly aristocratic hunting parties returning with game slung across their saddles. The world was assembling itself into the pattern that precedes arrival at a place of consequence, and we rode into that gathering.

* * *

We saw it from the ridge road. Ecbatana occupied a broad valley between two mountain arms, its walls rising in tiers that stepped upward toward the highest ground at the center. The overall impression was of a city that had been assembled rather than grown, each ring deliberate, each elevation calculated to create the geometry of a place that understood itself as both fortress and palace.

I was looking for the colors. Herodotus had written about seven concentric walls, each painted a different color: white, black, scarlet, blue, orange, silver, gold. The description had survived two and a half millennia, debated by scholars, dismissed by some as fantasy, defended by others as plausible given what we knew about Achaemenid aesthetic sensibility. Standing on that ridge with the actual city spread below me, the colors were not what I had expected. The outer walls were pale stone. The next ring was darker, its masonry aged to something closer to the gray of weathered limestone. Beyond that, the walls grew more elaborate, their surfaces carrying traces of pigment that might have been blue in better light, or might simply have been the shade that stone acquires after generations of mountain weather.

Whether Herodotus had been right about the specifics mattered less than how easily I could understand why later visitors had described the place that way. Ecbatana was defensive in its bones. It had been built by people who understood that elevation meant survival, and that survival, in this part of the world, was the prerequisite for everything else worth having.

“It’s beautiful,” Nanaya said quietly beside me. She had reined her horse to a stop, her dark eyes fixed on the city below. Babylon had been horizontal. Ecbatana was vertical, a city that climbed rather than spread.

“It was built to be,” Amytis said. She had moved her horse alongside ours, her gaze moving across the city. “Deioces founded it. At least, that’s the story the Medes tell. A judge so renowned for his fairness that the scattered tribes of Media asked him to become their king. He agreed on one condition: that they build him a capital worthy of the dignity he intended to project. Seven walls. A palace at the center. A city designed from its first stone to communicate that whoever ruled from those heights was not merely powerful but legitimate.”

“Cyrus took Ecbatana after Astyages was defeated,” Amytis continued. “He entered the city as a new ruler rather than destroying it, and Ecbatana remained one of the great royal cities under his successors. Those walls were built by Medes, but when Artaxerxes comes here with the court, he occupies the palace as their king just as surely as he does the palaces of Susa.”

As we descended toward the city, the differences became visible in the details. The riders we passed wore felt caps and trousers that fastened at the ankle, their tunics embroidered with patterns I hadn’t seen in Babylon or Susa. Their horses were broader through the chest, their coats a deeper bay, animals bred for mountain terrain rather than the long flat runs of the Mesopotamian plain. The aristocrats traveled with retinues that included both Persian officials in the pleated linen I had come to recognize and Median companions whose bearing suggested a confidence that predated imperial administration. Soldiers at the checkpoints wore scale armor similar to what I’d seen elsewhere, but their spear points were fashioned differently, and the language they spoke among themselves carried the cadence of a dialect that had been shaped by these mountains long before the Royal Road connected them to Susa.

“They dress differently,” Nanaya observed. She was studying a group of mounted nobles who had paused at a roadside shrine to make offerings. “The cut of the sleeves. The way the fabric falls. It’s not Babylonian. It’s not quite Persian either, is it?”

“Median,” Amytis said. “The highland aesthetic. Wool rather than linen. Heavier weaves. They’ve been dressing for this climate since before Babylon had a name.”

Nanaya glanced at me. “You’ve found another city to interrogate,” she said. “I can see it happening already. Your face does a particular thing when you’re about to ask questions for several hours straight. There’s a slight narrowing of the eyes. A very subtle forward lean.”

“I’m an inquisitive man,” I said. “It’s part of my charm.”

“It’s part of something.” She smiled. “Fortunately, this time I don’t have to answer any of them. That’s Amytis’s burden now.”

“Thank you for that clarification,” Amytis said.

We reached the outer gate as the light began its afternoon descent. The walls rose above us, pale stone warm in the declining sun, and the sound of the city reached us before we passed through the archway: the murmur of a place where many languages mixed, where the administrative machinery of empire operated alongside older, local rhythms, where the mountain air carried the scent of pine resin and woodsmoke and the distant smell of horses that had been bred in these valleys for longer than anyone living could properly calculate.

* * *

Ecbatana moved at a different tempo than Babylon. The difference was social, embedded in the way people occupied space, in the confidence of a city that had been hosting power for long enough that power had stopped performing its own importance. Babylon had been administratively Persian but fundamentally Babylonian. Ecbatana was Persian in the way that mattered: it belonged to the traveling court, to the aristocracy that moved between seasonal capitals.

The royal court itself was not in residence when we arrived. Artaxerxes maintained his seasonal schedule, and we had arrived during the transitional period between the full court’s departure from Susa and its eventual reassembly in these mountains. But the machinery of that reassembly was already visible. Officials moved through the streets. Estate stewards oversaw preparations in compounds whose gates stood open to receive the households that would follow. The garrison had been reinforced, Persian soldiers in scale armor maintaining the checkpoints that regulated movement between the city’s rings, and the quality of their vigilance suggested that whoever currently commanded in the king’s absence took the security of a vacant palace as seriously as the security of an occupied one.

What struck me, walking those streets, was how thoroughly Ecbatana had been designed for the pleasure of being outdoors. Babylon had turned inward. Its courtyards had been refuges from heat, enclosed spaces where shade and moving water created microclimates that the open streets could not match. Ecbatana’s wealth expressed itself externally. Gardens spread beyond estate walls rather than hiding behind them. Colonnaded walkways lined avenues where the mountain breeze reached unimpeded. Aristocratic compounds included riding grounds where horses exercised in the open air, their coats gleaming in the clear light, their movements carrying the grace of animals bred for aesthetics as much as utility.

I watched Amytis navigate this environment. She knew names, and she exchanged greetings.

“The satrap’s cousin,” she explained after one such exchange, her voice low enough that only I could hear it. “His estate is three valleys east. He breeds the horses that supply the royal cavalry. The man he was speaking with oversees the grain shipments from Mesopotamia. They’ve known each other for twenty years. They disagree about everything except the fact that they both benefit from the current arrangement, which is why they can stand in the same courtyard without attempting to murder each other.”

It was a reminder that Amytis existed in this world as something more substantial than my companion or lover. She had connections, and she had status.

Nanaya noticed the difference. Babylon had been her city. She had known its streets, its hierarchies, the social mathematics that determined who spoke first and who was permitted to disagree. Ecbatana’s calculus was foreign to her, written in a language of gesture and precedence that her Babylonian upbringing had not equipped her to decode. I watched her grow quieter as we moved through the aristocratic quarter, her hands finding each other at her waist in the grip I had come to recognize as her version of composure under pressure.

Amytis noticed too, which was Amytis’s particular gift: seeing the emotional weather of a room before anyone else had registered the change in barometric pressure. What she did about it was characteristically precise. She didn’t draw attention to Nanaya’s discomfort. She didn’t offer reassurance in a way that would have highlighted the difference between them. Instead, she created openings. She turned to Nanaya during conversations with local officials and asked for her perspective on how Babylonian administrative practices compared to what we were seeing here. She invited Nanaya to explain the weaving techniques visible in a textile being carried past us, knowing that Nanaya’s knowledge of Babylonian craft would translate into authority regardless of the setting.

Our residence had been prepared. Artaxerxes’s seal carried weight even in the king’s absence, and what awaited us was considerably more than the minimum. The compound occupied a terraced slope in the upper rings, its walls of pale stone enclosing a series of courtyards that stepped downward with the natural grade of the land. Each courtyard opened to the next through columned passageways where the mountain air moved freely, carrying the scent of pine and the distant smell of the stables that adjoined the property’s eastern boundary.

Gardens filled the spaces between buildings: fruit trees arranged in loose groves, flowering shrubs that climbed stone retaining walls, herb beds where mint and thyme grew in profusion beside pathways of crushed stone that retained the day’s warmth after the sun had set. The residence itself was built of cedar and stone, its roof beams massive enough that the interior chambers held a coolness that no amount of afternoon heat seemed able to penetrate. Windows opened toward the valley, framing views of the lower city and the distant ridges beyond, and in the evenings, when the light failed and the lamps were lit, those views became something else entirely: darkness punctuated by the orange glow of other estates on other slopes, the geometry of human habitation rendered in points of light against a mountain vastness that reduced even kings to temporary occupants.

Horses were everywhere. The stables adjoining our residence held a dozen animals, their coats groomed to a shine that reflected the courtyard lamps after dark, and the sound of them, hooves on packed earth, the sigh of a horse settling into its stall for the night, the occasional nicker that traveled through the compound like a conversation you could feel but not quite translate, became the soundtrack of our evenings in a way that Babylon’s urban murmur never had.

The fertility work arranged itself. News had preceded us. The stories from Susa, amplified by the confirmations arriving daily from Babylon, had traveled the Royal Road. Women had been waiting. Local officials, working with temple representatives and household stewards, had compiled lists before our arrival. Widows from villages in the surrounding valleys. Unmarried women whose prospects had been diminished by military campaigns that had taken the men who might have been their husbands. Households where daughters had reached marrying age in communities where available men no longer produced the results that tradition expected.

Amytis and Nanaya worked well together. They met women. They reviewed the lists. They began the process of scheduling, of preparing the chambers that would receive the women, of establishing the same system that had functioned in Babylon: receiving area, bathing room, the chamber itself with its cushions and wool blankets and the quality of warmth that the gift preferred.

I watched them from the columned walkway that connected our private quarters to the reception courtyard. Amytis with her tablet, her brow furrowed in concentration, speaking to a local official whose deference was visible in the angle of his shoulders. Nanaya beside her, adding notes in the careful cuneiform she had mastered during those weeks in Babylon, her voice steady, her occasional glance toward Amytis carrying the warmth of trust earned through shared labor.

We had been in Ecbatana for less than a day, and already the residence felt like something we inhabited rather than something that had been provided for us. The servants moved through it. They brought water without being asked. They lit lamps as the light failed. They prepared a meal that carried the character of highland cooking: roasted game, flatbread baked in clay ovens whose heat reached the courtyard where we ate, cheese that was sharper and saltier than what Babylon had offered, wine that carried the clarity of grapes grown in mountain soil.

We ate outside. The evening was cool enough that wool blankets had been laid across the cushions, and the stars above Ecbatana were not the stars above Babylon. They were sharper, colder, arranged in patterns that the thinner air made more precise, and sitting beneath them with Amytis on one side and Nanaya on the other and Zafara watching us from her cushion with the expression of someone who had seen civilizations rise and fall and had stopped being surprised by any of it, I felt the contentment that belongs to arriving somewhere and discovering, against reasonable expectation, that you belong there.

* * *

The first women arrived at dawn on our second day in Ecbatana, and whatever nervousness I might have carried about beginning again in a new city dissolved the moment the first one entered the chamber and I saw the hope on her face. That look never changed, regardless of the civilization. It was human, older than temples, and it reached me the same way in a cedar-walled room in the Zagros as it had in mud-brick chambers beside the Euphrates.

The women were different here. The highland climate had written itself across their bodies in ways the Babylonian heat never could have managed. Their skin was fairer, carrying a ruddiness at the cheeks and throat that came from living in air that carried a bite even in spring. Their hair tended toward brown rather than the dark I had grown accustomed to in Babylon, chestnut and auburn and shades that fell somewhere between, often streaked with lighter threads where the mountain sun had found it. They were sturdier in their frames, not heavier but more solid, as though generations of life in this terrain had selected for bodies that could carry wood and tend flocks and walk hills without surrendering to the grade.

Their breasts were different too. Fuller through the upper curve, the weight of them settling against their ribs. Their nipples were lighter, often pink against the olive of their skin, and when arousal brought them to hardness the contrast was sharp enough to draw the eye. Between their thighs, the hair was lighter as well, chestnut and auburn echoing the shades of their heads, and the folds of their sex carried a pinkness that the lamplight turned to something closer to fruits.

I loved them the way I had learned to love women after months of this work: thoroughly, attentively. They came to me in sequence. A widow whose husband had died on military service twenty years earlier, her body remembering pleasure despite the decades since anyone had touched her with intention. A young woman from a village in the eastern valleys, her nervousness visible in the way her hands trembled until my mouth found her breasts and the trembling became something else entirely. An aristocratic woman from one of the Median families Amytis had mentioned, her composure flawless until I entered her and her back arched off the cushions with a moan that suggested whatever education her station had provided had not included instruction on how to maintain dignity when a man with my particular endowment was buried to the hilt inside her.

I moved from one to the next. The chamber held its warmth. The gift sustained what ordinary flesh could not sustain. By midday I had loved six women. Cum gleamed on thighs, on cushions, on the dark thatch between legs where my cock had been and where life was now settling into the warm darkness that would carry it forward.

Amytis and Nanaya had the machinery running. Women arrived in groups. They bathed. They waited in the receiving area where local attendants, women Nanaya had identified and trained in the system within days of our arrival, offered water and quiet reassurance. They entered the chamber. They left carrying something that hadn’t been there before. The lists shrank. New names arrived to replace them. The work continued.

I learned their stories in fragments, offered between kisses or during the moments when exhaustion briefly overtook desire and conversation became the natural bridge between one body and the next. A Median woman from a family that had held land in these valleys since before Cyrus, her accent carrying the cadence of the highland dialect Amytis had described. Young women from mountain villages where the absence of men had become the defining condition of daily life. Older women who’d never been loved.

I woke early. I bathed. I ate the enormous meals the residence kitchen provided: lamb roasted with mountain herbs, bread still warm from clay ovens, cheese that carried the sharpness of highland grazing, wine that cleared the head rather than clouding it. I worked through the morning appointments, through the midday sequence when the light was strongest and the chamber held its heat, through the afternoon groups when fatigue should have been inevitable and the power made it irrelevant. I ate again. I bathed again. The evenings belonged to the four of us: Amytis and Nanaya comparing notes on the following day’s schedule, Zafara watching us, me stretched on a cushion with a cup of water and the satisfied ache that follows when the body has been used for its intended purpose.

We escaped into Ecbatana itself on the days when the lists were shorter. The city offered its own pleasures: markets where highland wool and worked leather and copper mined from Zagros slopes filled stalls that smelled of pine resin and honest sweat. Temple precincts where the Anāhitā cult maintained its presence alongside older Median devotions. Aristocratic compounds where the aesthetic of wealth expressed itself in gardens designed to frame mountain views rather than exclude the world beyond their walls.

Beyond the walls, the mountains were a constant invitation. Valleys opened between ridges where streams cut dark lines through meadow grass tall enough to brush a rider’s stirrups. The aristocracy of Ecbatana lived outdoors in a way that Babylonian wealth, with its enclosed courtyards and its relationship to heat, had never quite managed. They rode. They hunted. They spent days in the country returning with game across their saddles and the weathered contentment of people who had been moving through landscape rather than occupying rooms.

I heard about the hunting from a Median nobleman who visited the residence to discuss the scheduling of women from estates in the eastern valleys. He spoke about it with reverence. The royal hunt. The beaters and the dogs. The quality of light in highland meadows at dawn. The speed of a Nisaean horse at full gallop across ground where the only sound was hooves on earth and the wind in your ears and the distant cry of a hawk that had been riding the same thermal currents since before kings thought to claim the territory beneath them.

“We should go,” I said to Amytis that evening. We were sitting in the columned walkway, watching the light fail across the lower city, and the mountains beyond the walls were catching the last gold in a way that made patience feel like a moral failing.

“Go where?” she asked.

“Out there.” I gestured toward the eastern ridges. “On horses. The next day we have without appointments. I want to see what this country looks like when you’re moving through it rather than looking at it from a courtyard.”

She smiled. “I agree.”

The lists continued. The women came. And each evening, when the residence quieted around us and the mountain air carried the scent of pine and distant woodsmoke through windows we had left open to the cool, I lay beside Amytis and Nanaya and felt the gravity of a life that had assembled itself around purposes I had not chosen but had, somehow, learned to love.


Chapter 14: Horses and mountains

The women kept coming, and I kept fucking and impregnating them. After two weeks of me loving the women here, we decided to have a day off, go out and ride and hunt in the countryside. Zafara wouldn’t come with us. She wanted to spend some time alone and meditate. It wasn’t unusual for her.

“Please don’t wrestle anything today,” Amytis said with a smile.

“The lion wasn’t part of my original plan,” I said. “I was hoping for a pleasant afternoon of aristocratic leisure. The predator was an unexpected addition.”

“Most of the best things in your life have been unexpected additions.” She reached across the table and touched my hand. “Including me.”

“Especially you.”

The stables adjoining our residence held a dozen horses, their coats groomed to a shine. The grooms had selected three for us: a chestnut mare for Nanaya, a dark bay for Amytis, and for me, a gray that stood several hands taller than either of the others, broad through the chest, its eyes calm in a way that suggested it had carried enough riders to have stopped being impressed by whatever we might ask of it.

Nanaya approached her mare. She had ridden from Babylon to Ecbatana. She had endured the long days on the Royal Road, the stream crossings, the grades that had tested her balance and her nerve in equal measure. But riding as transportation was different from riding as pleasure, and the distinction was visible in the set of her shoulders as she placed her foot in the groom’s cupped hands and let herself be lifted into the saddle.

“She’s still finding her seat,” Amytis said quietly beside me. “Babylonian women don’t ride for leisure. They ride when the road requires it, and they do so with the minimum enthusiasm the situation demands.”

“Whereas Persian women?”

“Persian women are raised on horseback. My father had me riding before I could form complete sentences. It was considered as essential as knowing how to conduct yourself at a royal banquet, except the consequences for error were considerably more immediate.”

I watched Nanaya settle into her saddle, her hands finding the reins. Amytis moved her bay alongside the chestnut and began speaking, her hands demonstrating adjustments to posture, to the angle of the heels, to the way the weight should distribute itself through the stirrups. She was teaching, and the pleasure she took in the teaching was visible in the set of her mouth, in the quality of attention she gave to Nanaya’s responses.

Amytis was completely at home in the role of teacher, introducing Nanaya to a pleasure that had been part of her own life for as long as she could remember. There was affection in her patience, something that carried a weight beyond the riding lesson itself.

The estate gates opened. We rode out together, three abreast where the track allowed it, and the mountain air reached us. Cold, clean, carrying the scent of pine and distant woodsmoke and the greenness of grass that had been fed by snowmelt and had not yet surrendered to the summer heat.

Nanaya’s face did something I had been waiting to see since we left the city walls. Her eyes widened. Her lips parted. Her posture, which had been careful, measured, the product of weeks spent convincing her body that horseback was a mode of transport to be tolerated rather than embraced, changed. Her back straightened. Her hands loosened on the reins. Her head turned to follow the arc of a hawk above the eastern ridge, and the expression that crossed her features then was the expression of a woman encountering a kind of beauty her city had never prepared her to imagine.

“This,” she said quietly, “is nothing like the Royal Road.”

“No,” Amytis said. “It isn’t.”

Amytis rode beside her, pointing and explaining. I rode a half-length behind them, close enough to hear their exchange, far enough to give them the space their friendship had earned.

The country around Ecbatana revealed itself in stages, each turn in the track offering something the previous one had withheld. We rode through cultivated land first, fields where barley grew in geometric rows, its green still young against the darker soil. Beyond the fields, orchards spread across terraced slopes, apple and pear trees in blossom.

Grazing land followed. Horses moved through tall grass, their coats gleaming in the sun, Nisaean animals with the broad chests and calm eyes that marked them as the product of breeding that had been intentional for generations. They raised their heads as we passed, watched us and then returned to the business of eating as though our existence was interesting but not relevant to the immediate concerns of grass and sunlight.

Country estates appeared at intervals, walled compounds set on rises that commanded views of the valleys below. They were built for the pleasure of being looked at from a distance as much as for the pleasure of occupying them: stone and cedar, colonnaded walkways, gardens that spilled beyond their walls. Servants moved between buildings. Aristocrats rode through their own gates on horses that matched or exceeded the quality of the animals grazing in the fields, their bearing carrying the ease of people who divided their lives between court ceremony and rural leisure without surrendering their comfort in either setting.

“The Median families have held these estates since before Cyrus,” Amytis said. “Many of them serve the Persian administration now, but they return here for the summer months. The court comes to Ecbatana, and the estates fill with families that have been hosting power for long enough that the hosting has become its own kind of power.”

Nanaya asked questions. About the irrigation that fed the orchards. About the horses, which were visibly different from the animals she had seen in Babylonian markets. About the division of time between court responsibilities and country leisure, a concept that her Babylonian upbringing had not equipped her to translate easily.

“Persian kings hunt,” Amytis explained. “Artaxerxes spends weeks in these mountains each summer. The aristocracy hunts with him, and then they return to their estates and continue hunting because the pleasure of it doesn’t diminish when the king isn’t watching. It’s considered… essential, a discipline.”

I recognized the customs from Susa. The same emphasis on riding, on archery, on the physical competencies that Persian aristocracy treated as non-negotiable elements of belonging. But Susa had been hot, formal, its wealth expressed in gardens that turned inward, in courtyards designed as refuges from a climate that spent most of the year trying to turn everything to dust. Here, wealth expressed itself outwardly. Gardens spilled beyond walls. Riding grounds occupied visible portions of each estate. The mountain environment had shaped not just the architecture but the psychology of leisure itself: open, expansive, oriented toward landscape rather than away from it.

The difference was the cold. The air carried a bite, and that bite changed everything it touched. Wool instead of linen. Heavier weaves. Felt caps on riders who would have been bareheaded in Babylon. The estates themselves were built for warmth as much as display: thick walls, small windows, interior chambers that held heat the way a closed hand holds something precious.

We rode for an hour, perhaps longer. The track wound along the contour of the slope, offering views that built on each other until the cumulative effect was less about any view and more about the sustained pleasure of moving through country that had been designed, over generations, for the specific purpose of being beautiful to people on horseback.

“I’d like to hunt something,” I said eventually. The idea had been forming since we passed the first grazing land, watching those Nisaean horses move through grass tall enough to brush their bellies. “For our evening meal. Rather than having the estate provide everything. I want to eat something I brought down myself.”

Amytis looked at me. The expression that crossed her face carried exactly the mixture of amusement and wariness that the suggestion deserved. “The last time you expressed an interest in hunting, I nearly became the meal myself. I have a distinct preference for continuing to not be eaten by large predatory mammals, if it’s all the same to you.”

“The lion was an outlier.”

“Most men’s hunting stories involve missing a deer and claiming the shot was difficult. Yours involves physically overpowering a predator that weighs more than I do. I’m not certain ‘outlier’ is the term I would select.”

Nanaya had heard the lion story. But hearing and seeing were different currencies, and the difference was visible in the way she straightened in her saddle, her dark eyes finding mine with an intensity that had nothing to do with fear and considerably more to do with curiosity.

“You’ve never watched him,” Amytis said to Nanaya.

“No.”

“Would you like to?”

The color climbed Nanaya’s throat. She nodded.

We left the track. The country opened around us, meadow giving way to scattered pine and the rougher terrain that began where cultivated land ended. The grooms had equipped me with a Persian hunting bow, a recurve of horn and sinew, along with a quiver of arrows tipped for game and a hunting knife at my belt.

The fertility power made tracking easier than it had any right to be. My senses had been sharpened along with everything else, and what would have been invisible to ordinary perception registered as information: disturbed grass, the scent of an animal that had passed recently enough that the air still carried its musk, the almost subliminal sound of movement in undergrowth thirty yards ahead that human ears were not supposed to detect at that distance.

I dismounted, handed my reins to Amytis and moved forward on foot with the bow across my back and the mountain air carrying every scent the Zagros had to offer.

The deer was a doe, young, her coat the gray-brown that belonged to animals that had spent their lives in these valleys. She moved through a stand of pine with the alert grace of prey that understood the mathematics of its own survival, her head turning at intervals, her ears tracking sounds I could not hear but whose existence her body had been designed to register.

I drew the bow. The power made the draw weight feel like nothing, the horn and sinew bending to my hand. I held at full draw longer than any ordinary archer could have held, waiting for the moment when her path would carry her into the clear shot the trees currently denied me. She stepped into the gap. I released.

The arrow found her behind the shoulder, a clean shot that took her heart before she had time to register the sound of the string. She dropped where she stood, her legs folding beneath her, and the kill was as clean as I had wanted it to be: quick, respectful, the kind of death that hunting ethics in any century would recognize as the product of skill rather than spectacle.

I turned. Nanaya was still mounted, her hands tight on the reins, her eyes wide. The expression on her face carried something adjacent to wonder but warmer, like she was watching me do something competent and discovering that the competence turned her on in ways she had not fully anticipated.

“You moved…” she began, then stopped. “The way you tracked her. The way you held that bow. You weren’t… you’re not like that normally. You’re relaxed. You make jokes. You ask questions that make officials look at each other. And then you do that.”

Amytis was smiling. She had seen this before. The lion. The moments in Susa when the gift had revealed itself in contexts that had nothing to do with fertility and everything to do with the fact that the body housing that gift was no longer subject to ordinary limitations. Her smile carried the warmth of a woman who had been turned on by the same display months earlier and had spent the interval since trying to fit that response into the architecture of her understanding.

“It’s the same man,” Amytis said. “The one who asks too many questions is also the one who can track a deer through pine forest and put an arrow through its heart at forty paces. The contradiction is part of the package.”

I field-dressed the doe where she lay, using the knife. Then we continued. I brought down a second deer an hour later, a younger buck whose antlers were still in velvet, and by midday we had enough meat for our evening meal and considerably more. The grooms who had accompanied us at a discreet distance took charge of the carcasses, dressing them properly, preparing them for transport to the estate where we would spend the night.

Nanaya rode beside me on the return. Her hand found mine across the gap between our horses, and her fingers curled around mine with a pressure that communicated considerably more than her voice had managed.

“Those stories,” she said quietly. “The ones they were telling in Babylon before I met you … I think they might have been understated, if anything.”

I laughed.

* * *

The estate appeared around a bend in the track as though the mountains had been holding it in reserve and had finally decided we had earned the revelation. It occupied a terrace carved from the slope, its walls of pale stone enclosing gardens that stepped downward with the natural grade of the land, each level connected to the next by stone pathways where cypress and fruit trees stood in arrangements that suggested someone had been considering sight lines and seasonal light for longer than I had been alive.

Water moved through stone channels cut along the garden’s edges, feeding pools where lotus floated. The sound of it reached us before we passed through the gate: constant, gentle, the murmur of moving water that belongs to places designed specifically for the pleasure of people who could have chosen to be anywhere else and had chosen here.

Beyond the gardens, the main house rose from the highest terrace, built of cedar and stone, its roof beams massive enough that the interior chambers would hold the day’s residual warmth long after the mountain air had cooled around us. Windows opened toward the valley, framing views of Ecbatana below and the distant ridges beyond, and standing in the courtyard with the horses being led away to the stables and nothing required of me except the willingness to receive what the afternoon offered, I felt the weightlessness of a man who has been carrying responsibility for long enough that its temporary absence registers as a physical sensation.

For the first time in days, I had nowhere I needed to be. No women waiting. No chamber arranged with cushions and wool blankets. No gift expecting to be used. The lists were back in Ecbatana, being managed by attendants Amytis had trained, and whatever urgency those lists contained would wait until tomorrow, when I would resume my duties.

Today belonged to us. We ate first. The estate’s kitchen had prepared a midday meal that carried the character of highland hospitality: flatbread still warm from clay ovens, cheese sharper and saltier than what Babylon had offered, olives preserved in oil that carried the scent of mountain herbs, dried fruits arranged on a copper plate whose patina spoke of years of similar service. Wine followed, served in cups of worked silver, and the wine itself was clearer than what we had drunk in Mesopotamia, carrying the clarity of grapes grown in soil that had never known alluvial silt.

We ate outside, on a terrace that overlooked the lower gardens. After eating, we wandered. The gardens deserved the attention. Stone pathways wound between cypress and flowering shrubs, and at each turn, the view rearranged itself: Ecbatana visible below, then hidden, then visible again from a different angle that made the city look smaller and the mountains beyond it look correspondingly larger. Water moved everywhere. Channels cut along pathways fed smaller pools where fish moved in lazy patterns, their scales catching light in flashes of gold and silver that appeared and disappeared.

We rode again, on horses the estate provided, following tracks that wound through meadows beyond the garden walls. The grass was tall enough to brush our stirrups, yellow and violet in the late spring light, and the smell of it, crushed beneath hooves, rose around us in a green warmth that belonged exclusively to this combination of elevation and season. Nanaya rode with more confidence now, her back straighter, her hands looser on the reins, and watching her move through country that her Babylonian upbringing had never prepared her to imagine carried a pleasure that belonged to witnessing rather than participating.

“I never understood it,” she said eventually. We had dismounted beside a stream that cut through the meadow, and the three of us sat on its bank with our boots in the cold water and the sound of the horses grazing behind us. “In Babylon. Wealthy families. They had everything the city could offer. Temples. Markets. The river. The Processional Way with its lions. And they would leave. They would take their households to country estates for weeks at a time, and I could never comprehend why anyone would voluntarily abandon a great city for… this.” She gestured at the meadow, the stream, the mountains beyond. “It seemed like choosing less when you could have more.”

“And now?” I asked.

She smiled. “Now I understand that ‘more’ is a concept that requires recalibration when the alternative involves mountains. Babylon is still Babylon. It’s still the most magnificent city I’ve ever seen, and if you attempt to suggest otherwise, I will defend its honor with the same vigor I applied during our first conversation beside the Ishtar Gate.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it,” I said. “Babylon has its Processional Way. Ecbatana has… this.” I gestured at the stream, the meadow, the quality of light that belongs to high places in the hour before evening. “Different currencies. Neither invalidates the other.”

“That’s disappointingly reasonable.”

“I have my moments.”

What struck me, watching them together, was how thoroughly the weeks had changed their relationship. They teased each other with the ease of people who have stopped performing politeness because the performance no longer serves any purpose they can identify.

Amytis reached across the stream bank and adjusted a copper fastening in Nanaya’s hair that had come loose during the ride. The gesture was casual, unconscious, the kind of touch one woman gives another when she has stopped calculating the boundaries of permissible contact. Nanaya accepted the adjustment without breaking her sentence, her hand finding Amytis’s wrist briefly in a squeeze that needed no translation.

They shared private jokes at my expense. About my questions. About the way I pronounced certain Akkadian words despite months of exposure to the correct pronunciation. They delivered these observations in tandem, one picking up where the other left off, and the pleasure they took in the collaboration was visible in the set of their mouths, in the way their eyes found each other across whatever space separated them.

They looked after each other without thinking about it. Amytis noticed when Nanaya’s saddle needed adjustment before Nanaya registered the discomfort. Nanaya reached for water when Amytis had been speaking long enough that her voice had begun to show the roughness that belongs to sustained explanation.

I realized, sitting beside that stream with the mountain light warming the three of us and nothing required except the willingness to receive what the afternoon offered, that what I felt was not the divided affection. It was simpler. I was spending the day with two women who belonged together, who had built something between them that existed independently of me, and the fact that they had also chosen to love me felt less like a complication and more like the natural consequence of having stumbled into a life that had been waiting for all of us with considerably more patience than any of us had shown it.

Evening approached. The light began its descent toward the western ridges, and we rode back to the estate.

The kitchen had been working since our arrival. The deer I had brought down were being prepared, butchers working together. I insisted on helping.

Amytis watched from the kitchen doorway. “Most Persian nobles would consider touching the meat beneath their dignity,” she said. “They hunt. They take credit for the kill. They allow servants to transform the carcass into something they can consume without acknowledging the intermediate steps. You’re doing this backward.”

“I like knowing where my food comes from,” I said. “It’s a character flaw.”

“It’s not a flaw. It’s refreshing. Occasionally bewildering, but refreshing.”

Nanaya appeared beside her, fresh from bathing, her dark hair damp and braided against her neck. She had spent her life in a culture where men’s and women’s roles were delineated. “Keep doing that,” she said quietly. “Whatever you’re doing with your hands. Don’t stop on my account.”

The meal arrived on the terrace as the last light left the ridges. The deer, roasted with mountain herbs that carried the sharpness of plants that had grown in thin air and cold soil. Flatbread. Cheese. Olives. Fresh herbs: mint and dill laid alongside the meat for wrapping. Grapes, their skins tight with the sweetness that belonged to fruit that had ripened in sunlight stronger than any lowland vineyard could approximate. Wine that carried the clarity I had come to associate with these mountains, served in the same worked silver that had held our midday cups.

We ate. The mountains around us held the blue of gathering dusk, and beyond the estate walls, the country we had ridden through settled into the quiet that belongs to places where human presence is the exception rather than the rule.

* * *

The romantic tension had been building since dinner, or perhaps since the hunt, or perhaps since we left Ecbatana that morning. It followed us from the terrace, through the columned walkway where the mountain air carried the scent of pine and distant woodsmoke, and into the private chambers the estate had prepared for us. Cedar beams held the day’s residual warmth, and heavy wool hangings kept the mountain cold outside.

I was affectionate with both of them. My hand found Amytis’s waist as we moved through the doorway. My other hand found Nanaya’s, and her fingers curled around mine now that the presence of servants no longer required a performance of composure.

But I did not assume. However the three of us had arrived at this moment, whatever architecture our relationships had built across the weeks in Babylon and the days in Ecbatana, the step from loving two women separately to loving them together was not one I intended to take without invitation. They had earned the right to that boundary, and I had no intention of treating it as a formality.

Amytis understood this. She did not push. She created an opening and then held it, available, visible, leaving the choice of whether to step through it entirely in Nanaya’s hands.

She kissed me first. Her mouth found mine. Her tongue was sweet. Her hand found my face, her palm against my cheek.

Then she turned, still holding my hand, and looked at Nanaya.

Nanaya was watching us. Her dark eyes held mine, then found Amytis’s, and what passed across her features was shyness.

Amytis reached for her. One hand, extended, palm up, an offering without pressure. Nanaya took it. Their fingers interlaced, and whatever calculation occurred behind Nanaya’s expression concluded with a nod so slight I might have missed it if I hadn’t been watching for exactly that movement.

“Show me,” Nanaya said quietly.

Amytis led. She knelt before me. Her hands found the fastenings of my trousers, and when she freed my cock from the confines of fabric, the expression on her face carried the warmth of a woman greeting something she had missed.

Nanaya watched. Then she knelt beside Amytis, her shoulder against Amytis’s shoulder, and the sight of them together like that, two dark heads bent toward the same purpose, turned something over in my chest that felt adjacent to wonder.

Amytis swallowed me first. Her mouth was warm, her tongue tracing the length of me with a thoroughness that drew a groan from my throat before I had fully registered the sound was forming. Then Nanaya. Her inexperience was visible in the tentative quality of her first touch, her lips parting around my thickness. Her mouth learned quickly. Her tongue found the right buttons. Her hand wrapped around the base of me where her mouth could not reach, and the dual sensation of two women sucking me in tandem, their breath warm against my skin, their dark hair falling across my thighs in patterns that the lamplight turned from black to amber, was enough to make control feel like a concept invented by people who had never been fortunate enough to find themselves in this configuration.

They kissed with my cock between them. Amytis’s mouth found Nanaya’s over the broad head of me, their tongues meeting, their lips soft against each other, and the visual alone was nearly enough to finish me. I reached for them. One hand in Amytis’s thick black hair, one in Nanaya’s braids, and the pressure of my fingers communicated what my voice could not have managed: gratitude for the generosity of women who had chosen to love me not despite the complications but because the complications had produced something worth having.

As they kissed with my cock between them, saliva trailed down the shaft in pearly rivulets. Then they started at the bottom and licked it up only to let it trickle back down from the aching head. They kept going, coating me in their warmth till I could barely stand straight. They giggled when their tongues met, but they didn’t shy away.

“That’s enough, girls,” I said before I gave them a mighty facial.

I laid them back against the cushions. The wool blankets beneath them carried the day’s residual warmth, and the lamplight reached their bodies in gold bars that shifted with the breeze through the high windows. They were beautiful in different registers. Amytis with her olive skin warmed to a deep gold, her breasts full and heavy against her ribs, her nipples dark and already tightened in the air of the chamber. Nanaya beside her, her body fuller than her dresses had ever revealed, the curves of her hips flaring from a narrow waist, her breasts high and round, her nipples almost the color of dates against the olive of her skin, capped with large areolas that darkened further as arousal found them.

I moved between them. My mouth found Amytis’s pussy first, parting her folds, tasting the wet heat that had been building since dinner or since the hunt or since we left Ecbatana that morning. Her hand found my hair. Her thighs tightened. The sound she made against the cushions was low and desperate in a way that suggested whatever composure she maintained in temple precincts and audience halls had been surrendered completely to pleasure.

Then I moved over to Nanaya’s spread legs. Her folds were already slick and swollen, her body responding to touch with the immediacy that had characterized every encounter we had shared since that first night in Babylon. I licked her slowly, letting her feel every ridge of my tongue, every careful pressure, and when my fingers found her entrance and slipped inside, curling upward against the place that made her thighs shake, the sound she made was raw enough to draw a groan from Amytis, who was watching from inches away with dark eyes that had gone liquid with wanting.

“Fuck me,” Amytis whispered.

I moved between her legs. She was wet enough that my cock slid into her with a single stroke that buried me to the root, and the heat of her around me drew a groan from my throat that I did not bother to contain. I could already see her juices coat the bottom of the shaft and trickle down my thighs. Her inner walls clamped around my thickness with a force that made control falter, and I braced myself on my forearms and watched her face as I began to give it to her.

Nanaya did not wait for instruction. Her mouth found Amytis’s breast, her tongue circling a nipple that had already hardened to a point, and the sound Amytis made then was broken, her back arching off the cushions, her inner muscles locking around my shaft in a pulse that traveled the full length of me and nearly finished me right there.

I fucked Amytis hard. Each withdrawal followed by a return that drove the broad head of my cock against places inside her that made her voice break and her nails find my shoulders with a pressure that would leave marks by morning.

Amytis came first. Her body seized beneath me, her inner muscles milking my shaft in long, helpless pulses, and the sound she made against my chest was grateful in a way that belonged exclusively to the private chamber rather than any version of herself she permitted the world to see.

I withdrew carefully. Her honey gleamed all over my cock and dripped down to the sheets, and I moved to Nanaya, who was already on her back, her legs spread, her folds glistening with her own wetness and the residue of what my mouth had left behind. I entered her in one steady stroke that buried me to the root, and the tight heat of her around me drew a groan that belonged to the pleasure of a body that had been waiting for this since the moment Amytis had extended her hand across the gap between desire and invitation.

I kept fucking her, the sound of our flesh slapping rising. Then I guided them where I wanted them, turning their bodies and positioning Amytis above Nanaya. Their mouths found each other as I moved between them, into Amytis first, deep and steady, feeling her inner walls clutch around me while the aftershocks of her first orgasm still trembled through her thighs. Then I withdrew, turned to Nanaya, and entered her, her tightness welcoming me with a heat that made each stroke its own kind of revelation.

They kissed, and their tongues met. Their breasts pressed together, Amytis’s heavy and full against Nanaya’s high and round, and the sight of two women I loved moving against each other nearly pushed me over the edge.

I felt it gather. Low and heavy, the pressure that precedes the point of no return, and I buried myself in Amytis one final time, holding deep, feeling her cervix accept the broad head of my cock with a warmth that drew a broken moan from her throat.

I came. Thick, hot seed pumped into her in heavy surges, each one spilling deep, and I held there through the first pulses, giving her everything, feeling her inner muscles milk the cum from me in slow, deliberate contractions.

Then withdrawal. A turn. The last pulses, weaker but still substantial, finding Nanaya as I pushed into her one final time, and the warm flood inside her drew a gasp that she tried to swallow and failed, her inner walls clutching around me with a force that suggested her body had been waiting for this completion with considerably more patience than her voice had ever admitted.

We stayed like that for a long moment. My weight braced on my forearms, Nanaya beneath me, Amytis beside her, their bodies warm against mine, the mountain air cooling around us as the lamps burned lower.

Amytis’s head found my shoulder and Nanaya’s found my chest. They slept. Their breathing evened, and eventually, so did mine.


Chapter 15: Sardis

The weeks in Ecbatana continued on. Women came. I loved them. They left carrying the miracle of life inside them, and the lists grew shorter by the day. By the time the last name on Amytis’s tablet had been crossed out, we were already discussing our next move.

“Sardis,” Zafara said one morning, as though the decision had been hers all along and she was simply informing us of its arrival. “The western satrapy.”

I looked at Amytis. She was already nodding. “The Royal Road will carry us most of the way,” she said. “Several weeks, depending on the weather and how hard we ride. And the women will be waiting.”

Nanaya nodded. Her hand found mine beneath the table, and the grip was firm and certain in a way that the Nanaya who had first taken my hand beside the Ishtar Gate would have found anatomically impossible. The weeks since leaving Babylon had changed her. Or perhaps the change had been waiting and the travel had simply given it room to emerge. Either way, the woman sitting beside me now carried herself with a confidence that Babylon had never asked her to claim.

We left Ecbatana the way we had left Babylon: at first light, with horses that knew the road and packs that contained what four people required to cross several hundred miles of Persian territory. The mountain air thinned behind us. The Zagros ridges receded from blue-white to gray to memory. The land changed by increments, the high meadows giving way to rougher country, then to plains where the grass grew shorter and the horizon opened in a way that the mountains had never permitted.

By the third week, the geography had transformed completely. The mountains were gone. In their place rose hills that built on each other’s shoulders, green in the spring light, and beyond them, visible as a hard line against the western sky, a single peak that dominated everything in its vicinity.

“That’s Tmolus,” Amytis said, pointing. “Sardis sits at its foot.”

We reached the city as the afternoon light was beginning its descent toward the western ridges. I saw it before the walls: the acropolis rising steep above the valley floor, its pale limestone walls catching the light. Below it, the city spread across the lower slopes, a dense grid of streets and rooftops that carried the energy of a place where many roads met and none of them continued without consideration.

The Pactolus cut through the lower quarter. I could see it from the ridge road, a silver line running from the mountain’s flank toward the Hermus valley beyond the city walls. Even at this distance, the name carried weight. Croesus. Gold. The river whose sands had made a king’s name synonymous with wealth across civilizations that hadn’t yet been born.

“Different,” Nanaya said beside me. She was studying the city. “Babylon still felt Babylonian. Ecbatana still felt Median. But this feels…”

“Closer to Greece,” I said.

She nodded. It was the interaction that struck me first. The riders we passed on the final approach wore clothing I hadn’t seen in Susa or Ecbatana or Babylon: wool cloaks with geometric patterns, tunics fastened at the shoulder with pins whose design spoke of a tradition that predated Persian administration. Their speech carried sounds I recognized from Greek alongside others that belonged unmistakably to Anatolia, and the mixture was so thorough that I couldn’t always tell where one influence ended and the next began.

“Sardis has been a crossroads for longer than Persia has existed,” Amytis explained as we rode through the outer gate. Persian guards in scale armor checked our seals, their deference visible in the angle of their shoulders when they recognized Artaxerxes’s authority on the tablets Amytis presented. “Lydian first. Then under Cyrus, and now under his successors. The Greeks have trading colonies along the coast, two days’ ride west. Their influence reaches inland. You’ll hear more Greek here than you heard in any city east of the Euphrates.”

“And Croesus?” I asked. The name felt strange in my mouth, a figure from history textbooks suddenly rendered adjacent to actual geography.

Amytis smiled. “The last Lydian king. Cyrus defeated him roughly a century ago. Our histories say Croesus miscalculated. He consulted the oracle at Delphi, received an ambiguous response about destroying a great empire, assumed the empire in question was Cyrus’s, and discovered too late that the empire being destroyed was his own.”

“That’s the Persian version,” I said.

“It’s the version that produced the empire currently employing you,” she replied. She enjoyed my questions. She had from the beginning.

Nanaya was listening. “So the Lydians simply accepted Persian rule?” she asked.

“Most did,” Amytis said. “Some grumbled. A few rebelled in the early years. But a century is long enough for a new reality to become the only reality most people have ever known. The Lydian aristocracy serves Persian administration now. They maintain their estates, their traditions, their local influence. They simply do so under a Persian king rather than a Lydian one.”

The formal reception waited in the satrap’s residence, a compound built into the lower slope of the acropolis where Persian administrative authority expressed itself in glazed brick and columned halls that wouldn’t have looked out of place in Susa. Imperial officials greeted us first. Then came the Lydians.

They entered as a family. A woman in her forties with a bearing that suggested years of managing wealth without a husband’s authority to lean on. A younger man beside her, perhaps twenty, with her features arranged in a configuration that belonged to a son rather than a daughter. And between them, a young woman who commanded the room before she had spoken a word. She was twenty, with fair-to-light olive skin that the lamplight turned to something closer to gold. Her hair was her most striking feature: thick chestnut-brown, arranged in an elaborate style that pinned and coiled the bulk of it high above her crown, leaving loose waves to frame her face and fall along her neck. Gold and electrum ornaments caught the light when she moved. Her eyes were hazel-green, an unusual color that held mine with a directness I hadn’t encountered since walking into a Persian audience hall and finding myself the subject of a king’s assessment.

She wore draped wool in deep saffron, fastened at the shoulders with gold fibulae whose lion-head motifs marked them as Lydian. Gold bracelets circled her wrists. A torque of worked electrum lay against her throat. Her grooming was meticulous in a way that suggested she had dressed for this reception with the specific intention of being seen, and the confidence with which she occupied that intention was visible in every line of her posture.

She was introduced as the daughter of a family that had held land in these valleys since before Cyrus, with connections among Sardis’s Lydian aristocracy that made her involvement valuable to whatever mission had brought us here. Her name was Malis. Her mother spoke. Her brother nodded. Malis herself said very little during the formal exchange, but her eyes never left mine.

The difference was immediate. When I caught Nanaya studying me that first day at the Ishtar Gate, she had blushed, looked away, rearranged her hands at her waist in a performance of composure so transparent it warmed me more thoroughly than any deliberate gesture could have. Malis did not blush. Malis met my gaze and held it, and the smile that eventually reached her lips carried the assurance of a woman who had decided, before walking into this room, that whatever stories about me had reached Sardis were stories she intended to verify personally.

I realized within minutes that she had heard about the lion. About the fertility powers. About the foreigner with golden hair who traveled with a Persian priestess and left women carrying life after a single mating session. The calculation behind her expression was not whether the stories were true but whether the man standing in front of her was worth the trouble of finding out.

Across the reception hall, Nanaya caught my eye. Then she looked at Amytis. Amytis’s mouth curved in a smile so slight I might have missed it if I hadn’t spent months learning to read the weather behind her composure.

Malis noticed the exchange. Her gaze moved from me to Nanaya to Amytis and back to me, and whatever conclusion she reached produced a lift of her chin that suggested challenge rather than retreat.

I liked her immediately.

* * *

Malis found me the following morning in the residence courtyard, where I was eating flatbread with honey and watching Nanaya attempt to explain Babylonian weaving techniques to a local attendant who looked politely baffled. She arrived with the energy of someone who had decided overnight that showing a foreigner her city was worth rearranging whatever schedule had previously occupied her morning, and she presented this rearrangement as though it were the most natural consequence of our having met at all.

“You’ve seen the inside of a reception hall,” she said. “Which tells you precisely nothing about Sardis. I’m taking you to the river. The market. The Artemis sanctuary if we have time. Unless you have appointments already scheduled with women desperate to be loved, in which case I suppose the city will have to wait.”

“I have no appointments until tomorrow,” I said. “Amytis is still organizing the lists.”

“Excellent. Then you have no excuse.” She turned to where Amytis was seated at the low table, reviewing tablets. “You’re welcome to join us. Both of you. All of you. The more the merrier, although I warn you, my tour emphasizes Lydian history rather than Persian administrative efficiency, which may prove educational for certain members of our party.”

Amytis looked up. The expression that crossed her face carried the warmth of someone who had been provoked precisely as intended and was enjoying the provocation for its own sake. “Nobody suggested Sardis was merely an administrative center. Though I note the defensive posture arrived before any accusation was leveled.”

“Preemptive clarity,” Malis replied. “I find it saves time.”

Zafara declined with the serene disinterest of a woman who had seen enough cities to consider their particularities occasionally interesting rather than fundamentally surprising. But Amytis set down her stylus, Nanaya abandoned her weaving demonstration, and within the hour the four of us were moving through Sardis’s lower streets with Malis at the front, her saffron wool catching the morning light.

The streets felt different from Ecbatana’s ordered precincts or Babylon’s canal-threaded quarters. They were narrower, busier, the buildings pressing close enough that awnings from opposite sides sometimes met overhead, creating tunnels of shade through which the morning traffic moved. The smell was wool and leather and the metallic tang of worked metal from workshops where goldsmiths hammered electrum into shapes that had been fashionable in these valleys since before Persian became the language of administration.

“Sardis was a kingdom when Ecbatana was still deciding whether to paint its seventh wall gold or silver,” Malis said, glancing back at Amytis with a smile that managed to be both challenging and affectionate. “Our coinage circulated from the Aegean to the Euphrates. Croesus understood wealth, better than most, how to make other people want what he already had.”

“Which was?” I asked.

“Gold,” she said. “Come and see.”

The Pactolus ran through the lower city in a channel cut from pale stone, its water clear and fast where it emerged from the mountain’s flank before slowing as it reached the flatter ground of the artisans’ quarter. We stood on a stone quay where the channel widened briefly, and Malis knelt, reached into the water, and came up with a handful of sand that she held out to me on her open palm.

“Look closely.”

I did. The sand was ordinary at first glance, pale and granular. Then the light caught it at the right angle, and the flash was clear: flecks of gold, fine as dust, scattered through the sediment like stars in a night sky too faint to register until someone pointed them out.

“Electrum,” Malis said. “Gold and silver alloyed by the mountain itself. The river has been carrying it down from Tmolus for longer than anyone living can calculate. It helped make the Lydian kings rich.” She let the sand fall back into the water. “For generations, people worked these sands and the deposits around them. Enough wealth passed through Sardis to make Croesus’s name synonymous with riches far beyond Lydia.”

“What happened to him?” I asked. “After Cyrus.”

“The stories say Cyrus spared him. That after the defeat, after Sardis fell, Cyrus brought Croesus before him and asked why he had attacked a man who had done him no wrong. Croesus replied that the god had destined it, and Cyrus, impressed by his dignity, made him an advisor. That’s our version. The Lydian version. A king defeated but not diminished.”

Amytis had been quiet, listening.

“The Persian version is similar,” she said. “Though we emphasize different elements. In our telling, Cyrus spared him and later took his counsel. But the emphasis falls on Cyrus’s magnanimity rather than Croesus’s dignity. A Persian king showing mercy to a defeated foe. The story serves both our purposes, which is why it has survived in both our traditions.”

Malis looked at her. The challenge in her expression had softened into respect. “You’re conceding that our version has merit. I’m noting this for the record.”

“I’m conceding that history is written by survivors,” Amytis replied. “And that both our peoples survived. The manner of our survival differs. The fact of it does not.”

They held each other’s gaze for a moment longer than friendship strictly required, and what passed between them was recognition: two women from different traditions finding, in each other’s company, the pleasure of having your understanding of the world gently unsettled by someone worth listening to.

We continued through the market. The density of languages increased as we moved deeper into the commercial quarter. I heard Greek from merchants whose stalls displayed painted pottery and olive oil in amphorae whose shape belonged to workshops I recognized from my time in the Mediterranean. Lydian filled the spaces between stalls, its vowels carrying the lilt that Malis’s speech had trained my ear to recognize. Persian officials moved through the crowd in pairs, their pleated linen marking them as administrative rather than local, and the deference they received was measured, polite, the product of a century of coexistence rather than spontaneous enthusiasm.

“Sardis sits at the end of the Royal Road,” Malis explained as we walked. “Goods from Susa, from Babylon, from points farther east. They arrive here, and then they continue west toward the Ionian cities. Ephesus. Miletus. The Greek colonies along the coast. Or north toward the Hellespont. Every road that matters in western Anatolia passes through Sardis eventually. Which means everyone who matters eventually passes through as well.”

I was listening, but my attention had divided. I was approaching Greece again, or its eastern fringe.

We reached a small plaza where the market opened toward a view of the acropolis rising above us. Malis stopped, turned, and regarded me with the assessment of a woman who had been deciding something since we left the residence and had now reached a conclusion worth testing.

“The lion,” she said. “I’ve heard three different versions. One from a merchant who passed through Ecbatana last month. One from a Persian courier who dined at my mother’s table two weeks ago. One from a Lydian garrison officer who heard it from someone who heard it from someone who may have been present when it actually happened, though the odds of that diminish with each retelling.” Her hazel-green eyes held mine. “How many lions did you kill, Nathan? And did you tear it apart with your bare hands, or merely strangle it after breaking its jaw with a single punch, which is the version currently favored in the lower city taverns?”

I laughed. The sound carried across the plaza, drawing glances from nearby stalls where merchants paused in their haggling to identify its source.

“One lion,” I said. “Not three. And I did not tear it apart with my bare hands. I wrestled it. I shot it with an arrow. The rest is creative amplification by people who find the actual story insufficiently dramatic for their purposes.”

Malis considered this. Her lower lip caught between her teeth in a gesture so deliberate I could almost see the calculation behind it. “I’m disappointed,” she said finally. “One lion seems… modest, given the reputation preceding you.”

“Modesty is another of my character flaws.”

Across the plaza, Amytis and Nanaya had stopped beside a stall selling dyed wool. They were not looking at the wool. They were looking at Malis and me, and the expression they exchanged carried the weary fondness of women who had seen this pattern unfold in enough cities to recognize its opening moves.

“I like her,” Nanaya said, loud enough for Malis to hear.

“I noticed,” Malis replied without turning. “The feeling is becoming mutual, which complicates my original assessment of this morning’s itinerary. I had intended to show you the Artemis sanctuary. I now find myself reconsidering whether the sanctuary is the most interesting destination available.”

The invitation hung in the air between us. I looked at her. She looked at me. The plaza continued around us, merchants calling, donkeys shifting their weight in the heat, the sound of the Pactolus reaching us from the quarter below, and none of it registered with the clarity of the woman standing three feet away whose hazel-green eyes had just suggested that whatever came next was likely to be considerably more interesting than anything her city had to offer.

I liked her more with each passing minute.

* * *

The fertility work began two days after our arrival, once Amytis had compiled the lists and Malis had identified which local households would require her personal intervention rather than a formal summons. The chamber was arranged the way chambers had been arranged in every city since Susa. Women arrived in groups. They bathed. They waited. They entered. They got fucked. And they left carrying something that hadn’t been there before.

The system ran. What made Sardis different was the machinery behind it. In Susa, Amytis had handled everything through Persian administrative channels. In Babylon, Nanaya had brought her local knowledge to bear on a process that would otherwise have moved through alien protocols. Here, the three of them worked together, and watching them operate from the columned walkway outside the receiving area was like watching three distinct instruments find harmony in a piece none of them had rehearsed.

Amytis was authoritative. She moved through the residence with the tablet in one hand and a clarity of purpose that turned confusion into order through competence. She knew the system because she had built it, and she expected it to function the way she had designed it to function. Women respected her. When she spoke, people listened.

Nanaya was gentle. She sat with the nervous ones. She held hands. She explained what would happen in language that carried no euphemism and no theatricality, and the steadiness of her voice turned fear into something manageable. She had been doing this long enough that her own comfort with the process had become contagious, and women who arrived trembling left with their shoulders arranged differently, as though Nanaya’s certainty had transferred to them through proximity.

Malis was something else entirely. She worked the room the way someone works a room they’ve known their entire life, which was precisely what Sardis was to her. She knew names. She knew marriages. She knew which households would respond to a formal summons and which required a personal visit from a woman whose family they had known for generations. She moved through the receiving area greeting women by name, asking about mothers and cousins, creating the atmosphere that belongs to people being recognized rather than processed.

“She knows everyone,” I said to Amytis during a break, watching Malis navigate a conversation with a widow whose husband had died on campaign five years earlier. The widow was nodding, her hands finding Malis’s forearm in a grip that suggested trust earned through channels I couldn’t see.

“Not everyone,” Amytis replied. “She knows the ones who matter. The distinction is considerably more valuable.”

Zafara was there too, massaging me and making sure I was relaxed after each mating session. When we were left alone, she gave me a cryptic wink. “You’ll bring three more girls back home… The household is growing.”

The women came. They were different from Ecbatana’s highland frames, different from Babylon’s olive warmth. Sardis produced bodies that carried the proportion of a city where many bloodlines had mixed across generations. I loved a young widow whose skin carried the golden tone that belonged to women who spent their days in sunlight, her breasts bell-shaped and jiggly, her nipples peachy and already hardened when my mouth found them. I loved an older woman from a village in the eastern valleys, her body remembering pleasure despite the years since anyone had touched her with intention, her inner walls clutching around my cock with a gratitude that made control falter. I loved aristocratic women from families Malis had known since childhood, their composure flawless until I entered them and their voices broke as I stretched them.

They came on their backs, on their hands and knees, one pressed against the chamber wall with her cheek to the plaster and her ass raised toward me while I gripped her hips and drove into her with strokes that made the wet sound of our joining fill the room. They came with my cum inside them, thick and hot, pumping deep in pulses that left them trembling. They came with my mouth between their thighs, my tongue working their folds until their inner muscles seized around nothing and their voices broke against the cushions.

The gift sustained me. By midday I had loved sixteen women. By evening, another six. Cum gleamed on thighs, on cushions, on the dark thatch between legs where my cock had been and where life was now settling into the warm darkness that would carry it forward. With Zafara’s help, I bathed between groups. I ate the enormous meals the residence kitchen provided. I returned to the chamber and did it again, and the ordinary miracle of my fertility powers continued generating its consequences in a city that had been waiting for exactly this arrival.

During breaks, Malis found me. The first time, she simply appeared in the bathing room with a jar of oil and instructions that I was to lie face down on the raised platform because my shoulders had developed a set that suggested several hours of physical exertion delivered in a position my body was not designed to maintain indefinitely.

“I’m fine,” I said.

“You’re not fine. You’re performing fine. There’s a difference.” She pressed her thumbs into the muscle between my shoulder blades that drew a groan from my throat before I could stop it. “The women who come to you deserve a man who can move. I’m merely ensuring supply meets demand.”

Her hands were stronger than Zafara’s. She worked the oil into my skin with a thoroughness that belonged to someone who had been giving massages for long enough that the technique had become unconscious, and the pleasure of it, after hours in the chamber, was severe enough that I stopped arguing approximately thirty seconds after she began.

“Where did you learn this?” I asked, my voice muffled against the platform.

“My father taught me. He had bad shoulders. Campaign injuries. He said a daughter who could ease an old soldier’s aches was worth ten who could only recite poetry at banquets.” Her thumbs found a knot beneath my left scapula and worked it with a pressure that made my vision blur briefly. “I’ve been doing this since I was fourteen. Consider yourself fortunate that my skills have improved since then.”

They had. Her hands moved across my back. The oil warmed. The muscle yielded. And beneath the physical relief ran a current I had been expecting since the plaza: attraction, obvious and unconcealed, expressed in the quality of attention she gave to the places where my skin met her palms.

“You’re staring at my ass,” I said.

“I’m assessing your lumbar alignment. It’s a clinical interest.”

“Your clinical interest is generating a non-clinical response.”

Her laugh filled the room. “Noted. I’ll attempt to modulate my enthusiasm for anatomical symmetry.”

But the conversations during those massages became the part of the day I began looking forward to with an anticipation that had nothing to do with the chamber and everything to do with the woman whose hands were currently mapping my shoulders.

She knew which families had influence. She knew which Persian officials were respected and which were tolerated. She knew which wealthy men everyone smiled at in public and privately despised for reasons they discussed only behind closed doors with people they trusted.

“Manes,” she said one afternoon, her fingers working a stubborn knot near my spine. “You’ll hear his name. Old Lydian family. Considerable land holdings east of the city. His grandfather fought alongside Croesus. His father made the transition to Persian service with more grace than most. Manes himself… manages. He maintains his position. He hosts the right people. He says the right things in the right rooms. Nobody actively dislikes him. Nobody actively trusts him, either, but that’s hardly unusual in Sardis. Trust is currency most people prefer to conserve.”

“Why tell me about him?”

“Because he’ll want to meet you. He meets everyone of consequence who passes through Sardis. It’s what he does. Consider yourself warned.”

I filed the name, Manes, old Lydian family, considerable influence. The description carried no weight beyond the ordinary awareness that in a city where power operated through personal connection, knowing who held which connections was simply prudent.

The work continued. Women came. I loved them. They left carrying life. Amytis crossed names from her tablet. Nanaya organized the receiving area. Malis moved between households, between the residence and the city, between the formal world of Persian administration and the older, subtler world of Lydian social mathematics that operated beneath it. And Zafara kept me company, making sure my powers were intact.

* * *

The invitation arrived on our fifth evening in Sardis, delivered by a household servant. My presence was requested, along with Amytis, Nanaya, and Zafara, at the family residence for an evening meal.

“She wants you to meet her mother,” Amytis said after the servant had withdrawn. She was studying the invitation. “That’s significant.”

“Is it?”

“In Sardis, for a woman of her standing, inviting a man to her family home for anything less formal than a betrothal negotiation is… notable. She’s introducing you as someone worth knowing, not as someone worth marrying. The distinction matters.”

I looked at Nanaya. She was smiling. “Her mother will assess you,” she said. “Prepare yourself. Babylonian mothers are direct. Lydian mothers, from what I’ve gathered, are direct with considerably more decorative language wrapped around the directness.”

“First impression matters if you want to bring her home,” Zafara said with a wink.

“I won’t disappoint.”

The family residence occupied a terraced slope in the older quarter of the city, its walls of pale stone enclosing a courtyard where cypress and fruit trees grew in arrangements. Water moved through channels cut along the garden’s edges, feeding a small pool where fish swam. The overall impression was of wealth that had stopped performing its own importance because the performance had become unnecessary generations earlier.

Malis’s mother met us at the courtyard gate. She was tall and dignified. Her auburn hair was streaked with silver at the temples, pulled back in a style that emphasized the sharp angles of her cheekbones. She wore a dress in deep green, belted at a waist that had once been narrower.

She looked at me. Then at Amytis. Then at Nanaya. The calculation took approximately three seconds, and whatever its conclusion, it produced a smile that managed to be both warm and thoroughly assessing.

“You’re the one who wrestled the lion,” she said.

“One lion,” I said. “Not three. And I did not tear it apart with my bare hands, despite the version currently circulating in your daughter’s social circle.”

“Disappointing. I had prepared several follow-up questions predicated on the assumption of manual dismemberment.” Her smile reached her eyes. “You’ll have to settle for being merely impressive rather than legendary. A burden, I’m sure.”

Malis’s brother was younger, perhaps eighteen. He had her hazel-green eyes, though his carried a watchfulness that hers had learned to conceal behind easier warmth. He greeted us with the polite reserve of a young man, and the quality of that courtesy suggested he had not yet decided what he privately thought of us.

The meal was served in a chamber whose cedar beams held the day’s residual warmth. Roasted lamb seasoned with mountain herbs. Flatbread still warm from clay ovens. Cheese that carried the sharpness of highland grazing. Wine served in worked silver cups whose patina spoke of years of similar service. The conversation moved through safe channels: Sardis, its history, the peculiarities of Lydian craftsmanship that differentiated it from Persian and Babylonian traditions. Malis’s mother asked questions. She listened to the answers with the attentiveness of someone who collected information the way other people collected jewelry, and by the time the plates were cleared, I had the distinct impression that whatever assessment she had been conducting had produced a file substantially thicker than the one she had begun with.

We left as the lamps were burning lower. Malis walked us to the courtyard gate, her hand finding mine briefly in the shadows where her mother’s sight line ended.

Malis came with us as we returned to the residence assigned to our party. A servant was waiting at the gate when we arrived.

“Something happened,” he said.

I looked at Amytis. She had gone still.

“Explain,” I said.

“Your chamber. It isn’t… it isn’t quite as you left it. Nothing appears stolen. The valuable things remain. But the arrangement of certain items has changed subtly. Someone was in there.”

We moved through the residence. The receiving area was undisturbed. The bathing room was exactly as we had left it. My private chamber, where I slept and where I kept the belongings that traveled with me from city to city, was the problem.

At first glance, nothing was wrong. The wool blankets lay across the raised platform exactly as they had been arranged that morning. My clothing, folded beside the low table, appeared untouched. The copper vessel in the corner held water that had gone cold hours earlier. The lamps along the walls burned at their ordinary height.

Then I looked more carefully. The cushion near the window had been shifted approximately two inches from its position. The stylus that had been lying across my tablet now lay beside it. The water cup that had been on the left side of the low table now sat on the right.

Small things. The kind of adjustments a person makes unconsciously when they’re searching a room and trying to leave it exactly as they found it, except the unconscious part had betrayed them.

Amytis was already moving toward the wooden chest where we kept the official correspondence. She opened it, removed the sealed tablets and papyrus sheets, and laid them across the low table.

“These have been handled,” she said quietly. “This one especially.” She held up a sealed tablet bearing Artaxerxes’s mark. The seal was intact. The clay was unbroken. But the surface carried smudges that hadn’t been there when she placed it in the chest that morning, and the angle at which it lay suggested it had been lifted, examined, and returned to a position slightly different from the one it had occupied before.

I checked the rest of the chest. Money remained. The small gold ornaments Zafara had acquired in Ecbatana were untouched. The mother-of-pearl lyre that had traveled with us since Alexandria sat exactly where we had left it.

“They weren’t looking for valuables,” I said. “They were looking for information.”

Zafara had been silent, watching from the doorway. Now she spoke, her voice measured, her dark eyes holding mine.

“They waited until you were away,” she said. “That is not the behavior of someone confident in their ability to confront you directly. It is the behavior of someone who understood that your presence represented an obstacle they preferred to circumvent.”

I looked at the disturbed correspondence. Official letters from Artaxerxes. Instructions regarding my mission. Updates on provinces I had visited and provinces I had yet to reach. Nothing that should have interested anyone outside the narrow circle of people directly involved in the fertility work itself.

Unless the interest had nothing to do with fertility.

Malis was studying the sealed tablet, her brow furrowed, her fingers resting on the edge of the low table with a stillness.

“This changes things,” she said quietly.

I looked at her. “What things?”

She didn’t answer immediately. Whatever was moving behind her expression required more time than the moment offered, and the fact that she needed that time at all was more concerning than anything the disturbed correspondence had revealed.

* * *

The residence had gone quiet. The servants had been dismissed to their quarters. The lamps along the walls burned lower, and the mountain air reaching us through the high windows carried a chill that belonged to the hour rather than the season. We sat at the low table with the disturbed correspondence arranged between us.

“What are you thinking?” I asked Malis.

She hesitated. What she was about to offer was suspicion wrapped in the caution of someone who understood that suspicion, voiced aloud, acquired consequences that silence did not.

“For the past several months,” she said finally, “I’ve been hearing things: conversations, fragments … the kind of gossip that circulates among families who have known each other for generations and assume that what they discuss behind closed doors remains behind closed doors.” She looked at me. “Wealthy Lydians meeting in private. Not the ordinary social gatherings but smaller. Men who would normally have little reason to seek each other’s company suddenly finding reasons.”

“Which men?” I asked.

“I don’t have names. But the pattern is consistent. Old families. Families that held land and influence before Cyrus, families that transitioned to Persian service with varying degrees of enthusiasm. They’ve been gathering. And messengers have been traveling. Between Sardis and points west. Especially toward the Ionian cities along the coast.”

“Messengers carrying what?” I asked.

“Letters, presumably. Money changes hands. I’ve heard that much. Certain households have been moving sums that their ordinary expenditures wouldn’t explain. Not enormous wealth. Enough to fund messengers, to pay for discretion, to ensure that certain conversations reach certain ears without attracting the attention of Persian garrison officers whose job includes noticing exactly that kind of traffic.”

I looked at the sealed tablet on the table between us: Artaxerxes’s mark, imperial correspondence, instructions regarding a fertility mission that had brought me to Sardis because the king wanted repopulated provinces and renewed military capacity.

“Do you have any idea who might be involved?” I asked.

Malis held my gaze. “Most of the old Lydian families complain,” she said. “Privately. At dinner tables. In courtyards where the walls are high enough to contain the sound. They grumble about Persian administration, about lost privileges, about the humiliations of serving an empire rather than ruling a kingdom. It’s ordinary. It’s the background noise of a conquered aristocracy adjusting to its new position.” She paused. “But background noise doesn’t explain messengers. It doesn’t explain money moving toward Ionian cities where anti-Persian sentiment has been the prevailing weather since the Ionian Revolt burned half of Sardis fifty years ago.”

“Manes,” I said. The name arrived from the massage conversation, from her description of an influential Lydian who hosted the right people and said the right things.

“I didn’t say that.”

“You didn’t have to.”

“I’m not accusing him.” Her voice had sharpened, the precision of someone drawing a boundary between suspicion and allegation. “Manes is one of many. He has the connections. He has the resources. He moves in circles where these conversations would occur naturally. But so do a dozen other men of comparable standing. What I know is pattern, not proof.”

Amytis spoke. “If Lydian nobles are communicating with anti-Persian elements in Ionia, Artaxerxes would consider that considerably more serious than aristocratic grumbling. The Ionian Revolt nearly cost Persia its western holdings. The memory of that is still fresh in Susa. Fresh enough that any suggestion of renewed contact between dissatisfied Lydians and Greeks with historical grievances would produce a response measured in garrisons rather than diplomatic notes.”

I looked at the sealed tablet again. Someone had entered my room. Someone had handled imperial correspondence. Someone had been looking for information about a mission that Artaxerxes himself had set in motion, and they had done so with a discretion that suggested they understood exactly what kind of man they were circumventing.

I had come to Sardis expecting to love their women. To see the city of Croesus. To ride through Anatolian countryside and sleep under stars that belonged to a sky I had no business occupying. The fertility work had been straightforward. The lists had been waiting. The chamber had been arranged the way chambers had been arranged in every city since Susa.

Now someone had searched my room for communications from a king, and the fact that they had waited until I was away suggested they had been watching long enough to know my habits, my schedule, the windows during which the residence would be empty of everyone except servants who could be managed or circumvented.

“They made a mistake,” I said.

Zafara had been silent, watching from her cushion. Now she spoke, “They assumed your absence was their opportunity. They failed to consider that creating the reason for your attention might prove considerably less advantageous than avoiding it altogether.”

Malis was studying me. “If you want to discover who did this,” she said, “I can help you. I know the people who move through Sardis’s Lydian aristocratic circles. I know their households. I know their servants. I know which doors open for a Persian official and which doors open for a Lydian woman whose family they’ve known for generations.” She leaned forward. “Unlike a Persian asking questions, I belong there. They’ll speak in front of me in ways they would never speak in front of you or Amytis or any representative of the administration currently employing you.”

I looked at her. Then at Amytis. Then at Nanaya, who had been quiet throughout the exchange, her dark eyes moving between us.

“Thank you,” I said to Malis.

She nodded.


Chapter 16: Whispers of rebellion

The days after the break-in settled into a flow I recognized from previous crises. The body remembers how to continue. You bathe, you eat, you breed, you sleep. You move through the ordinary motions of a day as though the extraordinary thing that happened is simply data rather than disruption, and if you perform that ordinariness convincingly enough, eventually the performance becomes the reality and the disruption recedes to something manageable.

So I performed. Women arrived at the residence. They bathed. They waited in the receiving area where local attendants offered water and reassurance. They entered the chamber, and I loved them the way I had learned to love women: thoroughly, attentively, with a care that belonged to them rather than to whatever circumstances had brought them to my bed.

Privately, Amytis continued investigating the break-in. Nothing she found changed our original conclusion: whoever searched my chamber had been looking for information, most likely because of my connection to Artaxerxes.

“Should we involve Persian officials?” I asked one evening. “The garrison commander. The satrap’s administration.”

Amytis shook her head. “Evidence before authority. If we bring Persian officials into this without something more substantial than a disturbed cushion and a smudged tablet, whoever did this will vanish. They will cover their tracks, they will silence whatever messengers were involved, and we will spend the next month watching shadows for movement that never materializes.” She paused. “Sardis is complicated ground. Persian authority operates here, but it operates alongside a Lydian aristocracy that has maintained its influence for a century by understanding exactly how much resistance Persian patience will tolerate. Accusation without proof creates exactly the kind of tension that benefits men who thrive in ambiguity.”

I looked at Malis. “You’re not risking yourself for this.” The objection arrived before I had fully assembled the sentence.

Malis studied my face. “I’m not doing this for you,” she said quietly. “If Lydian nobles are plotting something that could bring violence back to Lydia, then this concerns my people as much as it concerns Artaxerxes. I know these families, Nathan. If I can find out what they’re planning, I have a responsibility to try.”

The correction landed. She was right. “All right,” I said. “But conditions. You don’t investigate alone. Amytis or Nanaya or myself present, at minimum nearby. Regular check-ins. No disappearing for days because you’ve decided a lead requires more time than you initially estimated.”

She held my gaze for a moment longer than the exchange strictly required, and the smile that eventually reached her lips carried the warmth of a woman who had been granted permission she hadn’t actually requested.

“Conditions noted and reluctantly accepted,” she said. “Though I reserve the right to complain about them at length during our next massage session, which your shoulders are going to require twelve hours from now based on the set you’re currently carrying.”

We began that night. Malis mapped the social terrain of wealthy Sardis. Which families hosted which gatherings. Which estates maintained connections to Ionian trading colonies along the coast. Which Persian officials were respected and which were merely endured. She spoke names. I filed them. The plan assembled itself through the lamplight, and the ordinary life of the residence continued around its edges: servants bringing water, Nanaya organizing tomorrow’s schedule, Zafara watching from her cushion.

Later, crossing the residence courtyard toward my chamber, I passed Malis where she stood beside one of the columned walkways. The mountain air had cooled around us, carrying the scent of pine and distant woodsmoke, and her saffron dress caught the lamplight in a way that turned the fabric to something closer to liquid gold. She was looking at the acropolis, at the pale limestone walls rising above the city, and whatever she was seeing in that familiar silhouette belonged to a history I could witness but never fully inhabit.

“You’re worrying,” I said.

She turned. The smile reached her eyes before it reached her mouth. “I’m considering,” she corrected. “Worry is what happens when consideration fails to produce a satisfactory outcome. I haven’t failed yet.” She touched my arm briefly, her fingers warm against the wool of my sleeve, and then she continued toward the women’s quarters where Amytis and Nanaya were already preparing for tomorrow’s work.

I watched her go. The set of her shoulders, the way her chestnut hair caught the light where it fell along her neck, the confidence of a woman walking into a situation she had assessed completely and had decided, despite its complications, was worth the trouble of her attention.

Something was beginning. I could feel its weight, settling across my shoulders the way responsibility always settles when you recognize that the people involved have become more important than the problem they’re helping you solve.

* * *

Malis brought me into the social world of wealthy Sardis the way someone introduces a foreign curiosity to an audience primed for fascination. My fame preceded me. The fertility work had produced enough confirmations that the stories had currency in every quarter of the city, and the fact that I traveled with a Persian priestess and a Babylonian woman and now appeared to have added a Lydian aristocrat to whatever arrangement we were collectively not naming aloud only enriched the narrative for people who collected interesting details the way other people collected jewelry.

So we performed. Dinner at the estate of a family that had held land in these valleys since before Cyrus, their courtyard lit by oil lamps whose light turned the pale stone to honey and the draped wool of the guests to something richer than daylight could approximate. Lydian wealth expressed itself differently from Persian formality. There was less hierarchy in the seating, more conversation across lines that would have been rigid in Susa, and the food arrived on copper plates.

Malis moved through these rooms with ease. She knew names. She knew marriages. She knew which cousin had married into which Persian administrative family and which estate had lost influence after the Ionian Revolt and which had somehow emerged richer. She introduced me as though my presence required no explanation beyond the obvious fact that I was worth meeting, and the confidence with which she occupied that assumption was contagious enough that within an hour I had stopped feeling like an intruder and started feeling like a guest who belonged exactly where he had been placed.

Manes found us beside one of the garden pools. He was exactly what Malis had described during that massage days earlier: a man in his forties with the bearing of someone who had been wealthy long enough that the performance of wealth had become unconscious rather than deliberate. His beard was carefully groomed in the Lydian style, his wool cloak fastened with a pin whose electrum work carried the lion motif I had come to associate with families that predated Persian administration. He carried a cup of wine that he did not drink from often, and his eyes, when they found mine, held the warmth of a man who had decided before approaching that he was going to like me.

“The foreigner with the golden hair,” he said, extending his hand. “I’ve heard three different versions of how you arrived in Sardis. One involved a winged chariot. One suggested you walked across the surface of the Aegean without getting your sandals wet. The third, which I’m inclined to believe only because it lacks the decorative elements that usually indicate creative amplification, said you rode the Royal Road like any ordinary traveler except that ordinary travelers don’t typically impregnate half the women in every city they visit.”

I laughed. “The third version is closest,” I said. “Though I should clarify that the half is an optimistic estimate. My companions keep more precise records, and they would object to the imprecision on mathematical grounds.”

“Companions.” He smiled. “Sardis is fortunate to host you. The work you’re doing matters. These have been difficult years for many families.”

He spoke warmly about Lydia while treating Persian rule as an accepted reality rather than an injustice to be corrected. His gratitude for my fertility work seemed genuine, as did his curiosity about Susa, Babylon, and Ecbatana.

I understood why Malis had found him difficult to suspect. If Manes was involved in anti-Persian activity, nothing in his manner betrayed it.

What I could reach were patterns. Throughout the evening, men approached him with a frequency that suggested these were not random social interactions. A merchant whose hands carried the weathering of someone who spent weeks on the road. A younger aristocrat whose deference was visible in the angle of his shoulders. An older man with a garrison officer’s bearing who spoke to Manes in low tones beside a columned walkway where the garden’s sound covered their exchange.

Malis positioned us. She created reasons to be near certain conversations without appearing to seek them. She asked questions about trade routes, about Ionian pottery, about the challenges of moving goods between Sardis and coastal cities where Greek became the dominant language. The merchant responded, but something in the careful quality of his answers suggested he was measuring each word before releasing it.

Later, walking back toward the residence through streets that had gone quiet except for the occasional servant carrying a lamp between compounds, Malis shared what she had learned from a household steward she had known since childhood.

“An unusually large payment,” she said. Her voice was low, her arm linked through mine that served both intimacy and discretion. “To a courier carrying messages west. A man who specializes in delivering letters that the senders prefer not to have traced back to them. The payment was three times what that service typically costs. Someone is paying for secrecy. Someone is paying for messages that shouldn’t be findable if Persian garrison officers start asking questions.”

We continued the work across days. Dinner at another estate. A reception hosted by a family connected to Manes through marriage. A morning visit to a temple precinct where wealthy Lydians made offerings beside Persian officials without apparent tension. Each event produced fragments like a name, a reference to Ephesus delivered with careful casualness, a merchant whose description of Ionian trading conditions carried more specificity than commercial interest alone would explain.

The investigation drew us closer in the way that shared attention often does: the work of noticing together created an intimacy that ordinary companionship rarely accesses. We developed a language of glances, of slight adjustments to posture that communicated more efficiently than speech could have managed. Walking back from these gatherings through Sardis at night, the mountain air cool around us, the performance we had maintained for hours would gradually surrender to something considerably more honest.

“It wasn’t the stories,” Malis said one evening as we climbed the stepped street toward the residence. Her arm was through mine, her body warm against my side, and the confession arrived with the directness that characterized her when she had decided something was worth saying plainly. “When I first heard about you, the foreigner with the fertility gift, the man who wrestled a lion, I was fascinated. Of course I was. Sardis doesn’t get many legends walking through its gates, and when one appears, the sensible response is to introduce yourself and determine whether the legend measures up to its reputation.” She glanced at me. “What I didn’t expect was that I would prefer the ordinary man behind the stories. The one who worries about a woman’s safety before he worries about the problem she’s helping him solve.”

I said nothing. The street was quiet. The lamps along the walls burned low, and the sound of the Pactolus reached us from the quarter below, constant and clean after the murmur of aristocratic conversation.

“This matters to me,” she continued. “Because of what happens when wealthy men decide that Lydian freedom is worth discussing over wine in walled courtyards while the families who actually pay for that discussion are raising children in villages that will burn if someone’s ambition requires a demonstration.” Her voice had tightened.

“I’ve helped organize your lists, Nathan. I’ve met women whose husbands died in campaigns and others whose chance at the families they wanted disappeared with men who never came home. The ordinary families pay. They always pay. And I refuse to help repair that damage while pretending I don’t care when powerful men threaten to create more of it.”

The anger in her voice was clean. “I’ve spent too much time repairing what wars do to families,” I said quietly, “to stand aside while someone deliberately creates another.”

She stopped. We had reached a small plaza where the street opened toward a view of the acropolis rising above us, its pale limestone walls holding the last of the evening light. She turned to face me, her hazel-green eyes finding mine in the gathering dusk.

Her hand found my face. Her palm was warm against my cheek, and the gesture was so intentional, so entirely free of the calculation that characterized her social performance, that the contrast alone was enough to undo whatever composure I had been maintaining.

We nearly kissed. But the interruption arrived as interruptions tend to. A servant appeared at the edge of the plaza, a young man Malis recognized immediately, his breathing quick from whatever pace he had maintained to reach us. He delivered his message and whatever he said produced a stillness in Malis that I had not seen before.

She turned to me. “We need to go back,” she said. “Now.”

* * *

The servant’s message was simple and devastating. A courier had been intercepted outside the city walls by men loyal to a family Malis had known since childhood. The letters he carried had been copied, not stolen, because theft would have alerted the senders that their correspondence was compromised. The copies now waited at the residence, delivered by a different route, and whatever they contained had been urgent enough that the young man had run the distance between the outer gate and the plaza where he found us rather than walking it.

We returned quickly. The residence lamps were burning, and Amytis and Nanaya waited at the low table with the copies arranged between them: papyrus sheets in careful handwriting. Zafara sat nearby, her dark eyes moving across the correspondence.

“They’re coordinating,” Amytis said without preamble. She had been studying the letters for however long they had been in her possession, and the analysis arrived fully formed, each sentence placed with the care of a general positioning troops. “Not a rebellion. Not an attempt to overthrow the empire. Something more calculated, and in some ways more concerning because of its precision.” She selected one of the sheets, held it toward the lamplight. “Localized unrest in western Anatolia. Specifically timed disruptions along the Royal Road between Sardis and the Ionian coast. Garrison responses that would require reinforcement from provinces already stretched thin by years of campaigning. The goal isn’t to break Persian authority. The goal is to create enough disorder that Artaxerxes is forced to make concessions.”

I took the sheet she offered. The handwriting was clean, the language formal in a way that suggested aristocratic education rather than mercantile practicality. References to “harvest conditions” that clearly weren’t about agriculture. Mentions of “market adjustments” that mapped too neatly onto garrison movements to be coincidence.

“The Ionian contacts benefit from weakened Persian authority near the Aegean,” Amytis continued. “Greek trading colonies have chafed under imperial administration since the Ionian Revolt. Any reduction in Persian oversight creates opportunities they’ve been waiting for. And the Lydian nobles…” She selected another sheet. “They want their influence back. Not independence, not the restoration of a Lydian kingdom. They want the privileges that wealthy families enjoyed before Cyrus: control over local appointments, reduced tribute obligations, a return to the arrangement where Persian authority operated at a distance rather than through resident satraps and garrison commanders.” She looked at me. “They’re not revolutionaries. They’re negotiators using instability as leverage. They want enough disorder to force Artaxerxes to the table, and they want him to arrive at that table prepared to offer terms that benefit the families currently hosting these conversations.”

Amytis examined the copied seal impressions against examples Malis helped identify from the families involved. The marks were consistent, and the timing matched gatherings Manes had hosted only days earlier. None of it proved his involvement by itself, but the pieces were beginning to point in the same direction.

It was the kind of assistance Zafara offered: discrete, specific, grounded in observation rather than revelation. She confirmed what we suspected rather than solving problems we hadn’t yet articulated, and the restraint of it was more valuable than any dramatic intervention could have been.

Malis had been reading over my shoulder, her breath warm against my neck, her body tense in a way that communicated considerably more than her composed expression managed to conceal. Now she stepped back, selected one of the sheets herself, and what passed across her face as she read was a colder, more settled emotion that took me a moment to recognize as fury.

“Manes,” she said. “He’s coordinating the Lydian side. These references to ‘harvest leadership’ are his. The phrasing is his. I’ve heard him use it at dinner tables discussing estate management, except he wasn’t discussing barley.” She set the sheet down. “He stood in my mother’s courtyard two weeks ago and praised Artaxerxes for his magnanimity. He thanked you for the work you’re doing in Sardis. He expressed genuine concern for the families whose sons have been taken by garrisons and campaigns. And the entire time, he was writing letters to Ionian contacts about creating precisely the kind of instability that would get more of those sons killed.”

Malis had known these families her entire life. She had moved through their courtyards, accepted their hospitality, listened to their complaints about Persian administration with the sympathetic ear of someone who understood that grievance, when properly contained, was a natural consequence of conquered aristocracy adjusting to its new position.

What she had not expected was that the grievance was being operationalized. That the complaints delivered over wine in walled gardens were not merely the background noise of adjustment but the preliminary calculations of men who had decided that other people’s stability was an acceptable cost for their own improved standing.

“They talk about freedom,” she said quietly, “while calculating exactly how much other people’s blood is worth. They host dinners where they praise your fertility work because healthier populations mean more men for garrisons, and then they write letters about creating conditions that will require those garrisons to be deployed. The contradiction doesn’t trouble them because they’ve decided that contradiction is someone else’s problem to reconcile.”

I understood her anger. I had spent months loving women whose lives had been diminished by exactly the kind of arithmetic she was describing.

The letters proved that a conspiracy existed. What they did not prove was that Manes controlled it. The participants were identified through coded references rather than signatures, and similarities in handwriting were not enough to justify moving against a man of his standing. We knew what was being planned. We still needed something that connected Manes directly to it.

“Accusation without evidence,” Amytis said, “creates exactly the political tension Manes wants. If we bring this to the satrap or the garrison commander with nothing more substantial than intercepted letters whose authorship we cannot prove definitively, Manes will deny everything. His allies will close ranks. The Lydian aristocracy will perceive the accusation as Persian overreach, and whatever genuine grievances they’ve been nursing will find fresh justification in the spectacle of a prominent family being targeted without proof.” She held my gaze. “We need something that connects him directly to the planning. Something that leaves no room for the performance he’s been maintaining since we arrived.”

Malis had been quiet, her fingers resting on the edge of the low table, her eyes moving across the correspondence as though the answer resided in some detail the rest of us had missed. Now she looked up, and the expression that crossed her face carried the clarity of someone who has just remembered a piece of information whose value she had underestimated until this moment.

“There’s an estate,” she said. “East of the city, near the lower slopes of Tmolus. Belongs to a family connected to Manes through marriage. They’re hosting a gathering tomorrow night. Not the kind that appears on invitation tablets. The kind that happens after the formal dinner concludes, when certain guests are asked to remain while others are politely encouraged to depart.” She paused. “Couriers have been arriving. Men I recognize from descriptions in these letters. They’re exchanging something. Messages, most likely. Updated instructions based on what they’ve learned about garrison movements, about the satrap’s schedule, about anything that might affect the timing of whatever they’re planning.”

She held my gaze. “I can get closer than any of you. The family knows me. They’ve known me since I was old enough to sit at a table without falling off the cushion. I can be present for that exchange in a way that a Persian official or a foreign fertility worker simply cannot.”

The offer hung in the air between us. The risk it contained was considerable, and the fact that Malis had assessed that risk completely and had decided it was worth taking.

“We need evidence,” she said quietly. “And I know where to find it.”

* * *

The estate occupied a terrace carved from the eastern slope of Tmolus. From our position among the pines two hundred yards down the slope, we could see the compound clearly: the main house with its cedar beams and columned walkways, the courtyard where lamps had been lit and where figures moved.

We had left Sardis separately. Malis first, riding toward the estate with the confidence of a woman returning to a social landscape she had navigated since childhood. Then the rest of us, on foot through the lower slopes where the pine cover was thick enough to conceal movement and the evening air carried the scent of resin and distant woodsmoke. Amytis had identified the position: close enough to reach the estate quickly if Malis needed extraction, far enough that the lamplight wouldn’t find us unless someone was specifically looking for shapes among the trees.

Manes’s associates knew me. They had seen me at dinners, in reception halls, moving through Sardis. Approaching directly was not an option. So we waited. Amytis beside me, her dark eyes fixed on the compound. Nanaya a few yards to our left, her hand resting on the knife at her belt in a grip that suggested she had made decisions about what she was and wasn’t willing to watch happen to people she loved. Zafara behind us, calm in a way that belonged to someone who had positioned herself near enough crises to consider our particular version neither uniquely alarming nor beyond management.

Time passed. The compound continued its evening. Figures moved through courtyards. Servants carried lamps between buildings. The sound of conversation reached us in fragments too broken to assemble into meaning, carried on a breeze that moved down from Tmolus carrying the coolness that belonged to elevation rather than season.

Then Malis appeared at the edge of the compound, moving along a pathway that connected the main house to a smaller structure near the eastern wall. She walked with the measured pace of someone returning from a private conversation rather than fleeing one. But the set of her shoulders carried a tension that the performance of composure could not entirely conceal.

She held out her hand. In it was a folded sheet of papyrus, sealed with an impression I recognized immediately from correspondence that had arrived at our residence regarding scheduling. Manes’s mark. The lion motif, worked in electrum, pressed into clay that had dried to the hardness that belongs to seals applied with intention rather than haste.

“I heard them,” she said. “Manes is coordinating the Lydian side. He’s been meeting with Ionian contacts for months. The unrest is timed for the first week of the new moon, when garrison rotations create the maximum vulnerability along the road between Sardis and Ephesus. They want localized disruption. Enough to force Artaxerxes to divert troops from other provinces, enough to create the perception that Persian control in western Anatolia is fracturing.” She handed me the sheet. “This is his instructions to the courier who leaves tonight: specific names, specific timing, nothing coded. He wrote it after the formal dinner concluded, when he believed the only people present were men he had vouched for personally.”

I unfolded the sheet. The handwriting was the same clean, aristocratic script I had seen on scheduling correspondence, but the content belonged to an entirely different register. Names of garrison officers whose movements would be tracked, dates, specific stretches of the Royal Road where “logistical adjustments” would create the conditions for disruption. References to Ionian contacts in Ephesus and Miletus who had been waiting for exactly this coordination. It was all there. Evidence, delivered in language that left no room for the performance Manes had been maintaining since the night I first shook his hand in a garden pool illuminated by oil lamps.

Amytis took the sheet, examined it under the thin light reaching us through the pine canopy.

“This is enough,” she said quietly. “Persian authorities will move on this. The satrap, the garrison commander, any official with the authority to act on imperial behalf. This connects Manes directly to planned unrest. This is the kind of evidence that produces arrest warrants rather than diplomatic notes.”

The relief should have been warmer than it was. Instead, what I felt watching Malis stand before us in her saffron dress, her chestnut hair coming loose from its elaborate arrangement where the evening’s exertions had disturbed whatever careful grooming she had begun with, was something closer to fear retroactively processed. She had walked into a room full of men who were planning treason against an empire not known for its leniency toward plotters, and she had done so with nothing but her family name and the confidence that doors would open for her that would have remained closed to anyone bearing Artaxerxes’s seal.

“You took too great a risk,” I said.

She studied my face. The smile that eventually reached her lips carried the warmth of a woman who has just been given information she had been waiting for without quite admitting she was waiting for it.

“You’re very protective of a woman you’ve known for what, three weeks?” she said. “Most men require considerably more time to develop that reflex. I’m noting it for the record.”

“You became important,” I said. “Surprisingly quickly. I don’t have a better explanation than that, and at the moment I’m disinclined to manufacture one.”

We were standing close enough that the mountain air between us had warmed to something adjacent to shared breath. Her hand found my face, her palm against my cheek.

Once again, we nearly kissed. But Malis broke the moment … because her eyes had found something beyond my shoulder that her body registered as consequential before her voice had caught up to the recognition.

“Don’t turn,” she said quietly. “There’s a man at the edge of the tree line. Fifty yards east. Dark cloak, felt cap. I recognize him from Manes’s household. He’s watching us.”

I didn’t turn. I held her gaze and felt the shift in her breathing, the slight tightening of her fingers against my cheek.

“He’s leaving,” she said. “Moving quickly back toward the estate road.”

I wanted to pursue him. The impulse arrived fully formed, my body already orienting toward the direction she had indicated.

Malis caught my arm. “No. If you grab him publicly, if this becomes a confrontation on an open road with witnesses, everything we’ve assembled evaporates. Manes will deny. His allies will close ranks. The evidence becomes the product of a foreigner attacking a Lydian household servant, and whatever genuine threat this represents gets buried beneath the spectacle of imperial overreach.” Her grip tightened. “You cannot chase him, not here, not now.”

She was right. The frustration of it settled across my shoulders, and I stood there watching the tree line where the man had been and feeling the helplessness of someone who has the capacity to act but understands that acting would produce consequences worse than restraint.

Then the second realization arrived, colder than the first. Malis saw it in my face before I had fully articulated it to myself.

“He saw me,” she said quietly. “With you. With the evidence. He’ll report to Manes. Manes will know within the hour that his instructions have been compromised and that the woman who compromised them is currently standing in a pine grove two hundred yards from his estate with the foreigner he’s been monitoring since we arrived in Sardis.”

The calculation took approximately three seconds. I turned to Amytis. “Get the evidence to the Persian guards. Now. That sheet leaves your hand and enters Persian custody within the hour, or everything we’ve risked becomes theoretical rather than actionable.”

Amytis nodded. She was already moving, the sheet folded carefully against her palm.

Nanaya stepped closer. “What are you going to do?” she asked. She had been quiet throughout the exchange, watching from her position among the pines.

I looked at Malis. Her hazel-green eyes held mine in the gathering dark. “Until Manes is in custody,” I said quietly, “she isn’t leaving my sight.”


Chapter 17: For Lydia

Iwatched Amytis go. She moved through the pine grove with the folded papyrus held against her palm, and the lamplight from the estate above us caught the white of her dress in brief gold flashes between the trees until the darkness swallowed her and there was just the sound of her footfalls fading against the mountain silence.

Beside me, Malis stood very still. Her chestnut hair had come entirely loose, falling in waves along her neck. She was breathing, but barely.

“They’re going to arrest him,” I said. The sheet in Amytis’s hand carried Manes’s seal pressed into clay that had dried hours earlier, and men didn’t recover from that kind of evidence in empires built on the premise that loyalty was non-negotiable.

“I know.” She didn’t look at me. Her eyes were fixed on the tree line where the man had been, where the dark shape of him had vanished toward the estate road carrying whatever report would reach Manes within the hour. “He saw me, Nathan. With you. With the evidence. He’ll know by now.”

I reached for her hand. “We wait here,” I said. “Until Amytis returns. Then we decide what happens next.”

What happened next was Amytis returning within the hour, moving through the pines. The folded sheet was gone from her hand.

“Senior officials,” she said. “The garrison commander. The satrap’s chief administrator. Men who answer directly to Artaxerxes rather than to local interests. They have the evidence. They’re moving.”

“Now?” I asked. The word carried more urgency than I had intended.

Amytis shook her head. “Coordinated. If we move against Manes alone, his Lydian accomplices scatter. His Ionian contacts receive warning. The entire structure vanishes before we can touch it, and what we’re left with is one wealthy man protesting his innocence while the machinery he built continues operating beyond our reach.” She held my gaze. “They need to arrest the conspirators together. Households throughout Sardis, couriers along the western road, the Ionian contacts whose names appear in that correspondence. All of them, simultaneously. That takes planning. That takes men positioned at the right doors at the right hour.”

I understood. Understanding didn’t make the waiting easier. Knowing exactly who had threatened the stability of a province I had spent weeks helping to rebuild turned patience from virtue to something that required actual physical effort.

“How long?” I asked.

“Tomorrow. Possibly the following day. They’re positioning garrison units now. Persian authority moves carefully in Sardis. Too visibly, and the Lydian aristocracy perceives overreach. Too quietly, and the targets have time to react.” She glanced at Malis. “The evidence is decisive. Manes wrote those instructions in his own hand. His seal is on that sheet. There is no recovery from that, not in an empire where the penalty for plotting against the king is measured in generations rather than individuals.”

Malis had been listening, her hazel-green eyes moving between us. Now she smiled.

“So until then,” she said, “I remain under your personal protection. There are worse arrangements for a woman to find herself in. Considerably worse. I’ve attended enough aristocratic dinners to have developed very specific opinions on the subject, and your company ranks several orders of magnitude above most of the alternatives Sardis has to offer.”

I was about to respond when the interruption arrived. A young man appeared at the edge of our position among the pines, his breathing ragged, his tunic dark with sweat along the shoulders. He was a household servant from Malis’s family estate. I recognized him from the evening we had spent there, from the courtyard where cypress and fruit trees had grown.

He delivered his message in fragments, each word arriving breathless. Men had appeared near the family estate. Men whose description matched the household retainers Malis had identified from Manes’s compound. They had not entered the property. They had stationed themselves along the approach road, visible from the courtyard walls, and they had delivered a message through a servant who had been sent to inquire about their business.

The message was simple. Malis was to surrender whatever evidence she had taken. She was to cease her cooperation with Persian authorities. Failure to comply would result in consequences for her family that the messenger had not been authorized to specify but that everyone present and understood without requiring elaboration.

Malis went very still. The humor left her face the way light leaves a room when someone closes a shutter.

“I need to go home,” she said.

“No.” The word left my mouth before the thought had fully assembled itself. “Not alone. If they’re watching the approach road, they’re waiting for exactly that. They want you separated from Persian protection. They want you vulnerable.”

“Then come with me.” She turned to face me.

“We’ll go together,” I said. “You, me, Zafara. Amytis and Nanaya remain here, coordinate with the Persian authorities. If the arrests move forward while we’re at your family estate, we need someone maintaining that connection.”

Amytis was already nodding. “The satrap’s administration will want updates. I can provide them.” She looked at Malis, and the warmth in her expression carried the gravity of one woman recognizing another’s courage without feeling the need to annotate it. “Your family will be safe. Nathan doesn’t walk away from people he cares about. I’ve had several weeks to verify that character trait, and it appears to be remarkably consistent.”

We gathered horses from the residence stable. The grooms had been awakened, lamps lit in the courtyard where the animals shifted their weight and blew steam into air that had cooled enough to carry the bite that belongs to mountain nights in spring. Malis tightened her saddle with hands that did not tremble. I checked the hunting knife at my belt.

Zafara mounted without speaking. Her dark eyes moved across the courtyard, across the city beyond the residence walls. She would come. She would watch. She would intervene if intervention became necessary, and the fact that she offered no commentary on the decision was, in its way, the most reassuring assessment any of us could have received.

We rode through Sardis at night. The streets were quiet except for the occasional servant carrying a lamp between compounds, and the sound of our horses’ hooves on packed earth traveled ahead of us and faded behind. Malis rode beside me, her back straight, her profile sharp against the darkness where the mountain rose above the city.

* * *

The estate appeared around the bend in the road exactly as it had the evening we dined there, its walls of pale stone holding the lamplight from within, the cypress and fruit trees standing in their arrangements beyond the courtyard gate.

We dismounted in the courtyard where the servant who had reached us in the pine grove was waiting, his breathing steadier now, his eyes finding Malis. Household retainers moved through the space with lamps, their postures carrying the alertness of people who had spent several hours expecting something worse than what had materialized.

Malis’s mother met us at the inner gate. She wore the same deep green dress she had worn during our dinner.

“They’ve gone,” she said to Malis. “The men on the road. They withdrew an hour ago. One of the stable boys watched them from the ridge. They mounted and rode east, toward the city, not toward Manes’s compound. As though they had delivered their message and considered the delivery complete.”

Malis nodded.

We moved inside. The main chamber held the residual warmth of a day that had ended considerably earlier than anyone present had intended, and the family had gathered there: Malis’s mother, her younger brother with his watchful eyes, two household stewards whose postures suggested they had been standing near doors and windows for most of the evening. They looked at me. Then at Zafara. Then back at Malis.

“You need to step back,” her mother said. The words arrived without preamble. “This conspiracy, whatever its dimensions, belongs to Persian authority now. You’ve done what you set out to do. You’ve uncovered the evidence. You’ve delivered it to people who can act on it. Whatever happens next is the business of garrison commanders and satrapal administrators, not the daughter of a family that has maintained its position in Sardis by understanding exactly how much involvement Persian patience will tolerate.”

Malis’s brother was nodding. The younger man had said very little since our arrival.

“Manes has belonged to our world for years,” her mother continued. “His family and ours have exchanged hospitality, have attended the same temples, have buried our dead in the same earth on the eastern slope. Whatever he has done, whatever letters he has written, the men who will arrest him are Persian. The authority that judges him will be Persian. And when this is over, when the arrests are made and the sentences delivered, the families that remain will look at each other across courtyards and dinner tables and remember who stood where. I am asking you to consider what that remembering will cost us.”

I watched Malis receive this. Her posture did not change. Her hands remained at her sides.

“No,” she said. “Manes talks about Lydian freedom and dignity while writing letters designed to create unrest along the Royal Road. He knows what follows: soldiers, conscription, fighting, and ordinary families paying for decisions they never made.” She took a breath. “For weeks, I’ve helped Nathan organize women whose lives were already diminished by exactly that kind of instability. Manes was willing to create more of them while claiming to act for Lydia.”

She looked at her mother. “I won’t pretend that becomes someone else’s responsibility simply because stepping aside would be safer for us.”

The chamber had gone quiet. Her mother was looking at her with an expression I could not fully decipher.

A messenger arrived before any of us could fully process what Malis had said. He came through the courtyard gate on a horse whose coat was dark with sweat, and the news he carried stripped the chamber of whatever residual warmth the lamps had been sustaining.

Persian guards had begun moving against the conspirators, households throughout Sardis, couriers along the western road. The coordinated arrests Amytis had described were happening, and they were happening now, tonight, hours earlier than anyone had anticipated.

But Manes was gone. His residence had been abandoned. Horses were missing from his stable. The servants who remained claimed ignorance with a uniformity that suggested rehearsal rather than spontaneity.

Amytis’s assessment, delivered through the messenger, was that Manes was fleeing west, toward the Ionian coast, toward Ephesus or Miletus or any of the Greek trading colonies where anti-Persian sentiment had been the prevailing weather since the Ionian Revolt burned half of Sardis fifty years earlier. He was moving before the authorities could close the roads, and the roads between Sardis and the Aegean were numerous enough that a man who knew the country could disappear into its geography if given sufficient head start.

I looked at Malis. She was already looking at me, and what passed between us required no translation.

After days of investigation, after intercepted letters and dinner performances and the frustration of watching a conspiracy operate behind walls I could not breach without evidence I did not yet possess, the problem had finally simplified itself into something my body understood how to solve. A man on a horse. A road. A distance that ordinary men considered meaningful and that the gift had rendered merely interesting.

“We need horses,” I said.

* * *

The Persian guards arrived within the hour. Six men on Nisaean horses, scale armor dull in the lamplight, their bearing carrying the alertness of soldiers who had been awakened for something more consequential than routine patrol. Their commander exchanged words with Malis’s mother in the courtyard, a conversation conducted in the register of mutual respect that characterized interactions between Persian authority and Lydian aristocracy when neither party had reason to regard the other as an obstacle.

What emerged from that exchange was permission. Malis would ride with us. Her family would remain under guard at the estate until the situation clarified. The roads west would be our concern, and the roads west were numerous enough that a man determined to reach the Aegean coast had options that multiplied with each mile between Sardis and the horizon.

We left as the first grayness of false dawn lightened the eastern ridge. The horses knew the road. They had been bred for distance, and what they offered now was the steady, ground-eating pace of creatures performing exactly the function their bloodlines had been selected to provide.

I rode with the detachment. I needed to know which road Manes had taken. The countryside west of Sardis opened into a complexity of valleys and ridgelines where a man who knew the terrain could vanish if pursuit chose the wrong fork, and choosing required information that only tracks and witnesses could provide.

We found both within the first hour. A roadside station where the attendant had been awakened by riders moving west. Four men, good horses, one of them older, bearded, wearing a wool cloak fastened with a pin whose description matched the electrum work Malis had identified from Manes’s household. They had passed three hours earlier. They had not stopped. They had taken the southern fork where the road divided, the route that carried travelers toward the Maeander valley and the Ionian cities beyond.

“Ephesus,” Malis said quietly. She rode beside me, her saffron dress replaced by something simpler, darker, better suited to movement through country where visibility served purposes other than social performance. “Or Miletus. Either would shelter him. Greek trading colonies with long memories of Persian authority and considerably shorter memories of whatever loyalty they might owe to a Lydian aristocrat fleeing imperial justice.”

The guards were already turning their horses toward the southern fork. I caught their commander’s attention with a gesture that required no translation.

“Follow as quickly as you can,” I said. “I’m not waiting.”

I dismounted and handed my reins to one of the guards. He had heard the stories. Hearing and witnessing were different currencies, and the difference was about to become considerably more apparent to everyone present except Zafara.

I looked at Malis. “You’ve heard about the speed,” I said. “This is what it looks like.”

Then I ran. The road beneath me blurred. The landscape to either side compressed into streaks of green and gray and the occasional flash of water where streams cut across the valley floor. The air against my face carried the resistance that belongs to movement fast enough that the medium through which you move begins to register as substance rather than absence.

I overtook the Persian guards within minutes. They became shapes behind me, then specks, then memories. The road unfolded, valleys and ridgelines.

I found them where the road descended toward a stream crossing: four riders, good horses moving at a pace that suggested they understood the urgency of their situation but lacked the capacity to match what was coming up behind them. They heard me before they saw me. The sound of something moving at a velocity that belonged to no animal they had ever encountered, and by the time the youngest of them turned in his saddle, I was already among them.

They scattered, or attempted to. The gift made their movements readable in the way that ordinary motion becomes readable when your perception operates at speeds theirs cannot match. I reached the nearest rider, gripped his arm, and pulled him from his saddle. He hit the ground, rolled, came up reaching for a knife that was no longer in his belt.

The second rider drew a short sword. I took it from his hand and threw it away.

The third offered no resistance. He saw what had happened to his companions, assessed the mathematics of the situation, and raised his empty hands without being asked.

Manes kept riding. His gray had the best bloodline of the four, and whatever urgency drove him had communicated itself to the animal in a way that produced a pace the others could not match. He was fifty yards ahead when I reached the stream, a hundred when I cleared it, and the distance between us was closing at a rate that turned pursuit from question to foregone conclusion within the span of a single breath.

I caught him on the ridgeline beyond the stream. I moved alongside his horse, matched its pace, and reached for the reins with a hand that stopped short of contact because stopping short was sufficient. The animal sensed me. It sensed what I was, or it sensed enough of what I was to register the difference between ordinary pursuit and whatever category my existence had now entered, and it slowed of its own accord, its gait shifting from gallop to canter to the measured walk of a creature that had decided further exertion served no purpose its instincts could identify.

“You’re a foreigner,” he said. “You know nothing about Lydia. You arrive with Persians at your side, help repair families damaged by their wars, and somehow convince yourself that gives you the right to decide what Lydia should become.” His mouth tightened. “You have no reason to defend Persian rule.”

I studied his face. In different circumstances, under different light, with different evidence clenched in a folded sheet of papyrus currently residing in the custody of men who answered directly to Artaxerxes, I might have found something in his argument worth considering. The complexity of conquered aristocracy. The legitimate grievance of families adjusting to imperial administration. The ache that belongs to watching your culture become subsidiary to a power that arrived from the east and did not ask permission before establishing itself in halls your grandfathers built.

But the ache I had been carrying for months belonged to a different register entirely, and it found its voice before courtesy could intercede.

“This was never about defending Persia,” I said. “I’ve spent too much time with women whose husbands died because powerful men decided other people should pay for their ambitions. You were willing to create more of them while claiming to care about Lydia.” I held his gaze. “You can hate Persian rule if you want. What I won’t accept is pretending the suffering you were prepared to cause your own people was for their benefit.”

I did not execute him. The impulse arrived, fully formed, the clarity that belongs to understanding that the man standing before me had orchestrated suffering he would never personally experience, and I set it aside with the same deliberation I had applied to every other impulse the gift had amplified beyond ordinary proportion. Execution belonged to Artaxerxes. Justice, in an empire built on the premise that loyalty was non-negotiable, would arrive through channels I had no business shortcutting regardless of how thoroughly my body disagreed with their efficiency.

The Persian guards reached us twenty minutes later. I handed Manes over personally, along with the three conspirators I had disarmed along the stream crossing, and I handed Manes over personally, along with the three conspirators I had disarmed near the stream, and the guards secured them without ceremony.

Malis arrived with Zafara an hour after that. They had ridden with the guards, maintaining a pace that human horses could sustain, and when Malis dismounted and walked toward me across the ridgeline where morning light reached the valley below in gold bars that shifted with the breeze, the expression on her face carried nothing I had seen there before.

She had heard the stories. Everyone in Sardis had heard the stories. The foreigner who wrestled lions. The fertility worker whose gift defied every category of ordinary human capability. What she had not heard was why the remarkable man in question had pursued a Lydian aristocrat across Anatolian countryside at speeds that turned pursuit from possibility to inevitability within the span of a morning.

Lydia wasn’t my homeland. Manes had never posed a meaningful threat to me personally. I could have walked away at any point, returned to the fertility work that had brought me to Sardis, continued loving women who arrived with hope and left carrying life, and nobody would have faulted me for treating conspiracy as someone else’s responsibility.

I stayed because innocent people would have suffered if Manes succeeded. I stayed because Malis cared about what happened to them, and somewhere between the first dinner in her mother’s courtyard and the moment she walked into a room full of conspirators and emerged with evidence clenched in her palm, her caring had become something I could no longer regard as adjacent to my concerns rather than central to them.

She didn’t thank me. Gratitude would have been the wrong currency for whatever had passed between us on that ridgeline, and Malis had an instinct for currencies that matched her confidence in most other matters. Instead, she reached for my hand, and the grip was firm and certain in a way that the Malis who had first taken my hand beside a market stall in Sardis would have considered anatomically impossible.

Three weeks. That was all she had known me. Three weeks of investigation, of dinners in aristocratic compounds, of massages in residence bathing rooms where her hands had mapped my shoulders. Three weeks, and whatever had grown between us in that span had produced a loyalty that had just chased a fleeing conspirator across twenty miles of Anatolian countryside at speeds that turned geography from obstacle to footnote.

“Remind me never to race you,” she said.

I laughed.

* * *

The days after Manes’s capture settled into ordinary life. Persian officials dealt with the conspiracy through channels that belonged exclusively to their world. Arrests continued. Interrogations produced names, which produced further arrests, which eventually produced a map of connections between dissatisfied Lydian aristocrats and Ionian contacts that extended farther west than anyone in Sardis had been comfortable acknowledging. Warnings traveled along the Royal Road toward Ephesus and Miletus. Garrison reinforcements arrived from the east. The machinery of imperial response, once activated, moved quickly.

I had no interest in any of it. I had stopped Manes. I had handed him to Persian authority. Whatever Artaxerxes’s officials decided to do with him afterward was their concern. I had come here as a fertility god, not a political agent, and I was content to leave the matter in their hands.

“Most men who capture treasonous aristocrats develop opinions on what should happen to them,” she observed one evening as we reviewed the remaining fertility lists. The residence had quieted around us. Servants moved through courtyards carrying water, lighting lamps, performing the ordinary maintenance of a household that had stopped being extraordinary to everyone except the people who had arrived in it three weeks earlier.

“Most men haven’t spent weeks impregnating women whose lives were diminished by exactly the kind of numeracy Manes treated as abstract,” I replied. “I did what I came to Sardis to do. The rest belongs to your king.”

She accepted this. The breeding continued for several more days while Amytis crossed the remaining names from her tablet, Nanaya managed the receiving area, and Malis coordinated with families across Sardis. By then, the work had become routine.

The last woman left the chamber on an evening when the mountain air carried the first suggestion of the heat that would arrive with summer. I bathed. I ate. I sat in the columned walkway with a cup of water and the satisfied ache that follows when the body has been used for its intended purpose, and the lists, which had been considerable when we arrived in Sardis, now occupied a single tablet with margins wide enough that Amytis had begun making notes about our departure rather than our schedule.

Malis found me there. She wore a dress I had not seen before, something in deep crimson, and her chestnut hair was arranged in the elaborate Lydian style that had first caught my attention in a reception hall weeks earlier: pinned and coiled high, with loose waves left to frame her face and fall along her neck where gold and electrum ornaments caught the light when she moved.

She did not sit beside me immediately. She stood at the edge of the columned walkway, looking out toward the city where lamps burned on other slopes.

“When you first arrived in Sardis,” she said, “I wanted to meet you. The famous foreigner. The fertility worker. The man who wrestled a lion and left women carrying life after a single mating session. The stories had reached every corner of the city before your horse passed through the gate, and I approached you the way someone approaches a curiosity worth verifying.” She turned to face me. The lamplight reached her from below. “I was attracted to you before I knew you. That isn’t something I typically admit, because admission suggests the attraction preceded the verification, and verification is supposed to be the point of the exercise. But it did. The stories were enough. Your height. Your hair. The way you moved through a reception hall as though the rules of that hall were interesting data rather than obligations. I wanted to discover whether the actual man could possibly live up to the reputation.”

She took a breath.

“What made it become something more was the loyalty. You protected me without trying to control me. You respected my decision to continue investigating Manes even when every instinct you had was telling you to keep me safe. You stood beside me when my family was threatened. You pursued men who threatened people you had no obligation to protect, in a country that isn’t your homeland, for reasons that began and ended with the fact that I cared what happened to them.” She held my gaze. “That isn’t the behavior of a man performing generosity. That’s the behavior of a man who has decided that certain people matter to him, and that their mattering is sufficient reason to rearrange whatever priorities he arrived with.”

I set down my cup. The residence had gone quiet around us. Servants had withdrawn to their quarters. Amytis and Nanaya were elsewhere in the compound.

“Once someone becomes important to me,” I said, “walking away isn’t something I’m particularly good at.”

“Does that mean I’ve become important to you?” she asked.

“You already know the answer to that.”

“I would like to hear you say it.”

“You’re important to me, Malis. Considerably more important than any rational assessment of our acquaintance would justify, and I stopped caring about the justification approximately twenty miles outside Sardis while chasing a man I had no personal reason to pursue except that you wanted him stopped.”

She crossed the distance between us, and her hand found my face, her palm warm against my cheek. We kissed. Finally, after near-misses in pine groves and on ridgelines and in moments when the world had consistently interposed itself between intention and consummation, we kissed, and her mouth was soft and warm.

“I was attracted to you immediately,” I said when we separated. Her breath was warm against my lips. “That hasn’t changed. What has changed is everything else. Your confidence. Your courage. Your intelligence. Your pride in Lydia, which is genuine in a way that performance rarely manages. Your willingness to risk your own comfortable position to protect people with far less power than you have.” I touched her face. “You became someone I admire before you became someone I wanted, and wanting someone you admire produces complications that wanting someone merely attractive does not begin to approximate.”

“Do you want me?” she asked. “As more than another woman you met during your fertility mission. As more than a temporary companion in a city you will eventually leave. Do you want me, Nathan? The way a man wants a woman he has chosen rather than been assigned?”

“Yes. I want you. I have for weeks. The wanting has been considerably less temporary than either of us anticipated when this began, and I am entirely prepared to explore the implications of that lack of temporariness for as long as you consider the exploration worth your time.”

She stayed that night. Amytis and Nanaya and Zafara withdrew to separate quarters with a discretion that belonged to women who had been sharing a man long enough that the mathematics of that sharing had become something closer to generosity than negotiation. The chamber was ours. The lamps burned low. The mountain air reached us through high windows carrying the scent of pine and distant woodsmoke, and nothing was required of either of us except the willingness to receive what the evening offered.

We undressed slowly. Her body was exactly what her clothing had suggested: slender and feminine. Her breasts were high and round, looking extra big because of her toned figure, her nipples already erect, and the curve of her waist flared to hips that her draped wool had concealed with considerably more success than whatever calculation had produced those garments had any right to claim. She was beautiful.

She saw me fully erect and her eyes widened. “The stories,” she said quietly, “were not creative amplification.”

“They rarely are where that dimension is concerned. The gift is thorough.”

She knelt. Her mouth found me with unexpected hesitancy. The contrast between the composed woman who’d assessed me across aristocratic tables and the woman now taking my cock between her lips with near-worshipful reverence was enough to make me fight for control. She learned quickly. Her tongue traced the length of me. Her hand wrapped around the base where her mouth could not reach, and the dual sensation of warmth and pressure drew a groan from my throat that the chamber walls absorbed.

After she’d worshiped and sucked my cock, I guided her to the raised platform where the wool blankets lay across cushions still warm from the day’s residual heat. Her body was tight. I could feel it the moment my fingers found her pink hole, the resistance that belonged to virginity rather than nervousness, and whatever calculation had produced her confident exterior had not extended to the dimension of physical experience that we were now navigating together.

“I can help with that,” I said quietly.

She nodded. Her trust was visible in the set of her jaw, in the way her hand found mine and held with a pressure that communicated considerably more than her voice had managed.

I used the gift: the power channeling through my fingers into the warm wet heat between her thighs, and I felt her body yield, the tightness surrendering to something softer, more accommodating, and then I positioned my cock at her entrance and entered in one smooth slide.

Her eyes rolled to the back of her skull as I fucked her slowly. Each stroke measured, each withdrawal followed by a return that buried me to the root inside her, and her inner walls clutched around me with gratitude. Her breasts jiggled and bounced with each thrust. Her nipples had hardened to points, and when my mouth found them, the sound she made traveled through my chest and settled at the heart.

She came first. Her body seized beneath me, her inner muscles milking my shaft in pulses that traveled the full length of me and very nearly finished what her mouth had begun. I held through it. I gave her the aftershocks, the trembling, the quality of descent that belongs to pleasure when it has been thoroughly earned, and then I allowed myself the completion I had been withholding since her lips first parted around me.

I came inside her. Thick, hot seed pumping deep in surges that left her gasping, her inner walls clutching around me, and I held there through the first pulses, giving her everything, feeling her cervix accept the broad head of my cock with a warmth that drew a moan from her throat that the chamber walls received without judgment.

Afterward, lying beside her with the mountain air cooling around us and the lamps burning lower along the walls, I explained what the gift allowed me to control. Fertility was not automatic. I could choose. I had chosen, in her case, to withhold what the women who came to my chamber received as matter of course, because receiving it was a decision that belonged to a future she had not yet had opportunity to consider with the thoroughness it deserved.

She absorbed this. Her hand found my chest, her palm warm against my skin, and the tension of the preceding days the investigation, the pursuit, the alertness that belongs to moving through a city where powerful men were plotting something you had uncovered had finally surrendered to something considerably more sustainable.

Malis turned toward me, her hazel-green eyes holding mine in the gathering dark. “I thought I wanted the man from the stories,” she said quietly. “Instead, I ended up wanting you.”

I touched her face. “You’ve got me,” I said.

She smiled. The lamplight caught the curve of her mouth, and whatever lived behind that smile carried the weight of a woman who had verified something worth keeping.


Chapter 18: Persepolis

Morning arrived at the family estate. Malis moved through that light with her chestnut hair pinned and coiled in its elaborate Lydian arrangement, the gold and electrum ornaments catching the dawn as she walked from the main house toward the stables where our horses were being readied. She looked like someone who had made a decision and was now performing the ordinary motions that followed from it: checking saddle straps, speaking to grooms, adjusting the pack behind her saddle with hands that did not tremble.

Her mother met us at the inner gate. She wore the same deep green she had worn the night Persian guards arrived with news of Manes, but the set of her shoulders had changed. The woman standing before us now carried something quieter: a mother watching her daughter prepare to walk out of a life that had been built for her with considerable care, and doing so with a steadiness that made objection feel small by comparison.

“You’ve packed lightly,” her mother said.

“I’ve never needed much.” Malis touched her mother’s arm. “The dress you gave me for my twentieth birthday. The electrum bracelets. A few things. The rest is weight.”

Her mother’s hand found Malis’s face. The gesture was older than both of them. “When your father died, I rebuilt this household stone by stone. I maintained our position. I raised you and your brother in a city where Persian authority and Lydian pride exist in the same breath, and I did it without a husband’s name to lean on because the name we already had was sufficient.” Her thumb traced the line of Malis’s jaw. “What I did not anticipate was that the daughter I raised to understand Sardis would one day decide Sardis was merely the beginning rather than the entirety of her geography.”

Malis smiled. “You raised me to make my own choices. This is the logical consequence of having succeeded at that project.”

“Logical.” Her mother’s mouth curved. “I suppose that’s one word for it.” She turned to me. “You will look after her.”

The register belonged to mothers rather than aristocrats, and the shift was so complete that for a moment the woman standing before me was simply a parent rather than the dignified matron who had assessed me across a low table weeks earlier.

“I can look after myself,” Malis said immediately. “Thoroughly. With enthusiasm. Possibly with excessive confidence, but the confidence has historically served me well enough that I’m disinclined to modulate it for the comfort of people who find self-sufficiency conceptually threatening.”

“I agree with both of you,” I said.

Malis’s mother held my gaze. Whatever she saw there produced a nod so slight I might have missed it if I hadn’t been watching for exactly that movement.

Her brother waited near the stable yard. Malis hugged him tightly, and whatever teasing usually passed between them was absent now.

“Look after Mother,” she said.

“I will.” He held her a moment longer before letting go. “Go see what’s out there.”

Malis smiled. “That’s the plan.”

After the goodbye, we mounted. Amytis and Nanaya had been waiting at the courtyard gate, their horses ready, Zafara already seated on her mount. The household retainers lined the path to the outer gate, lamps in hand though the sun had fully risen.

We rode through Sardis at midmorning. The streets were busy, merchants calling, donkeys shifting their weight in the heat, and nobody watching us pass would have registered anything remarkable about five riders moving toward the eastern gate with packs that suggested travel rather than flight. Malis did not look back. I watched her profile against the mountain, and what I saw was not regret but the focus of someone who has chosen a direction and is now committed to seeing what lies at the end of it.

The journey southeast took weeks. We followed the Royal Road across country that gradually changed around us, Anatolia’s green hills giving way to broader plains and landscapes increasingly unfamiliar to Malis and Nanaya. Way stations broke the distance into manageable pieces, and somewhere along those long days Malis’s departure from Sardis stopped feeling like an event and became simply the beginning of the road ahead.

We reached Persepolis on an afternoon when the light had the quality that belongs to places where vast open plains meet distant mountains: golden, carrying heat, throwing long shadows across the flatland that stretched toward the artificial platform rising from the earth like something that had been summoned rather than built.

I saw it from three miles out. The terrace. The monumental stairway. The columns. The scale of it registered before any individual detail could be processed, a platform raised forty feet above the surrounding plain, its facing stone pale against the brown earth, and on that platform a complex of halls and courtyards and gateways.

“Stop,” I said. My horse halted. The others stopped beside me, and for a long moment none of us spoke.

I knew this place. I had seen photographs of its ruins, broken columns and empty stairways surviving into my century. But nothing I had seen prepared me for Persepolis intact, rising above the plain with its halls roofed, its columns standing, its surfaces painted and the entire complex alive with people.

The terrace dominated everything through the sheer assertion of presence it represented: a flat-topped mountain that human hands had built because human ambition had demanded it, and the ambition in question had been imperial rather than personal, which meant the resources required to realize it had been drawn from an empire rather than a treasury. Columns rose from the platform in rows that the distance turned to the fineness of reeds against the sky, and what those columns supported was not visible from where we stood but whose absence from the visible register only amplified the impression of scale. Something vast waited on that platform. Something that had required Darius to conceive it and Xerxes to expand it and generations of artisans to execute it, and the cumulative effect of all that labor was a structure that reduced the five of us to the approximate significance of dust motes drifting toward something whose dimensions we could perceive but not yet comprehend.

Amytis was watching my face. “Darius began it,” she said. “Xerxes expanded it. What you’re seeing is the work of two kings who believed that an empire should announce itself in stone before it announces itself in speech, because stone lasts longer than words and is considerably more difficult to misinterpret.” She gestured toward the stairway. “The Apadana. The Hall of a Hundred Columns. The Gate of All Nations. They have names. You’ll learn them. What matters at the moment is that you’re seeing it the way the king intended visitors to see it: from a distance, with the full plain between you and the platform, so that the approach itself becomes part of the experience rather than merely the means of reaching it.”

I was still looking at the terrace. Its sheer scale was difficult to take in.

“Say something,” Nanaya said beside me. “You’ve been quiet for approximately ninety seconds, which is concerning based on the established pattern of your behavior in the presence of things that fascinate you. Normally you’d have asked seven questions by now.”

“I’m counting columns,” I said. “And failing.”

The girls laughed.

We continued toward the platform. The road beneath us had been cut to accommodate the approach of dignitaries and tribute bearers and couriers carrying the administrative weight of an empire, and as we drew closer, the details began to assemble themselves: the monumental stairway with its reliefs of soldiers and envoys, the Gate of All Nations with its colossal bull-headed guardians, the columns rising from the Apadana terrace in rows that the proximity transformed from reeds to the thickness of old growth.

Persepolis. I had read about it. I had seen photographs. None of that preparation measured against the actuality of standing at the base of a stairway cut from stone that had been quarried and hauled and set in place by hands I would never know, ascending toward a complex that represented the accumulated ambition of a civilization, and doing so in the company of women who had chosen to accompany me across distances that belonged to their world rather than mine.

Amytis rode beside me, her dark eyes holding mine briefly as we approached the first tier.

“Welcome,” she said quietly, “to the heart of Persia.”

* * *

The quarters assigned to us in Persepolis occupied a section of the residential complex adjacent to the treasury, which meant we were close enough to the administrative heart of the platform that messengers found us without difficulty. Cedar beams held the day’s residual heat. Wool hangings kept the mountain air outside where it belonged. The space had been prepared before our arrival, which I discovered the moment we stepped through the doorway and found a low table covered in tablets and papyrus sheets arranged in stacks that suggested someone had been organizing them for considerably longer than the hour it had taken us to ascend the terrace.

Amytis picked up the nearest tablet. Her eyebrow lifted. “They’ve been counting,” she said.

The tablets were records. Lists of names. Households from Persepolis and the surrounding settlements, from villages along the roads that connected the royal complex to the agricultural land beyond the platform, from estates whose owners had apparently decided that whatever the foreign fertility god had accomplished in Susa, Babylon, Ecbatana, and Sardis was sufficiently confirmed that waiting for formal summons had become an inefficient use of everyone’s time.

“Counting what?” I asked.

“Pregnancies,” Nanaya said from the doorway. She was already moving through the chamber, her fingers trailing across the surface of the low table with the familiarity of someone who had been managing similar paperwork for months. “Confirmations. Women who visited you in Susa and Ecbatana and Sardis, and who have apparently been sufficiently enthusiastic about those results that their enthusiasm has traveled the Royal Road considerably faster than we did.” She selected a sheet, held it toward the lamplight. “This one is from a village near Ecbatana. Three women. All pregnant after a single visit. The local midwife has signed her confirmation. The village headman has added his seal. They’re reporting.”

I looked at Amytis. “And people here have heard about these?”

“Apparently all of them,” she said. “The reports have been arriving for weeks. Every confirmed pregnancy makes the stories about you harder to dismiss, and families around Persepolis have been adding names ever since word spread that you were coming.”

She glanced at the stacks waiting on the table. “Enough names that the receiving area will require expansion.”

Women arrived the following morning, organized by my girls. They bathed in the chambers the stewards had prepared. They waited in a receiving area that Nanaya and Malis had arranged with cushions and low tables and attendants offering water and reassurance. And they nervously entered the breeding chamber.

They were beautiful in the way that Persian women of noble and comfortable families were beautiful: olive skin warmed to gold by lamplight, dark eyes that held mine with a directness I had come to associate with cultures where female composure was cultivated rather than performed, bodies that carried the proportion of people who ate well and moved through their days with the physical confidence that belongs to those not required to perform manual labor from dawn until dusk. Their hair was thick, arranged in styles that combined considerations with deliberate aesthetics. They wore scented oils that reached me before they did, jasmine and saffron that belonged to the particular plants that grew in these valleys.

I loved them. The chamber had been arranged the way chambers had been arranged in every city since Susa, and my body remembered the routine even when my mind was still adjusting to the fact that we were now standing on a platform that Darius had built and Xerxes had expanded, making love to women whose ancestors might have watched that construction from the same plain where I had first seen the terrace three days earlier.

The work continued across several days. Morning sessions. Afternoon sessions. Evening sessions when the mountain air had cooled enough that the chamber’s residual warmth became welcome rather than excessive. Women came. They undressed. They received.

What made Persepolis different was the machinery behind it. In Susa, Amytis had handled everything. In Babylon, Nanaya had learned. In Ecbatana and Sardis, the two of them had operated in tandem. Now Malis had joined them, and watching the three of them move through the residence was like watching an instrument whose range had expanded to include a register that had previously existed only in potential.

Nanaya took Malis through the routines. She showed Malis how to organize the receiving area. How to speak to nervous women. How to recognize which households required personal intervention rather than formal summons, and how to deliver that intervention with confidence.

“Tell them the truth,” Nanaya said. They were standing in the courtyard where the morning light reached the pale stone in bars that shifted with the breeze. “Not the polite version. Not the version designed to make the process sound ceremonial rather than physical. Tell them he will fuck them thoroughly, they will enjoy it considerably more than they’re expecting, and they will leave carrying life. Women respond to honesty delivered by another woman who has no incentive to lie to them. I learned that from Amytis. Now you’re learning it from me. The tradition appears to be establishing itself.”

Malis laughed, and when she turned to where Amytis stood observing from the columned walkway, the smile that passed between them carried the weight of recognition: one woman who had built this, one woman who had learned it, and now a third woman who was learning it from the second with an enthusiasm that suggested the teaching would continue whenever the next city produced its own version of the pattern.

On our fourth evening in Persepolis, as the mountain air cooled around us and the lamps along the residence walls burned lower, Amytis laid a new tablet on the low table between us. This one contained not names but messages. Testimony from women hundreds of miles away, from villages along the Royal Road, from households in settlements I had never visited and would likely never see. They had written because someone had asked them to write, or because they had decided unprompted that their experience was worth recording, and what those messages described was families reassembled, households that had been diminished by years of war and conscription now carrying the energy that belongs to places where new life has entered and altered the mathematics of what those places can become.

“These arrived from Ecbatana,” Amytis said. “And these from Sardis. This one is from a village near Babylon that you visited eight weeks ago. The woman who wrote it says her sister traveled to Persepolis because she heard you were coming. She rode for six days. She arrived yesterday. She’s in the receiving area now, waiting for tomorrow’s session.” She looked at me. “They’re coming to you because other women told them what happened, and what happened was sufficient to justify six days on horseback across country that makes no concession to the comfort of travelers.”

Malis was watching me from her cushion. She had been quiet throughout the exchange, her fingers resting on the edge of the low table.

“Six days on horseback,” she said quietly. “To get fucked by a man she’s never met, on the testimony of her sister, in a city she’s never visited, because her sister’s experience was sufficiently persuasive that the journey seemed worth the trouble.” She smiled. “Your reputation is developing a concerning efficiency. At this rate, by the time we reach whatever city follows Persepolis, women will be arriving from provinces you haven’t even been assigned to yet, based on reports from women who heard about you from women who heard about you from women who actually met you.”

“That’s the goal,” I said with a grin.

* * *

On our fifth evening in Persepolis, we were invited to a celebration attended by nobles, officials, and visiting delegations gathered at the royal complex. My reputation had apparently earned me a place among them without anyone feeling the need to explain the decision further.

The celebration occupied the eastern courtyard of the Apadana, where the columns rose toward a cedar ceiling whose scent reached us before the music did, drifting down through the cool shadow of the hall. Oil lamps burned in brackets along the walls. Braziers warmed the open space where the courtyard met the night air.

Nobody had summoned me with urgent news. Nobody had entered my chamber with evidence of conspiracy. Nobody required rescuing, impregnating, or immediate intervention of any kind except the intervention of a cupbearer who appeared at regular intervals with wine that carried the clarity I had come to associate with these mountains, served in silver that caught the lamplight and returned it as liquid gold. For the first time since arriving in Persia, possibly since arriving in the ancient world at all, I was present at a gathering where my presence was celebrated rather than instrumental, and the distinction was severe enough that it took several cups before my shoulders remembered how to occupy a posture that belonged to enjoyment rather than alertness.

The nobility of Persepolis had dressed for the occasion. Men in pleated linen robes fastened at the shoulder with pins whose gold work spoke of workshops that had been refining that craft since before Cyrus crossed the Halys. Women wore draped wool and fine linen, their hair arranged in elaborate styles that turned practicality into decoration. Jewelry everywhere: torques of worked gold, electrum bracelets, earrings that caught the light when their wearers turned, the cumulative effect of which was a room that gleamed from every corner with the confidence of wealth.

Musicians occupied a raised platform near the eastern colonnade. They played instruments I recognized from museums and instruments I did not recognize at all, strings and drums and something that produced a sound like water moving through a narrow channel, and the combination reached us in layers that the courtyard’s acoustics turned from noise to something adjacent to architecture. Dancers danced through the open space.

Food arrived on copper and silver. Roasted lamb seasoned with mountain herbs that carried the sharpness of plants that had grown in thin air. Flatbread still warm from clay ovens. Cheese. Olives. Grapes whose skins were tight with sweetness. Wine in endless supply, served by attendants who moved through the crowd.

A Median nobleman with a beard oiled in the court fashion approached me with two cups and a smile. “The lion,” he said. “I’ve heard you tore its jaw from its skull with your bare hands, then used the jawbone to beat the remaining carcass into submission, after which you consumed its heart raw as a demonstration of dominance.” He handed me a cup. “Is any of that accurate, or has the narrative acquired decorative elements in transit?”

“One lion,” I said. “Not three. And I did not tear anything from anything. I wrestled it. The heart remained where hearts belong.”

He laughed, and within minutes I was surrounded by a loose circle of Persian and Median nobles whose questions arrived with the enthusiasm of people who had been collecting stories about me for weeks and now had the actual subject available for verification.

“They’re fascinated by you,” Amytis said quietly. “A foreigner who does impossible things with a consistency that has moved from rumor to confirmed fact, and who somehow maintains the demeanor of a man who finds the entire situation intermittently bewildering despite having had several months to adjust to it.”

“Bewilderment is a renewable resource,” I said. “I recommend it. It keeps the ego in check, which is useful when people are describing you as someone who consumes lion hearts as a demonstration of dominance.”

One of the evening’s contests began as the celebration reached its midpoint: archery. Someone had arranged targets along the eastern wall of the courtyard, and the announcement produced the shift in a crowd’s energy that belongs to men who have been drinking just enough wine to consider their physical capabilities slightly more impressive than those capabilities actually are. Noblemen removed bracelets. They selected bows from the rack a servant had positioned near the targets.

A younger Persian approached with a bow extended toward me handle-first. The gesture was clear. I looked at Amytis. She nodded slightly.

“Don’t embarrass them,” she said quietly. “But feel free to remind them why the stories have currency.”

I took the bow. It was lighter than it looked, the balance precise, and when I drew the string to my cheek the resistance was exactly what a weapon designed for mounted archery should offer: enough to require strength, not enough to fatigue the arm before the sixth or seventh shot.

They had arranged the targets at thirty paces. For Persian nobility raised with bows in their hands, it was a distance that separated competence from excellence without venturing into the territory of the genuinely difficult. I could have placed every arrow in the center from twice that distance without concentrating.

So I didn’t. I shot the way a skilled man would shoot, not the way the power allowed me to shoot. My first arrow landed a hand’s breadth from the center. My second tightened the group. My third landed beside the first, close enough that the fletching touched. By the fifth arrow I had a cluster that any archer in the courtyard would have been pleased to claim, and the fact that I had produced it while holding back approximately seventy percent of what the power made available was sufficient to draw murmurs from the crowd that had gathered along the colonnade.

The young Persian who had handed me the bow was watching my face. He had shot well himself.

Amytis knew. She had been standing near the colonnade, her dark eyes fixed on my hands, and the smile that eventually reached her lips carried the warmth of someone who has just received confirmation of a suspicion she had been carrying since Susa.

“You’re not even trying,” she said when I returned the bow. “Are you.”

“I’m trying not to humiliate the host’s nephew, who has been shooting since he was old enough to hold a bow and who would very much like to believe that his years of practice place him in the same general category as the foreigner currently enjoying his wine.” I accepted a fresh cup from a passing attendant. “There’s no honor in winning a contest when winning was never in question. There’s considerably more honor in performing well enough to be respected without performing so well that the contest ceases to have meaning for everyone else involved.”

Nanaya had been watching from beside one of the braziers. Now she crossed the courtyard, her hand finding my arm, her smile bright enough to compete with the lamplight.

“You were magnificent,” she said. “And you’re holding back. I can tell because your shoulders look the way they look when you’re being polite rather than sincere, and polite Nathan is considerably less entertaining than sincere Nathan but still manages to be several orders of magnitude more impressive than any man in this courtyard who isn’t currently you.”

Malis arrived from the direction of the musicians, her saffron dress replaced by something in deep crimson that the lamplight turned to the color of wine held to light.

“They’re talking about you,” she said. “The archery. The lion. The fertility work, though they’re being discreet about that particular subject in mixed company, which is considerate of them if somewhat belated given that every woman in this courtyard knows exactly why you’re in Persia and several of them are likely on tomorrow’s list.” She touched my face, her palm warm against my cheek. “I find myself increasingly proud to be associated with you, which is not a sensation I anticipated when I first decided you were worth investigating, and which I’m still deciding how to process with the dignity my position theoretically requires.”

I drank. I laughed. I moved through the courtyard accepting cups from attendants and questions from nobles and the warmth of a room full of people who had decided, for one evening, that the foreigner in their midst was worth celebrating rather than assessing, and the relief of it settled across my shoulders.

For weeks I had been breeding women, chasing conspirators, traveling roads that belonged to someone else’s century, carrying responsibilities that had arrived with the amulet and had not diminished since. The celebration asked nothing of me except my presence, and my presence, delivered without agenda, produced a quality of enjoyment so simple that I nearly missed its significance until Amytis pointed it out as we stood near one of the braziers watching dancers move through patterns that predated the platform beneath our feet.

“You’re having fun,” she said.

“I am.”

“Good. You’ve earned it. Several times over, by any metric Artaxerxes would recognize and several he wouldn’t.”

* * *

The celebration ended the way celebrations in Persepolis ended:with gradual dispersal, nobles withdrawing toward residential quarters, attendants extinguishing braziers, the music slowing. We found a terrace on the northern edge of the platform where the mountain air reached us clean and cool, carrying the scent of pine from the slopes beyond the plain, and the five of us sat with our backs against a low wall that had been cut from the same stone as the stairway and the columns and every other surface that Darius had decided was worth the labor of its quarrying.

Persepolis lay below us, the plain beyond the platform, dark now except for the scattered lights of settlements whose relationship to the royal precinct was adjacent rather than central. The night sky above those lights carried stars in configurations I recognized from a different hemisphere.

Amytis sat beside me, Nanaya beside her, while Malis settled against my other side. The three women had entered my life in different cities and for completely different reasons, yet somehow all three were here now, together at Persepolis. They came from cultures whose histories had been tangled together for generations, and now they sat shoulder to shoulder on a stone terrace watching stars that had been above their ancestors and would remain long after the platform beneath us became the subject of archaeological monographs written in languages none of them would recognize.

“I acquired a guide in Susa,” I said. “Then another in Babylon. Then another in Sardis. At this rate, by the time we reach whatever comes after Persepolis, I’ll have assembled a household large enough to require its own administrative apparatus, which is concerning for a man who arrived with a backpack and a camera and no particular aptitude for managing the romantic complications of loving multiple women simultaneously.”

“You didn’t acquire us,” Nanaya said. She was leaning against Amytis’s shoulder, her dark hair loose where the evening had disturbed whatever careful arrangement she had begun with. “We acquired you. The distinction matters. I chose Babylon. Then I chose you. The sequence is important for my self-respect, which remains intact despite evidence suggesting it should have surrendered several weeks ago.”

Malis laughed. “I investigated you. Then I decided the investigation had produced findings worth acting on. The acting involved considerably more risk than my mother would have endorsed, but mothers are professionally obligated to overestimate danger, which is why theirs is not the voice one consults when determining whether chasing conspirators through pine groves represents a reasonable use of one’s evening.”

I looked between them. “Do any of you regret coming?”

Nanaya’s smile softened. “I miss my mother,” she admitted. “More than I expected to. But no. I don’t regret leaving Babylon.”

Malis shook her head. “I haven’t been away from Sardis long enough to become properly homesick yet. Right now, I’m still excited to see what comes next.”

I looked at Amytis. She had been with me longer than either of them.

Amytis turned toward me. “When my mother first heard the vision,” she said quietly, “she doubted the vision itself. A foreign man appearing from nowhere, women conceiving around him, communities recovering from war through mechanisms that belonged to fertility rather than policy. It sounded like the kind of hope that desperate people manufacture when the available alternatives have been exhausted, and my mother is not a woman who indulges desperate hope without evidence.” She looked at me. “Now there are thousands. Across Susa, Babylon, Ecbatana, Sardis. Women carrying life because you loved them, and communities that were diminishing now carrying the energy that belongs to places where new life has entered and altered the mathematics of what those places can become.”

She took a breath. “I don’t regret anything. I brought you here because a goddess’s vision suggested you existed. I stayed because the man behind the vision turned out to be worth considerably more than whatever divine mandate accompanied his arrival. And if the price of that discovery is that I now find myself on a stone terrace in Persepolis watching stars with three women who love the same man I love, and if that configuration represents a complication that Persian court etiquette has no protocol for addressing, then the complication is one I’m choosing to regard as enrichment rather than confusion.”

I loved all of them.

The following morning, with the residence quiet around us and the mountain air carrying the first heat of what would become a considerable day, I found Zafara in the courtyard where she was seated beside a small brazier, her dark eyes moving across a tablet. “Our journey here is nearing its end.”

“So it’s soon time to go home,” I said.

She looked up. “Home,” she repeated. “A concept that becomes increasingly complicated the longer one remains in a century not one’s own.”

Amytis appeared from the direction of the administrative quarters. She was moving quickly. “Artaxerxes,” she said. “He’s at Pasargadae. The messenger arrived an hour ago. He’s conducting the seasonal ceremonies at Cyrus’s tomb. He’ll be there for three days. Then he returns to Susa.”

The name landed. Pasargadae. Cyrus’s city. The resting place of the man who had built the empire that Artaxerxes was now attempting to restore.

“Let’s go,” I said. “It will be our last stop before leaving.”

Later, I stood at the edge of the terrace and looked across Persepolis one last time. In my own century, the halls around me would be roofless, the painted stone stripped of most of its color, the people gone. I had known those ruins before I knew this place, but now I understood what the ruins had lost.

Persia wasn’t finished with me quite yet. There was one last city to see, and one last king to say goodbye to.


Chapter 19: Pasargadae

Riding into Pasargadae felt like stepping out of one room and into another where the air had been allowed to settle differently. Persepolis had been built for the specific purpose of announcing itself: forty feet of raised stone platform, columns that looked like they’d been arranged by someone who understood exactly how small they wanted visitors to feel, reliefs of soldiers and tribute bearers frozen in the act of performing empire for anyone walking the stairway. Pasargadae simply existed, spread across a broad plain where water moved through stone channels and cultivated fields reached toward distant mountains that held the morning light without demanding anything from it.

No platform here. No monumental stairway. No crowds of officials moving between administrative buildings with tablets under their arms, just open space, the kind that felt earned rather than manufactured, and the quality of that openness reached me before any individual structure registered.

“Different,” I said.

Amytis rode beside me. She had been quiet since we left Persepolis, her dark eyes holding the landscape.

“Cyrus built it,” she said. “Before Darius. Before Xerxes. Before the terrace at Persepolis was even a sketch on some architect’s tablet. This was the beginning.” She gestured toward the stone palaces scattered across the plain, their proportions modest compared to what would follow. “He conquered Media. Then Lydia. Then Babylon. He built an empire by absorbing what already existed rather than replacing it, and this was where he chose to establish his center.” She glanced at me. “Not a history lesson. You’ve crossed enough of his work by now to recognize the pattern.”

I had. Ecbatana’s highland walls belonged to the Medes Cyrus had absorbed. Sardis had been Lydian before Cyrus defeated Croesus. Babylon had its own kings long before Persian administration arrived. Every city I’d visited had been someone else’s before Cyrus made it his, and the women riding beside me carried those histories in their blood: Malis with her Lydian pride, Nanaya with her Babylonian warmth, Amytis serving a Persian court that owed its existence to the man whose city we were now entering.

The tomb appeared as we crossed the northern section of the plain. A simple structure on a stepped platform, its gabled roof clean against the open sky, standing alone in a way that turned isolation into its own kind of statement.

I knew it immediately. I had seen photographs. Now I was seeing it whole, roof intact, the landscape around it green with fields Cyrus’s engineers had irrigated, and the collision of those two perspectives produced a vertigo severe enough that I dismounted without being fully aware my feet had left the stirrups.

“You recognize it,” Amytis said.

“I’ve seen it before. Where I come from, this is one of the few things from your time that still stands exactly as it was built. Persepolis will be ruins. Susa will be a mound. Babylon will be…” I stopped. Nanaya was watching me from her saddle, her dark eyes holding mine. “The cities change,” I said finally. “This doesn’t.”

We approached on foot. The air carried the scent of dry grass and distant water. Birds moved through the fields. A horse grazed near one of the stone channels, its coat catching the light in a way that turned the animal into something adjacent to sculpture. The tomb itself was smaller than its reputation suggested, which was precisely what made it effective: simplicity delivered with enough confidence that ornament would have felt like insecurity.

Amytis stopped at the base of the platform. “What do you think he believed he was creating?” she asked. “Cyrus. When he built this place, when he absorbed Media and Lydia and Babylon into something no one had a name for yet. What did he think would happen after he was gone?”

I looked at the tomb. The stone was pale, weathered slightly at the edges where two millennia of wind would eventually round the corners I could still see as sharp.

“He thought it would last,” I said. “He built something he believed would outlive him. The empire. The idea that disparate kingdoms could become something larger without being erased in the process.”

“And was he right?”

I thought about the photographs. About tourists moving around a structure that had outlasted every dynasty that followed Cyrus, every invasion, every change of language and religion and political order that would sweep across this plain in the centuries ahead.

“Partly,” I said. “The empire won’t survive. Nothing built by human beings survives forever in the form its builders intended. But his name will. What he did here, the choices he made, they’ll outlast the administration that implemented them by… a considerable margin.”

Nanaya had dismounted. She stood beside me now, her hand finding my arm. “You’re quiet,” she said. “Quieter than the tomb warrants, and the tomb warrants considerable quiet. What’s happening behind that face?”

“It’s strange,” I said. “Knowing how much can change. Standing here, seeing something I know will still be standing long after everyone in this century is gone, and realizing that the distance between now and then is something I’ve actually crossed.” I touched her hand. “It makes the present feel both more fragile and more significant than it did an hour ago.”

She held my gaze for a moment longer than the exchange required, and whatever she saw there produced a squeeze of my arm that communicated considerably more than her voice managed.

* * *

The fertility work arrived the following morning. But this was smaller and more local. Women from estates near Pasargadae who had heard the stories traveling the Royal Road and had decided that whatever the foreign fertility god had accomplished in larger cities was worth requesting even if the request arrived outside whatever formal channels usually governed these things.

Amytis compiled the names. Nanaya organized the receiving area. Malis handled the households herself, riding out to estates where families had connections to the royal complex and returning with confirmations written on tablets whose seals carried the marks of local headmen rather than imperial administrators.

They came. Several young women, olive-skinned, their dark hair arranged in styles that carried the aesthetic of families living close enough to royalty that imitation became its own form of respect. They bathed. They waited. They entered the chamber one by one, and I loved them thoroughly, attentively, with a care that belonged to them rather than to whatever circumstances had brought them to my bed.

The last woman left the chamber as the afternoon light reached the columns of the residence where we’d been quartered. She was young, perhaps twenty, with hands that carried the weathering of someone who worked the fields despite her family’s comfortable standing, and when she dressed and turned to thank me, I saw gratitude in her expression.

Amytis crossed the final name from her tablet. “That’s it,” she said. “Susa, Babylon, Ecbatana, Sardis, Persepolis, Pasargadae, and every settlement between them.” She set the tablet down. “The Persian fertility mission is complete.”

I looked at her. Then at Nanaya, who was folding a wool blanket. Then at Malis, who stood in the doorway with her arms crossed.

I had done what Artaxerxes asked. I had crossed his empire. I had loved his women. I had created the conditions for thousands of children who would eventually exist because a foreigner with godlike abilities had walked into an audience hall in Susa and agreed to help a king repair what war had damaged.

A royal messenger arrived before any of us had found the right words for whatever the moment required. He came through the courtyard gate on a horse still blowing steam, and the news he carried was simple and direct in the way that news from kings tends to be when the king in question has decided that ceremony has outlived its usefulness.

Artaxerxes wished to see me privately tonight.

* * *

Artaxerxes received me in a chamber I hadn’t seen before. A residential space, probably attached to whatever quarters the king maintained at Pasargadae during the seasonal ceremonies, with wool hangings on the walls and a brazier burning cedar that filled the room with a warmth that had nothing to prove.

He sat on a cushioned platform rather than a throne. His beard was oiled and curled in the court fashion, but the formality of Susa had been set aside along with most of the attendants who usually surrounded him. Two guards stood near the doorway. A cupbearer waited with wine. Otherwise, the room belonged to him, to me, and to whatever conversation we had earned the right to have without an audience.

“You look tired,” he said.

“I’ve been traveling. Breeding women. Chasing conspirators. The usual itinerary for a fertility god with unfortunately specific scheduling requirements.” I accepted the wine the cupbearer offered. “You look tired too.”

“I’ve been receiving reports.” He took a cup himself. “Susa first. Then Babylon. Then Ecbatana. Then Sardis, which arrived with considerably more drama than the previous installments. Then Persepolis. Then Pasargadae, which appears to have been the quietest of the set.”

He drank. The wine was the same clarity I had come to associate with these mountains, served in cups that probably cost more than most families in the empire would see in a lifetime.

“You promised to help Persia recover what war and instability had taken from it,” he said. “As far as I’m concerned, you fulfilled that promise beyond anything either of us expected. The reports are weighty. Households that expected their lines to end now expect sons and daughters. Administrators who initially dismissed the reports as rumor are now receiving confirmation of pregnancies from communities across the empire. Whatever you consider yourself, Nathan, Persia owes you something that can’t really be repaid.”

“I did what I could,” I said. “The power does the work. I just… administer it.”

Artaxerxes set his cup down. “No. The gift is extraordinary. The man carrying it is what made the difference between a curiosity and something that actually changed the mathematics of entire provinces.” He held my gaze. “Thousands of children may eventually exist because you came to Persia. That’s legacy, and legacy is considerably more complicated than either of us pretended it would be when this began.”

The word landed, legacy. I had been thinking about it since Cyrus’s tomb, since standing before a structure I knew would outlast every dynasty that followed, every administration, every change of language and religion that would sweep across this plain in the centuries ahead.

“Legacy has been on my mind,” I admitted. “Since I saw Cyrus’s tomb. Since I realized that the man buried there built something he believed would outlive him, and that he was both right and wrong about what would actually survive.”

Artaxerxes was quiet. The brazier popped. Cedar resin reached us in a thread of scent that belonged to forests rather than palaces. “Powerful civilizations tend to imagine themselves as permanent,” I said. “They build monuments. They conquer territory. They establish administrations designed to outlast the individuals who created them. But nothing built by human beings remains unchanged forever. Kingdoms fall. Borders disappear. Even great cities eventually…” I stopped. Persepolis would become a terrace of broken columns. Babylon would be a mound. Susa would be excavated by people speaking languages that hadn’t been invented yet.

“If that’s true,” Artaxerxes said, “if everything we build eventually becomes something else or ceases to exist entirely, why build anything at all? Why concern ourselves with legacy if legacy is merely the temporary illusion of permanence?”

The question was better than I had expected. Kings asked practical questions. Philosophers asked abstract ones. Artaxerxes had just asked something that belonged to both categories, and the fact that he had asked it at all was more revealing than any answer I could offer.

“Because something ending doesn’t make its existence meaningless,” I said. “Cyrus died. His empire will eventually become something he wouldn’t recognize. But choices he made still shape millions of lives. The children I’ve helped create will make choices of their own long after I’m gone, and those choices will produce consequences I can’t possibly calculate. Nobody controls what survives them. They can only control what they leave behind, and what they leave behind matters even if it doesn’t last forever.”

Artaxerxes studied my face. “Kings build monuments because they want something of themselves to survive death.”

“Maybe monuments aren’t the most important legacy anyway,” I said. “You’ll be remembered as a king. History will keep your name. But countless people whose names history forgets will still shape the people who come after them. The woman who bakes bread. The man who repairs irrigation channels. The children playing in streets that won’t exist in two thousand years. They matter too.”

“I think you may be right,” Artaxerxes said quietly. He was quiet for a long moment. Then he gestured, and servants entered carrying trays. Persian gold. Worked silver. Jewelry. Fine clothing: wool and linen draped and pleated in styles that would mark me as someone of considerable standing if I ever decided to wear them in a context where standing mattered. Separate trays held garments and jewelry for Amytis, for Nanaya, for Malis, pieces selected with enough attention to suggest that someone had been paying very specific attention to which women traveled with me and what those women might appreciate receiving.

I looked at the gold, at the silver, at clothing that would become, the moment we crossed Zafara’s portal, authentic Achaemenid treasure more than two thousand years old. The time-travel irony was severe enough that I nearly laughed.

“This is too much,” I said.

“It’s considerably less than Persia owes you.” Artaxerxes rose from his cushion. “Will we meet again?”

“I doubt it,” I said. “Where I’m going… it’s complicated. And getting back here would require circumstances I can’t really predict.”

He nodded. Whatever disappointment lived behind that nod, he managed it the way kings manage most things: by treating the inevitable as information rather than grievance.

“Then I’ll wish you well,” he said. “Wherever your strange road takes you next. And I’ll hope the next ruler you meet believes you somewhat faster than I did. It would save everyone considerable time.”

“Distrusting a foreigner who appeared from nowhere claiming the powers of a fertility god was probably sensible,” I said.

He smiled. “The lion helped.”

“It usually does.”

Instead of the formal bow that had characterized our first meeting, Artaxerxes offered me his hand. I took it. His grip was firm, the grip of a man who had spent years holding weapons rather than tablets.

We had begun as king and subject, as skepticism and its unlikely justification. We ended as two men who had traveled far enough in each other’s company to recognize the distance they had covered, and who understood, without requiring the words to formalize it, that the covering of that distance had cost both of them something worth the cost.

I left him standing beside the brazier, the cedar smoke reaching toward a ceiling that would not survive the centuries ahead, in a chamber that would eventually become one more layer in an archaeological trench dug by people who would know his name but never his voice.

* * *

Zafara chose a spot on the eastern edge of the compound, away from the residential quarters where servants might notice an impossible doorway opening in the darkness. The night was clear. Stars above Pasargadae held the sharpness that belongs to places where elevation and dry air collaborate to remove whatever filter usually stands between the eye and the sky. She worked with the amulet in her palm, her fingers moving across its surface with the familiarity of someone who had opened this door often enough that the mechanics had become unconscious rather than deliberate.

The portal appeared. Beyond the frame was darkness, the void between one century and another. Artaxerxes’s gifts had been packed into several small chests and wrapped bundles for the journey. Zafara and I moved them through the opening first, pushing the chests across the threshold and passing the bundles into the darkness until everything we were taking with us was safely on the other side. Then there was nothing left to move except ourselves.

I thought this would be straightforward. Then I turned and saw them standing in front of the opening. Amytis first.

Her composure, which had held through audience halls and temple precincts and the pressure that belongs to moving through Persian court circles as a woman whose spiritual authority existed alongside her physical presence, did not break. It merely… thinned. She was looking at the landscape beyond the compound walls, at Pasargadae’s cultivated fields and distant water channels and the mountains that had been standing when Cyrus first chose this plain for his center, and whatever passed across her face in that moment belonged to a register I had rarely seen her access. This was a woman looking at her country knowing she was about to walk away from it, and the simplicity of that recognition was more affecting than any performance of courage could have been.

Nanaya stood beside her. Her usual brightness had faded. She had grown quiet, her thoughts already turning back toward Babylon.

Malis. Her confidence, which had carried her through aristocratic dinners and pine groves and ridgeline pursuits and the love of deciding that a foreigner was worth more than the comfortable life Sardis had built for her, finally cracked.

“I don’t understand what you call modernity,” Nanaya said. “I don’t know what your world looks like. I don’t know what I’ll be there.”

“You’ll be you,” I said. “The same woman who organized receiving areas in Babylon and held nervous women’s hands and asked questions during moments when silence would have been more aesthetically appropriate. The world around you will change. You won’t, not in the ways that actually matter to the people who already love you.”

I looked at Amytis. Then at Malis. “When I first entered your world, I understood almost nothing. I asked questions that made temple attendants exchange glances. I moved through reception halls as though the rules of those halls were interesting data rather than obligations, which they were, but the interestingness didn’t make me any less lost.” I took a breath. “You taught me how to live among you. You explained your cultures. You navigated court politics and social mathematics and the challenge of being a foreigner in places where foreigners were typically assigned very specific categories. Now I’ll do the same for you. You don’t need to understand California tonight. You don’t need to know how electricity works or what a car is or why people stare at screens for hours at a time. You’ll learn gradually. Zafara and I will be there. And the mansion has a jacuzzi, which is considerably more fun than its name suggests, and I promise you’ll appreciate it approximately twelve seconds after you see it.”

The four-way hug happened without anyone formally proposing it. Amytis stepped toward me first, then Nanaya, then Malis, and suddenly we were a unit, arms around each other in the darkness beside a doorway that led to somewhere none of them could visualize, and the physical warmth of that contact carried a reassurance that words had been failing to provide for several minutes.

Zafara watched from near the portal. “It doesn’t hurt,” she said. “The crossing. The disorientation lasts approximately three seconds. Then you’re there. The mansion is waiting. The ocean is visible from the terrace. Nathan’s description of the jacuzzi, while characteristically inelegant, is not inaccurate.”

Amytis gathered herself first. Her hand found mine, and I held it, and together we approached the portal. She hesitated at the threshold, one final moment of recognition, one final look at the stars above Pasargadae that would still be there tomorrow when she was not, and then she stepped through. The darkness received her. The void between centuries held her for the span of a breath, and then she was gone.

Nanaya stayed close to me. Her grip on my arm was firm. I walked her to the threshold. I did not let go until she had crossed, and the moment her body met the darkness I felt the emptiness that belongs to watching someone you love step into uncertainty, even when the uncertainty leads somewhere you know is safe.

Malis. Her confidence had abandoned her entirely now, and the abandonment was its own kind of gift because it meant she was finally showing me what lived beneath the performance rather than asking me to admire the performance itself. She was shaking. I could feel it where her body pressed against mine, a fine tremor that traveled through her shoulders and into the arms she had wrapped around my waist.

“I’m frightened,” she said.

“I know,” I said. “I was too. The first time. The second time. Possibly the third. It doesn’t actually go away. It just… becomes something you carry rather than something that carries you.” I touched her face. “I’ll walk you to the threshold. I won’t let go until you’re through.”

She pressed herself against me once more, then took my hand. I walked her to the portal and stayed with her until the darkness touched her body. Her fingers tightened around mine for one final second before she stepped through, and then she was gone.

Zafara followed her through, leaving me alone beside the portal.

I was the last one left in Persia. I turned for one final look.

Susa, where this began. Babylon, where Nanaya found me. Ecbatana’s highland meadows. Sardis, where Malis walked into a room full of conspirators and emerged with evidence clenched in her palm. Persepolis, rising from its platform like something summoned rather than built. Pasargadae, spread across this plain where water moved through channels Cyrus’s engineers had cut, where a tomb stood alone against a sky that would outlast every administration that ever governed beneath it.

Artaxerxes, receiving me privately rather than through ceremony. The women who came to my chamber carrying hope and left carrying life. The thousands of children who might eventually exist because a foreigner with impossible abilities walked into an audience hall six months ago and agreed to help a king repair what war had damaged.

I knew what history would do to this world. But Persia no longer felt like ancient history to me. It was somewhere I had lived, filled with people I had known and thousands of children who might exist because I had come here.

The ancient night held Pasargadae around me, open and quiet beneath the stars. Then I stepped through the portal. And Persia was gone.


Chapter 20: Home sweet home

The darkness of the portal gave way all at once, like someone had pulled back a curtain I hadn’t realized was closed. The mansion. The hum of central air. The salt-and-kelp smell drifting through the open sliding doors, and beneath that the warmth of a house where seven women had been waiting.

Amytis, Nanaya, and Malis were already there, exactly where the portal had delivered them. Amytis was holding herself together through sheer composure. Nanaya stood frozen beneath the electric lights, staring upward as though the ceiling itself had violated several laws of nature. Malis looked only marginally less alarmed. Zafara emerged behind me, her hand still on the amulet, and the portal closed.

I moved immediately to the three women. Nanaya caught my arm the moment I reached her and pressed herself against my side.

“Welcome,” I said, “to California.”

Nanaya’s grip tightened. “The lights are burning without flame.”

“They are.”

Before I could answer, the house came alive with sound. They had been waiting. Julia reached me first. She came through the doorway with her dark hair loose and her eyes bright and her body colliding with mine with enough force that I took one step back to absorb the impact. Her arms locked around my neck and her mouth found mine before either of us had arranged a proper greeting, and the kiss carried days of absence and whatever calculation she had been performing about the probability of my safe return and the relief when that calculation finally resolved in her favor.

Livia arrived on my right side before Julia had finished, her auburn hair catching the light, her smaller body pressing against me. Neferu and Thaleia appeared together from the direction of the kitchen, Thaleia laughing, Neferu’s eyes holding mine across the distance. Cleo reached us last, and when she wrapped her arms around my waist from behind, she melted.

Tanith was already assessing the newcomers, and Thea stood beside her, quiet and watchful in the way that characterized Thea when emotion was running high enough that silence became the more honest response.

They kissed me. Julia first, then Livia, then Thaleia with her mouth soft against my cheek, Neferu with a warmth that carried the depth of someone who had been loving me since Egypt, Cleo with the intensity that belonged to Cleo when she had decided that a situation warranted the full investment of her attention. Tanith waited until the initial surge had subsided, then claimed her turn with the directness that had first drawn me to her, and Thea’s kiss was brief and gentle and exactly what I needed from Thea in that moment.

In the past, I had been gone for months, but here, I’d only been gone for a couple of days, and what returned to me in those first minutes was the gravity of women who had been living in the same house without the man who had brought them there, and who had, against every historical precedent for groups of women confined to shared quarters with limited male attention, somehow managed not to kill each other or burn the place down.

“I missed you,” I said.

Julia’s hand found my face. “Next time,” she said, “be quicker.”

I turned to where Amytis, Nanaya, and Malis stood watching this display with expressions that ranged from fascination to mild alarm. The Persian gifts waited in wrapped bundles at our feet, chests of gold and worked silver and clothing that would become, the moment they were catalogued by anyone with a passing familiarity with art history, the kind of find that rewrites museum acquisition budgets for an entire fiscal year.

“Ladies,” I said, “meet the household. Neferu from Egypt. Thaleia, Thea and Cleo from Greece. Julia and Livia from Rome. Tanith from Carthage.” I gestured to the newcomers. “And these are the women I acquired in Persia. Amytis, Priestess of Anāhitā. Nanaya from Babylon. Malis from Sardis.”

Acquired … the word hung in the air for half a second before Nanaya corrected me.

“I acquired you,” she said. “In Babylon. The distinction matters for my self-respect, which remains structurally intact despite mounting evidence suggesting it should have surrendered several weeks ago.”

Julia laughed, and suddenly the room was full of women looking at each other with the curiosity that belongs to people who have just realized they are all sleeping with the same man despite having been born centuries and civilizations apart.

Nanaya did not let go of my arm. She stayed pressed against my side, her body warm against mine, her fingers finding the space between my ribs as though she had mapped that territory during our time in Babylon and was now simply returning to familiar coordinates. The nervousness was visible in the set of her shoulders, in the way her eyes moved across the mansion’s interior.

Malis, by contrast, had recovered enough of her composure to begin the work of establishing her position within whatever hierarchy she was currently assessing. She stepped forward, her chin lifting to the angle that I had come to recognize as Malis entering a room she intended to own rather than merely occupy.

“So this is the famous California,” she said. Her gaze moved across the assembled women. “Nathan described it. His descriptions were characteristically inadequate, which appears to be a consistent feature of his communication style regardless of century.”

She touched my chest, her palm flat against the wool of the tunic I was still wearing from Pasargadae, and the gesture carried enough possessiveness to draw a raised eyebrow from Tanith, who had been observing this exchange.

Amytis stood slightly apart from both of them, her dark eyes moving across the room. When she finally stepped toward me, her hand found mine with a gentleness that belonged to Amytis rather than to the moment, and the squeeze she delivered communicated considerably more than any speech could have managed.

“I see what you meant,” she said quietly. “About the household.”

The gifts waited at our feet. Zafara had already begun unpacking them, laying Persian gold and worked silver across the low table in the living room where the morning light reached the metal and turned it to something that belonged in a museum case rather than a living room of a mansion. Julia picked up a torque of worked gold, her historian’s eye immediately recognizing what she was holding, and the sound she made was the noise of academic excitement attempting to coexist with romantic reunion.

“This is Achaemenid,” she said. “Fifth century, at minimum. The work is, Nathan, do you understand what this is?”

“I understand that Artaxerxes gave it to me a few hours ago by your calendar and twenty-five hundred years ago by mine, and that the temporal dissonance involved in that statement is something I have given up attempting to resolve in any way that would satisfy a rational person.”

They gathered around the table. Neferu’s fingers traced the edge of a silver plate engraved with winged figures that would have been familiar to her from Egyptian iconography despite the Persian execution. Thaleia lifted a piece of jewelry to the light, her priestess’s eye recognizing the craftsmanship. Cleo examined a dagger.

I stood in the doorway and watched them. Ten women. Egypt, Greece, Rome, Carthage, Babylon, Lydia, Persia. Several civilizations that had spent centuries defining themselves in opposition to one another, that had fought wars across the Mediterranean and the Near East with a consistency that suggested they considered mutual destruction an acceptable form of cultural exchange, now gathered around a low table in a California mansion examining treasure.

The absurdity of it should have been overwhelming. Instead, what I felt watching them was something closer to wonder, the quiet that belongs to moments when the life you’re living has become so thoroughly impossible that the only remaining response is to stop questioning it and start appreciating the view.

Zafara caught my eye from across the room. Her smile carried the warmth of someone who had been orchestrating impossibilities for considerably longer than I had been experiencing them, and the message in that smile was clear: you wanted a life with meaning. This is what meaning looks like when it stops asking permission.

I believed her. The evidence was currently unpacking Persian gold on my living room table while arguing about whether Greek or Persian craftsmanship represented the superior aesthetic tradition, and the argument was being conducted with considerably more warmth than any actual Greek or Persian from the fifth century BCE would have considered anatomically possible.

Nanaya’s hand found mine beneath the table. Malis was already debating dagger construction techniques with Cleo in an exchange that had moved from historical rivalry to genuine technical interest within approximately ninety seconds. Amytis stood beside Julia, the two of them comparing notes on Persian administrative architecture.

“We should show them around,” I said to nobody in particular.

Julia was already reaching for Nanaya’s hand. “The bathroom first,” she said. “Trust me on this. Everything else can wait.”

* * *

The bathroom demonstration occupied approximately seventeen minutes and produced reactions ranging from genuine wonder to the species of alarm that belongs to people who have just discovered that water can emerge from metal fixtures at temperatures and pressures they had previously associated exclusively with natural hot springs.

Julia handled Nanaya. Livia took Malis. Thaleia led Amytis through the mysteries of modern plumbing.

“Turn this,” Thaleia said, demonstrating the faucet. “Cold comes from the right. Hot from the left. The mechanism is counterintuitive based on every other design principle in human history, but you’ll adjust. We all did.”

Amytis turned the handle. Water emerged.

“It’s just water,” I said from the doorway.

She looked at me. “Nothing about this is ‘just’ anything. You understand that, yes? The water arrives heated, without flame, at a pressure sufficient to rinse hair, in a room constructed of materials I cannot identify, in a house that sits above an ocean I have never seen, in a century that should not exist for another two thousand years.” She touched the stream with her fingertips. “This is not ‘just’ water. This is the future deciding that convenience was worth inventing.”

Nanaya had discovered the shower. Clothing came next. Julia had been collecting pieces, apparently, which she revealed. “For you,” she said to Nanaya, holding out a loose linen dress in deep blue that caught the light in a way that made Nanaya’s eyes widen. “The color reminded me of the Ishtar Gate. Not the same, obviously. But adjacent. Adjacent is sometimes enough.”

Nanaya took the dress. She held it against her body, her fingers tracing the fabric, and the smile that eventually reached her lips carried a warmth that belonged to Nanaya rather than to the garment itself.

Malis was more complicated. She examined the options Julia presented. “This is acceptable,” she said finally, selecting a flowing top in saffron that carried enough of the Lydian palette to satisfy whatever calculation her pride was performing. “The cut is unusual. The fabric is… softer than it has any right to be. But the color works.” She glanced at me. “You may compliment me now. I’ve decided to permit it.”

“You look magnificent,” I said. “You looked magnificent in Sardis. You look magnificent in California. The location appears to be secondary to the fundamental equation, which is that you are magnificent and clothing is merely the decorative context within which that magnificence operates.”

She studied my face for evidence of sincerity, found enough to satisfy her, and then kissed me.

Amytis accepted what was offered without commentary. The quiet adaptation was pure Amytis: observing, measuring, deciding and acting.

The laptop waited on the coffee table. I opened it. The screen illuminated. Nanaya flinched. Malis stepped closer, her curiosity overriding whatever alarm the device had initially triggered. Amytis watched.

“Google Earth,” I said, which meant nothing to any of them but sounded sufficiently technical that nobody questioned it. I typed. The satellite image resolved: a brown plain in southern Iran, and on that plain the broken columns and empty stairways of what had once been Persepolis.

I turned the laptop toward Amytis. She went very still, and her hand found the edge of the coffee table as though the table were the only solid object in a room that had suddenly become considerably less stable than it had been thirty seconds earlier.

“That’s…” She stopped. Started again. “The Apadana. The Hall of a Hundred Columns. They’re… broken.”

“Not broken,” I said quietly. “Ruined. Two thousand years will do that to stone, even stone cut the way Darius cut it. The columns fell. The roofs collapsed. The paintings faded. What’s left is what archaeologists study. What tourists visit. What survives in photographs.”

I scrolled. Pasargadae next. The tomb standing alone on its platform, exactly as we had seen it that morning, except now the fields around it were different, the water channels gone, the landscape altered by millennia of human absence and natural reclamation.

Amytis’s hand found mine. Her fingers were cold. She was looking at the screen, and what passed across her face in that moment was not confusion but grief, clean and specific and entirely recognizable to anyone who had ever loved something they knew would not survive them.

I showed Nanaya Babylon. The mound of Babil, rising from the Mesopotamian plain, the Euphrates shifted from its ancient course, the Ishtar Gate long since excavated and relocated to a museum in Berlin. The Processional Way buried beneath twenty-five centuries of accumulated earth. The ziggurat gone entirely, its seven tiers collapsed into a shape that satellite imagery registered as merely another hill among many.

Malis last. Sardis. The acropolis still visible, the Pactolus still running through the lower city, but the Lydian stonework overgrown, the Persian administrative buildings long since surrendered to the same entropy that eventually claims everything human hands build regardless of the confidence with which those hands originally worked.

She didn’t speak. She looked at the screen for a long time, her hazel-green eyes holding the image with an intensity that suggested she was attempting to memorize something she had already lost, and when she finally turned away her hand found my face with a gentleness that belonged to Malis rather than to the moment.

“They’re gone,” she said quietly. “All of them. Every city we visited. Every hall where we stood. Every courtyard where someone served wine and someone else made a joke about your hair. Gone.”

“Not entirely gone,” Neferu said. “Changed. There’s a difference. People still live near the places where your cities stood. They speak different languages. They worship different gods. They build new cities beside the remains of old ones. But the land continues. The rivers continue. Some of the names survive. More remains than you think.”

Thaleia stepped forward. She touched Nanaya’s arm, the gesture carrying the warmth of one displaced woman recognizing another. “The first week is the worst,” she said. “After that, it becomes something you carry rather than something that carries you. The grief doesn’t disappear. It simply… finds its place. And eventually you discover that the place it finds is smaller than you feared it would be, and that the space around it is large enough for other things. New things. Things this century offers that ours didn’t.”

Cleo had been silent throughout, and what she offered Malis was not comfort in the conventional sense but the solidity of a woman who had been trained to stand her ground when standing was the only option remaining.

“Sparta fell,” Cleo said. “Two hundred years after my time. The Romans eventually conquered it. The city changed. The people changed. The name survived. The stories survived. What matters is what you choose to carry forward, not what you’re forced to leave behind.”

Julia was already pulling up images of modern Sardis, modern Babylon, modern Iran, showing the Persian women that the places they loved still existed even if the specific civilizations that had built them did not. Livia sat beside Nanaya on the couch, her hand finding the Babylonian’s, and the gentleness of that contact communicated considerably more than any speech could have managed.

Outside, the afternoon had begun its turn toward evening. The ocean was visible through the sliding doors, the Pacific holding the last of the daylight in a way that turned the water to hammered copper, and the sound of it reached us through the glass: steady, indifferent, exactly what it had been when I left and exactly what it would be when all of us were gone.

Amytis stood at the glass, her palm against the cool surface, watching a sea she had never seen in her own time. Nanaya had recovered enough to begin asking questions about the device that had shown her Babylon, her curiosity gradually overriding the grief. Malis was examining her reflection in the darkened glass, adjusting the saffron top Julia had given her.

“We should eat outside,” Thaleia said. “The terrace catches the evening light. And I’ve been marinating lamb since this morning.”

They moved toward the kitchen together, already arguing about marinade techniques and whether Persian spices were superior to Greek ones. Whatever historical tension might have existed between them was rapidly losing ground to culinary rivalry.

I watched them go. Ten women. My women. The configuration of my life had become so thoroughly impossible that the only remaining response was gratitude, fierce and specific and entirely adequate to the moment.

Zafara appeared beside me. Her hand found my shoulder. “You did well,” she said quietly. “With the images. It’s never easy.”

“I hate showing them that,” I said. “I hate being the one who has to say: everything you loved is gone. Everything you built became archaeology. The people you knew have been dust for longer than most modern nations have existed.”

“You didn’t build those ruins. You simply showed them what time does. And time would have done it regardless of whether you crossed the portal. The difference is that they crossed with you. They get to see what comes after. Most people don’t get that. Most people live and die in their own century, never knowing what becomes of the places they loved.” She squeezed my shoulder. “Knowledge is painful. It is also a form of grace. They’ll understand that, eventually. They already are.”

Outside, the terrace was coming alive with lamps and the smell of grilling meat and the sound of women laughing in a house above an ocean that had been washing against this cliff when Persepolis was still drawing breath and when Babylon’s walls still stood intact and when Sardis was the western capital of an empire that stretched from the Indus to the Aegean.

I followed the sound. The gifts could wait. The grief would find its place. The evening was just beginning, and what waited on the terrace was considerably more immediate than any history lesson could possibly be.

* * *

The terrace caught the evening the way terraces above oceans are supposed to catch evenings: all gold light and salt air. Thaleia had arranged lamps along the low wall. Julia had opened wine that belonged to my century rather than anyone else’s.

They arranged themselves around me. Nanaya claimed my right side, her body pressed against mine from hip to shoulder, her hand finding mine beneath the table. Malis took the left, her thigh against mine, her fingers tracing idle patterns on my knee that carried just enough intention to make their idleness questionable. Amytis sat across from me, which meant her dark eyes held mine whenever I looked up, and the quality of that gaze belonged to Amytis rather than to the moment: warm, observant, slightly amused by the configuration she was witnessing.

Julia leaned against my back from behind, her chin on my shoulder, her breath warm against my ear whenever she decided a comment warranted delivery at close range. Livia had claimed the cushion to Nanaya’s right, which placed her close enough that her hand occasionally found my arm. Neferu and Tanith occupied the far end of the arrangement.

Cleo and Thea completed the circle. Ten women. My women. The Pacific below us doing whatever the Pacific does when nobody is paying attention to it, which is to say existing with the indifference that belongs to geological features that have witnessed considerably more dramatic human arrangements than one man and ten women sharing wine on a terrace in Southern California.

Thaleia’s lamb arrived. It was magnificent. “Persian cuisine has its merits,” Thaleia said, serving a portion to Amytis. “The use of saffron is… inventive. Though I maintain that Greek olive oil represents the superior foundation for any dish attempting to achieve what this dish has achieved.”

Amytis accepted the plate. “Persian olive oil,” she said mildly, “is exported to Greece in quantities that suggest the superiority you reference may be a matter of access rather than quality.”

Thea laughed. The sound broke whatever formality had been building, and suddenly the terrace was alive.

“Greece gave the world philosophy,” Cleo said. She was leaning forward. “Mathematics. Theater. The concept of democratic governance, however imperfectly executed. Persia gave the world…” She paused, apparently attempting to identify a Persian contribution worth acknowledging that wouldn’t immediately be contradicted by someone with actual Persian ancestry sitting three feet away.

“Administrative efficiency,” Amytis supplied. “The Royal Road. Religious tolerance on a scale your city-states never attempted. An empire that absorbed rather than erased, which is considerably more than most conquering powers in human history have been willing to offer the civilizations they subsumed.”

“Greece produced Homer,” Thaleia said. “Persia produced… administrative efficiency. I believe the qualitative distinction is self-evident.”

“Persia produced Cyrus,” Nanaya said quietly. “Who built an empire on the premise that conquered peoples should be permitted to maintain their customs provided they acknowledged a single overarching authority. Your Homer wrote about gods behaving badly. Cyrus built something that outlasted him by generations.”

“Greece produced me,” Malis said, which drew laughter from everyone including Malis herself, who had delivered the line with exactly the amount of self-awareness required to make it land as humor rather than vanity.

I drank my wine and watched them. Greeks and Persians. Women from civilizations that had spent the better part of two centuries defining themselves through mutual opposition, that had fought wars across the Aegean, now arguing about olive oil and administrative efficiency on my terrace above the Pacific while the man they were arguing around attempted to determine whether the correct response was philosophical detachment or the species of delight that belongs to people witnessing the collapse of historical enmity in real time.

By the time the argument had exhausted itself, the lamb was gone, the plates had been pushed aside, and considerably more wine had disappeared than anyone seemed inclined to account for. Nobody volunteered to deal with the dishes. They could wait until morning.

“This is unprecedented,” Julia said. She had been quiet throughout the exchange, her historian’s eye tracking the conversation. “Do you understand what’s happening? Greeks and Persians have spent generations fighting each other, and you’ve somehow accomplished what every diplomat, treaty, and royal marriage failed to achieve.” She looked at me. “They’re sitting together, peacefully. Arguing about olive oil. Because they all love you.”

“To unconventional diplomacy,” she said. “And to the man who discovered that the most effective peace treaty in Mediterranean history appears to involve ten women and one very accommodating bedroom.”

They drank. The mood changed. I felt it in the air the way you feel weather changing before the sky actually demonstrates evidence of the change: a warmth that belonged to something other than the evening light, a quality of attention that had moved from historical comparison to considerably more immediate considerations.

“I’ve been thinking,” Livia said, “about the fact that Nathan apparently spent months in Persia breeding women while we experienced only a few days without him, and somehow neither version of events addresses the rather specific concern that certain women in this household have been waiting for attention that has nothing to do with population restoration and everything to do with the fact that we missed him.”

Nanaya’s hand had found my thigh beneath the table. Malis’s fingers were tracing the line of my jaw. Amytis was watching me from across the table, and whatever lived behind that gaze carried an intention that months in Persia had done nothing to diminish.

“I believe,” Tanith said, “that what Livia is attempting to communicate with characteristic Roman indirectness is that you owe us, considerably. And that the repayment schedule should begin tonight, preferably before anyone becomes any more impatient than they already are.”

Cleo stood. “The bedroom,” she said. “Now. Arguments about Greek versus Persian cultural superiority can continue there, with the understanding that physical evidence will be considerably more persuasive than rhetorical evidence, and I for one am prepared to demonstrate the Spartan position with an enthusiasm that I believe will settle the matter conclusively.”

I looked at Amytis. “Your response?”

She rose. “I believe,” she said quietly, “that Persia’s contribution to this negotiation will be memorable. And that the priestess of Anāhitā has certain techniques that Greek athletic tradition has not, historically, had access to.”

Thaleia laughed. The sound traveled across the terrace and disappeared into the ocean noise below us, and whatever resistance might have remained between Greeks and Persians surrendered entirely in that moment to the considerably more pressing reality of ten women and one man and a bedroom large enough to accommodate the particular configuration those numbers implied.

I stood. The wine had done its work, or the women had done theirs. “My bedroom,” I said, “is considerably more suitable for diplomatic negotiations of this nature than the patio. Also, it has a bed large enough for eleven people, which is a sentence I never expected to say with genuine anatomical relevance, and which I attribute entirely to Zafara’s foresight rather than any planning on my part.”

They followed me. Greeks and Persians and Egyptians and Romans and Carthaginians, women from civilizations that had spent centuries defining themselves through mutual destruction. I looked back. Ten beautiful women. The terrace lamps burning behind them, the Pacific visible through the glass, the evening light holding them in a gold that belonged to modernity rather than to any century they had been born into, and the sight of them together produced a feeling in my chest that language had not invented a word for yet.

Home. And what waited at the end of the hallway was the configuration of my life made flesh: ten women who loved me, who had chosen me, who had crossed centuries to be here, and who were now following me toward a bedroom large enough to hold all of us because the alternative was continuing to argue about olive oil on the terrace when considerably more interesting activities were available indoors.

Zafara caught my eye as she passed. She smiled, and I knew exactly what she was thinking. After everything it had taken to bring us all here, somehow this was where we had ended up.

I believed her. The evidence was currently debating the relative merits of Greek versus Persian sexual technique with an enthusiasm that suggested the historical rivalry had found its ideal resolution at last, and the resolution appeared to involve considerably less clothing than any actual peace treaty in Mediterranean history had previously required.

The bedroom door opened. The bed waited. The evening stretched ahead of us. I followed them in. The door closed behind us. Below the cliff, the Pacific rolled against the shore. This was home.


Afterword

Thanks for reading God of Fertility 4: The Persian Empire If you enjoyed this book, please leave a short (or long!) review on Amazon or Goodreads.

If you want a free taboo harem book and want to know when I publish a new story, you can go to my website https://jackpinkhunter.com/ and sign up for my newsletter.

Or if you want to get in touch with me, you can contact me at jackpinkhunter@protonmail.com
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