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Chapter 1


On a steamship bound for the Ottoman Empire, approximately three minutes from the Port of Piraeus, 1873

“Oh, Bastet, you don’t know how I suffer,” I wailed upon returning to my cabin on the Helios, heading for Smyrna.

“And what of my suffering?”

If I admit I froze on hearing his voice, would you think any less of me?

“I thought I left you in Athens,” I said, glancing at the cabin door and calculating whether I could reach it and run before he caught me. Unlikely, given whatever he was.

From the shadows stepped Jones, my faithful amanuensis. Whom I may have allowed to leave me enceinte after a passionate and ill-advised tryst on an Athenian cave floor.

Such things happen in my line of work. Well, not usually to me, not until now.

“I’m fortunate to have friends who guide me when I am left alone and bereft,” he said, nodding to my elegant black cat, Bastet, who had joined our adventures in Egypt.

She bowed her head to him in return. Traitor.

“I didn’t realize cats knew how to compose a note,” I said.

“Fortunately, she need not acquire such a skill, as she has many superior ones.”

Well, now he was just flattering the little beast.

“She already likes you best because you feed her. No need to steal any more of her affection,” I said.

Bastet yawned, finding our row very boring indeed.

Jones cleared his throat. “You’ve not yet answered my question about why the cat can send a message when you, possessing two capable hands, cannot.”

“I was using those hands to shove as many of my belongings as possible into my luggage so I could depart — after I unwisely used them the night before!”

The true events of the night on the Acropolis were still unclear to me and had contributed to my flight from Athens when Jones failed to acknowledge our coupling, even as his progeny took root in my womb.

Was it unwise to flee the city while carrying his child? No more unwise than staying, not when he pretended nothing had happened.

“I appear to have offended you, madam. My apologies,” he said with a bow.

“Don’t you madam me,” I growled, rounding on him in the small cabin. The last berth available, and smaller than I liked, but it would do for an overnight voyage from Greece.

On my first step towards him, the ship lurched, and the floor disappeared from under my foot. I came down awkwardly as the Helios pitched and rolled suddenly.

Jones caught me before I could stumble. “I didn’t mean to do that,” he said.

“Didn’t mean to catch me? Then let me go,” I replied, brushing the sleeves of my paletot.

We stood just past the threshold, the oil lamp flickering over us. I remained unmoving until another wave sent me crashing harder against him.

“Steady now,” he said.

“I’m trying!” I cried, reaching for the railing that surrounded the room.

If you’re wondering how I went from an adventuress who had entertained gods, cultists, and monsters betwixt my thighs to a wronged woman of the type that might be found in any village: I do not wish to dwell upon it. Henceforth, I’ve resolved to conduct my affairs in the manner that has served me perfectly well for thirty years.

“You say that, and yet you cling to me,” Jones murmured against my hair as I clutched at his waistcoat to maintain balance. He stood as if the floor were doing nothing at all.

“I am not clinging to you,” I said, trying to make my way to the narrow bed and landing in his arms once again when the ship lurched.

Bastet regarded me from the pillow she’d claimed for her throne, looking very dubious.

“Where are you headed, Cordelia?”

I tried to find a light expression that might brush his question aside, but the floor moved again.

“Damn the sea!” I cried in frustration as he only brought me closer.

“You mustn’t be too angry at it,” he said, tightening his hold about my middle.

“Whyever shouldn’t I be angry at it? The Aegean seems intent on capsizing us just out of port. If you don’t care about me drowning, think of Bastet.”

It was then that some thoughts came together in my scrambled brain. I poked at Jones’s waistcoat.

“This is your doing, is it not?”

“I know not what you mean.”

“You asked the seas to move.”

The bow audibly shuddered on a wave. Jones wouldn’t meet my eyes.

“You asked it to move, or you’re moving it; don’t think semantics will confuse me. I am a lady scientist with an invitation to speak before the august minds of the Athenian Dining Society for Classical Inquiry!”

“An invitation you cannot keep, seeing as you’re bound for Smyrna.”

The correction rankled. Yes, I could not attend their gathering — because of this very man.

“Do not make an enemy of me, Jones,” I said lowly. “You can rock the seas all you wish, but the moment my feet meet the ground, I will run from you until the end of my days.”

The muscle along Jones’s jaw drew tight as the Helios crested a wave so mighty that we landed with a great groan of the metal hull.

Jones reversed our positions so my back was to the cabin wall, leaning close. He paused before speaking so that the blow would land. “I seem to recall that you enjoy a chase.”

“I’ll run faster, hide from you, do anything to get away,” I said, not moving within the protective warmth of his arms even as I raged.

“But who will help you with your compendium? Bastet cannot write longhand, as we’ve established.”

“Perhaps I’ll make the acquaintance of another scholar on my travels. A very handsome one. In the meantime, I can write out my own notes.”

The sea roiled endlessly beneath us, and Jones’s face remained stony. His hand slid from my waist to my backside. And lingered there.

“Think of the poor cooks in the galley kitchen trying to prepare dinner even now,” I reasoned.

“Then calm my temper and ease the passage of this ship.”

His words were more straightforward than erotic, but my body softened for him once again.

“I won’t be easing your passage now or in the future,” I shot back.

“Is that true, Cordelia?” he asked as he gathered my skirts within his fist. “Then why are you wet for me?”

“I’m not.”

Bile rose at his casual assumption that I’d rush into coupling with him again. It was maddening for my righteous anger to be met with such confidence — and from a man I’d selected personally to avoid entanglements and embarrassments!

But he was right.

I reached for the back of his turn-down collar and yanked him down to me. At first, our lips and teeth met in a tangle that should have left me swollen for days. I cried out from the pain.

“You’ve a little blood on your lip,” Jones said. When had he captured my face between his hands? And why was he stroking my cheeks so tenderly with his thumbs?

I fumbled for my handkerchief, having stowed it in my pocket after waving listlessly at the crowds on the pier.

Jones tilted my face back up. “I’ll make it better.”

He licked me where I bled.

I should note that I am not one of those ladies taken with the gothic. I did not lose my virginity on my mother’s grave, nor do I subscribe to a belief in ghosts. You will not find me at a gathering of mesmerists.

But when Jones set his lips to mine and then flicked his tongue over the cut, he left me not only healed. He ignited something heretofore untapped in me: a united awakening of body and spirit.

“Sweetest Cordelia,” he murmured. I didn’t know which of us was shuddering. It made no difference, seeing as we were pressed together against the cabin wall.

“Hurry,” I whispered, “before you sink the blasted ship.”

He had my skirts up and tucked into the cabin’s rail, then brought down my bloomers.

I felt for the fly of his trousers and grew distracted by the ridge just below it.

“Are you as thick in the light as you were in the dark?” I asked.

“Take it out and allow your cunt to decide,” he said, sliding a finger inside me.

My knees buckled, and I had to grasp the rail to remain upright. I fumbled with his trousers before he wrenched them open himself.

“Step out of your lacy little underthings and let me feel you on my cock again.”

There he stood, resplendent in his tweeds, wearing the very face I’d seen over breakfast tables all around the Mediterranean — and poised to fuck me against a wall. I scrambled to comply.

I jerked one half-boot free of my bloomers and hooked my leg over his hip.

“It seems you’re open to me, Miss Delachatte.”

He drew his cock out and dragged the head over my cleft.

“That’s it, get it wet,” he murmured.

“I’m not…”

The ship lurched.

“Fine, maybe I am.”

Jones held himself still, his cock cushioned by my quim.

“Are you going to allow me?”

Humiliatingly, I mewled.

“You’ll let me fill you again? Put it all the way in?”

Now that rankled. “I hardly see the point in resisting, given that the damage has already been done!”

Jones fitted his swollen cockhead to my entrance and then remained still. I subtly tried to draw him in, but he grasped my backside to cease my movements.

“What was I to think when you permitted me to remove that infernal barrier?” he asked, referring to when he extracted the stone pessary guarding my womb before spilling himself deep.

He smoothly pressed in, his path eased by how wet I’d grown from our dispute.

“That’s lovely, Cordelia, how you’re taking me.”

“Who taught you how to speak that way?” I asked, alarmed that my weakly amanuensis had a secret commanding manner and filthy mouth.

“Consider that I might have taught…” He trailed off while withdrawing from my clasp.

“But you’re not, you’re not supposed to be like this,” I wailed, distraught that I was under his control. What would I do now? This wasn’t the sort of thing I could have for two nights then leave at the pier.

His thrusts came hard and fast, the wall at my back forcing me to take every sensual stroke.

“You thought you could collect a man from the stacks, make him copy your erotic research notes, and ask him to suck milk from your overfilled breasts — and you expected he wouldn’t go half-mad with desire for you?”

Outside, the storm raged as Jones plowed into me with frantic intensity.

“But you wanted that, didn’t you?” he asked.

“What?”

“You wished to test me. To see if I’d snap. And I did.”

He slid a hand down my bodice to the place his child had taken root in my lower belly.

“Admit it,” he continued. “You knew exactly what you were doing, and you did it anyway. Because some part of you wants this. Wants me.”

My face was tucked against his neck, my breath coming so fast that his skin grew heated. He was relentless, with no evidence of fatigue; his lust keeping me pinned to the wall as he exorcised all memory of my flight from Athens.

“I don’t, I really don’t. I left because I don’t need you at all.”

“You ran because you wanted me to chase you,” he said. “You’ve been practicing the whole time for this.”

“For escaping?”

“For being caught in just the way you need. I would not deny you that pleasure.”

I bit the line of muscle running down his neck while trying to muffle my scream. My body seemed to plunge to the depths like a sunken classical bronze, leaving me without air or weight, only for his strokes to revive me again as he claimed me in that most primal of ways.

On his waistcoat, I could see my sharp knuckles as I gripped his clothes in fury. He’d made me come, damn him!

My lover’s face twisted in a silent shout, anguish and pain written over his high cheekbones as he loosed himself inside me for the second time.

I couldn’t even find it in me to squawk at him for it; it would do nothing he hadn’t already done.

As the lines on his face eased, I noticed that the sea had gone calm.

“You’ve fixed it,” I said wryly.

“No, you have.”

I was suddenly shy. He was yet inside, this time not having disappeared the moment after his crisis. His cock was heavy and warm within me, slipping with every breath because of what we’d done together.

I let my fingers unbend so he might be free with no need to make the request of me.

He too struggled to meet my gaze. Eventually, he pulled himself free.

When I turned to set myself to rights, as I always did before he came along, he stopped me.

“Yes?”

“Allow me to clean you,” he said, withdrawing his handkerchief even as his softening cock remained out. It glistened. I licked my lips and tried to look away.

Jones put me against the wall again, my knee on his hip just as it was moments before, and he gently wiped away our mess. I was so slick from our coupling that he had to wipe several times.

“You thought I’d leave you to handle this alone?”

“I wouldn’t want you to think…”

He tilted my head up. Dust from the Helios’s coal furnace must have entered the room despite the closed porthole because my eyes stung. I shut them and let myself enjoy his tender ministrations.

“You think I’d expect you to clean up a mess I had a hand in? Or didn’t have a hand in?” he asked, calling to mind the numerous times he’d come to my aid after my adventures.

“Many men—”

“But I am not many men, am I, Cordelia?”

I closed my eyes tighter, hoping to contain the coal-induced watering.

He kissed me, right over each eye, as if laying coins for Charon.

***

We settled on the narrow bed — after an uncharacteristic bout of hysterics against his chest, which I attributed entirely to the storm.

Bastet was nowhere to be found. Having been born in the land of the gentle Nile, I can only assume that Jones’s stormy seas did not agree with her, and she was in the process of severing all connection between herself and that dratted man.

“You’re wiggling again,” muttered Jones from beneath me.

He had accepted the role of mattress when we collapsed, and helped to arrange my limbs so we might lie together without one of us ending up on the floor. Still, it took some getting used to.

“It’s simply that I am not accustomed to…this,” I said.

“You do tend to book larger cabins with finer beds, don’t you,” he replied, looking about the small space. No apologies were forthcoming for the decided demotion in my comforts. Likely because he considered my flight entirely my fault.

I huffed, wiggling to fit together better. “Yes, but what I mean is that I find it typically unnecessary to do…this.”

He sent me a look. “This?”

I pushed up on one arm to look down at him from above. Archly, I hoped. “Touching.”

“You touch plenty.”

“But not outside of my research.”

“We’re fully clothed.”

“That changes nothing,” I said, nodding to brush him aside.

“I won’t tell anyone,” he said in a soft voice tinged with promise. “This will be a secret just between us.”

“I’m unfamiliar with the concept of secrets, Jones.”

“Well, I’ll keep mum that the great lady explorer Cordelia Delachatte loves—”

I gasped.

“…tolerates,” he amended, “a snuggle.”

I looked about for Bastet.

“Someone alert the papers: the great lady explorer Cordelia Delachatte is adept at making others blush, and has now been shown to be capable of it herself!”

The room was altogether too small; it left no space for hiding unless one was the size of a cat.

He rearranged us again. My back was now to the bed, and he gazed down at me.

“Would you prefer I say you adore cuddling? Nuzzling?”

“All of it is untrue,” I said with a nod.

“Yet here we are.” He sounded smug.

“Only because you’ve trapped me,” I said, gesturing to where his arms caged me in a way that made my back bow so I could drag my bodice against his waistcoat.

“I’ve not trapped you,” he intoned, his lips brushing down my cheek. “We’re going to Smyrna.”

“Are we?”

“Yes, we’re going to Smyrna. Together. But that’s not our final destination.”

My heart beat faster. “That’s right. We’re changing ships there.”

“No, I don’t think so,” he said, letting a little more of his weight press into me. For someone who would not tolerate a snuggle, I was making a remarkable study of one.

“I meant to take the railroad,” I said, my eyelids growing heavy. I’d never been so tired and warm, and the sea rocked in the most blissful way, like nothing I’d ever felt before.

“Yes, I think that’s best. We’ll try the new rail line. If I know my Cordelia, I am certain we are bound for Ephesus.”

I had boarded the Helios a wronged woman fleeing a faithless lover. I would disembark at Smyrna, something far more compromised: a woman whose every step could be seen in advance.


Chapter 2


Smyrna, Ottoman Empire, 1873

There is a particular freedom afforded a woman abroad: in Smyrna, no one knew that Miss Cordelia Delachatte had fled Athens enceinte, and so no one knew to be scandalized. I intended to make full use of the reprieve — and of the man who had followed me.

How should I describe Smyrna, called Izmir by locals, on the cusp of that hot summer of 1873? The war with the tsar was still a few years away, and the effects of the region’s drought would only be felt later. We arrived in the last halcyon, mostly untroubled days of the famed Levantine port.

I waited on the waterfront with Bastet as Jones made our arrangements. Just across the way, men sipped strong coffee and studied shipping tables. The working cats of the port trawled for food and glanced at my darling’s ornate gold sphinx cage with curiosity before looking decidedly away.

By the time Jones collected us in a hired hack, I wished for more time to explore the city. But I now had a clock in my head, a sense that soon, my time would not be my own.

For now, I’d need to harvest what I could so I could endure the coming winter of my life.

In the snug train carriage, Jones supplied me with some hastily acquired simit and white cheese. I devoured it; the port cats had better manners than I.

Beside me, Jones read a stack of newspapers. One was certainly written in French, another likely Turkish, and the third was a mystery to me.

“What’s this one?” I asked, pointing to the headline.

“Ladino,” he said, “Judeo-Spanish.”

“And when did you learn that?”

“From a friend in Cádiz,” he said, turning the pages of the French gazette.

I studied him between bites of my simit. Where had Jones spent his time? And how much time had he spent?

“We should gather our things. Ayasuluk approaches,” he said, gesturing out the window to the fortress on a hill.

“That doesn’t look Greek,” I said, trying to see through the sooty glass. “At least not ancient.”

“Byzantine. We’ll need to take a cart down to Ephesus. I’ve arranged to let a small house near the ruins.”

“While we were at the port?” I asked in surprise. “You were barely gone long enough to find a carriage.”

He cast me a beatific smile and gathered the bags. Infuriating man, always doing things for me.

The house he’d found was indeed compact, tucked in a vineyard then springing to life. Small, with one significant problem.

“A very interesting domicile,” I said, looking about. It was little more than a stone room but situated away from the dust of the city and the dirt of the village. Good; my eyes had protested all such things in recent days. It could be our own little place for a brief respite.

“I’ve promised not to butcher the goats. They’re not included with the let,” he said from the only doorway when a trio of kids ran by before hopping a stone wall.

“Well, I’d have never agreed to that!” I said, reaching for humor and trying not to stare at the item that had caught my eye. The bed. The only bed.

And really, why should there be more than one bed in a little Levantine cottage within a vineyard? We were scholars on the frontier of discovery! Plenty of lady explorers had made do in tents.

I was still attempting to convince myself of that as we rolled towards the ruins of Ephesus the next morning. Jones was driving the donkey cart, as ever, and I took the opportunity to look about and enjoy some börek supplied by our landlord.

And think about the night before.

Last night, I’d come to bed in my sheerest creation from Paris (retrieved from my trunk the moment Jones had gone out to fetch water). Jones was already under the blankets, his alarmingly broad chest bare. So much for being the bold one and gaining the upper hand.

One dive between the sheets and an arm draped over my midsection later, and I’d slept like a shepherd who’d stumbled into a cache of wine.

Perhaps not my finest hour, but at least sleep offered an escape from the mortifying reconciliation of accounts looming over our heads. That Jones didn’t seem particularly troubled by it gave me pause.

“Is that an Englishman walking ahead?” gestured Jones.

I shaded my eyes against the morning sun. “Pith helmet? I fear so. Should we offer him a ride in the cart?” I asked, somewhat crestfallen that I’d not escaped from my countrymen.

“You needn’t sound so glum, Cordelia,” he said. “I’m happy to run him off the road. This donkey is a sporting lad who might find it pleasant indeed.”

“You wouldn’t!”

He flicked the reins, and we picked up speed. I caught his elbow while laughing, allowing him to hail the sturdy fellow all in tan.

It turned out that he was on the way to a dig not far from the city ruins.

“Temple of Artemis,” he said with some pride as our cart came to a stop. “Not much shade about for the lady and a bit dusty, but you’re welcome to take a look around the place.”

For years, John Turtle Wood had sought the temple ruins, and he finally struck marble in 1869, not long before I’d sailed for Cairo. Terraces extending yards into the earth marked the site of one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, now a collection of a few broken columns and foundation stones.

“Herostratus set fire to the roof the day Alexander the Great was born,” said Jones, surveying the fragmentary remains. “He is said to have wanted fame at any cost.”

“He attacked a monument to a goddess,” I mused. “I wish I could say I was surprised.”

“They say she was away from the temple to watch over Alexander’s birth.”

“Surely people haven’t turned a dastardly deed into a parable about how women should stay at home,” I muttered.

Before us, men filtered into the work site. A few of the laborers enjoyed their breakfast at the edge of the dirt terraces while looking down at the fragments.

“Why don’t they feast in the old temple?” I asked, noticing that they all stayed on higher ground.

“The workers are a superstitious lot. Claim the goddess was harmed by the fire and they don’t like to stay down there unless they must,” said our morning passenger, who turned out to have the unlikely nickname of Tuppy.

I regarded the trenches and sparse stones. I didn’t find the workers’ claims silly at all; this place had been broken violently and then hidden by time. It was a wound the earth had tried to cover, and men ripped it open once more.

“Or perhaps they fear malaria,” Tuppy said before walking off to consult with another pith-helmeted gentleman. “If you’ll excuse me, I must see to my piles.”

“Does he mean piles of excavated dirt or…”

“I find sometimes that knowing less about others increases my happiness.”

***

We were invited to spend the day beside the ruins, under a tent that protected the dig plans from the elements. In this case, my sex served me well; none of the strutting explorers could imagine that a woman might make use of their files.

Jones scanned for insect life, and I made a study of the diagrams, notes on ancient accounts of the temple, and drawings of the finds thus far.

“It would have been spectacular to see it before the fire,” I sighed, turning the page to look at renderings of what the temple may have looked like.

“It was,” said Jones casually while swatting a mosquito away.

I met his eyes. He’d been here. This was the closest he’d come to confessing his true nature to me, and I knew from his expression not to push further. Not now, at least.

“These notes suggest courtesans plied their trade here.”

I was almost certain my voice hadn’t trembled.

“I saw nothing of the sort,” he said.

“And what of Artemis herself? Does she look like this?” I gestured to the drawing of a stunning sculpture.

It was covered in what appeared to be breasts at first glance. The further I looked, the less sure I became about the assumption.

“She could, if she wished to,” he said enigmatically.

“A fertility goddess.”

Jones sipped from a skin of water, not rushing to answer. “Artemis is not…precisely a fertility goddess.”

“Her bountiful bosoms say otherwise!”

He waved a hand in that way so many scholars did when flagrantly thinking. I wanted to bite it. “She watches over women when their lives are changing.”

My stomach lurched as it hadn’t since the ship. “You mean childbed.”

“Birth. Passing from maiden to bride. All those moments when a girl and then a woman needs someone watching over her. Protecting her.”

I fixed my eyes on the pages before me so he couldn’t see how they filled unexpectedly with tears. Would that my mother had such a protectress. Perhaps then I’d not have grown up without her.

“She presided over the birth of Alexander to Olympias. And for that, she lost her temple,” I said, trying to imagine how vast it must have been.

“Her spirit is here,” he said. “Look at the top of that column.”

I gazed at it, confused at first why the tallest column in the ruins appeared dirty. Then I witnessed a bird with a tremendous wingspan circle it and come to rest at the top, in what turned out to be a nest.

“A stork,” he said simply.

It stood on spindly legs, lording over us, then lowered into the nest. It might have even settled on the eggs.

“I wish we had Artemis now,” I said. “Many ladies would like to have a protector on hand for…for our greatest trials. Or at least some fragment of what made her so powerful.”

“There were numerous such things here before the temple burned. It’s probably why it was so imperative to destroy it,” said Jones casually as if he hadn’t just revealed something of paramount importance.

“Things like…artifacts that might be of interest to a lady scientist and her readers?” I asked, warming to the theme.

“Now that you mention it…”

“Jones, you’re supposed to keep me informed! I even give you permission to be didactic on occasion!”

He passed a small basket of Smyrna figs to me. “Keep your strength up. Even if you’re not feeling quite yourself right now.”

I almost asked him what he meant, then recalled my predicament. Which he was treating as our predicament.

I stuffed a fig into my mouth to avoid speaking.

In the meantime, he riffled through the papers I’d been reviewing and extracted some sheets. “You’ll find these of interest.”

I was struck most by the lines through words and question marks in the margins. These were highly disputed sources indeed.

“I can’t read Turkish,” I said.

“So you know which language that is,” he said, pulling the pages before him.

“Now that I have visited here, I can recognize it,” I said. “Unlike some, I take more than a moment to acquire a language.”

“Then I’ll translate,” he said, his smile resembling Bastet’s when she spotted a hapless mouse. “This is an account of an inscription on a stele seized by explorers for installation at a museum some decades ago.”

“Thievery of the sort lauded by the academy,” I groused.

“Carved into it was a blessing for the laboring woman. The monument was erected when a merchant’s wife fell just after quickening. Despite the early stage of her pregnancy, the mother and baby survived.”

“A miracle ascribed to Artemis,” I said, brushing my hair back when the wind had the temerity to push it into my face. “So she functioned as a saint.”

Jones looked more closely at the document. “No, as a goddess. The stele was inscribed with words to summon Artemis herself in times of great need. A prayer for women.”

I tried to compose my face, but I may have failed. Desire swept through me, of a sort I rarely felt. “Where is the stele now? What are the words?”

He shook his head, flipping the page to see if anything was written on the back. “I believe that was part of the cache bound for the Imperial Institute for Oriental Antiquities that sank last year. But the notes say that even before that, two sides of the stone were scraped smooth.”

My heart sank like the precious monument. “Because of thankful women touching it until the inscription wore away?”

Jones frowned. “No, not that. There were distinct chisel marks. The words to summon Artemis had been erased very purposely.”

***

We saved our first visit to Ephesus for another day and took the donkey and cart to the village so that we might supply ourselves with provisions.

I made the acquaintance of the local cats, all of whom proved friendly and well-fed, and pondered the lost stele.

I wished to ask why someone would strike words that could help women in their hour of greatest need. But I had seen with my own eyes evidence of very purposeful erasure of my foremothers’ memory, to the detriment of all.

We were somber that evening as we dined on roast mutton and pilav delivered by our landlord and watched the sun set over the vineyard. A kid made his way to our table and chairs, which we’d dragged out of the house in hopes of enjoying the last light and sweet air.

I stroked the young goat’s muzzle and hoped he had a mother nearby.

Beside me, Jones had a stack of cloth and a needle in hand.

“I didn’t realize that you knew how to sew,” I said, taking another olive.

“I’ve been mending your clothes since Gibraltar,” he said.

“Is that what you’re doing? Mending? Even my poor sewing skills would allow me to do that!”

“Not now,” he said, squinting at his work.

“Then is this your mending?”

“Oh, no, these are your things. I’m simply making them more yours.”

“More mine?”

He held up what turned out to be a pair of drawers.

It took me a moment to discover what he’d done, but then I spotted his work: a tiny embroidered black cat.

I couldn’t speak. And then the questions came all at once.

“Is it Bastet? How did you learn? Are you doing this to all of my underthings?”

He chuckled and continued working. I marveled at the little cat design he’d worked out all on his own: in a few stitches, he’d made garments I’d never held in high regard something precious indeed.

I suddenly thought of a page in my notes with Bastet’s paw print, caught one serendipitous moment after she’d stepped in a pot of ink. Long in the future, an astute scholar would see that mark and know that she and I had lived.

Provided that my archive did not become as redacted as the documents I studied.

The thought of someone cutting or burning that fragile proof of the life we’d shared from my diary filled me with rage. It hadn’t yet happened, but the idea of violence directed at that evidence of humanity (or felinity, in Bastet’s case) pierced my soul.

Where this morbid thought had come from, I didn’t know. Until I did. I recalled the twice lost stele that had cast a pall over our day.

The deliberately exorcised call to Artemis. Would my mother have lived if she’d had the words to summon a goddess in her time of crisis? I was too modern, too secular to believe such a thing.

But if it had given her comfort in that lonely room where she labored with hired help, my father off at a house party or hunting even as she slipped from life, I’d want to give her that. Give her fevered mind the feeling of being held by a protective goddess, even as her weakening arms tried to hold me.

“Jones,” I said, standing up so suddenly that the table skittered.

He looked up in alarm.

“I need to do something. I need…do you recall, when we were in Rome, how there was a moment when…”

I thought back to the Lupercalia ritual, and the time I thought I’d seen things on the Palatine Hill that had disappeared centuries before.

“When I was in Ancient Rome. Somehow I was there. In the past.”

He did not meet my eyes.

“Was that your doing? Did you alter time so I might go back and experience Lupercalia as it was then?”

“That seems a rather lot for a lowly copyist to accomplish,” he said, staring at a stork flying to its nest somewhere towards Artemis’s temple.

“Then it is good that you are not merely a copyist.”

“What is your aim?” he asked lowly.

“Nothing too complicated,” I hedged. “For a man who can learn to embroider a tiny cat on my underthings, this would be simple indeed.”

“Precisely what do you wish me to do, Cordelia?”

“I want you to take me back. To the temple. Before it burned to the ground.”


Chapter 3


Ephesus, The Temple of Artemis, 21 July 356 BC

Sometimes Jones can be too obliging.

As soon as I made the request of him, we found ourselves within a massive marble building with an ornate wooden roof. I was so agog at the cedar wood carvings and vivid walls that I forgot to move.

“I knew the ancient world was colorful, but I didn’t know just how vibrant it was,” I said, wandering towards a wall painted butcher’s red.

“Might I remind you I have tried to impart knowledge about decorative culture on many occasions, but you always asked me to skip to the sexual practices?”

“But seeing it myself…” I felt as if I were in a trance, either drugged or wearing spectacles so I could see the temple as it truly was.

This was a gift only one person could have given me.

A gift that suddenly seemed far more complicated than at first glance.

“Jones,” I whispered, “is that man roving about with a torch in hand and setting fire to things?”

He squinted through smoke that poured through the building. “We should probably avoid Herostratus. The library is this way.”

My amanuensis took me by the hand and guided me swiftly through the ancient temple.

“When I said I wished to come to the Temple of Artemis before it burned down, I didn’t actually mean mere minutes before.”

“Would you have been satisfied if I whisked you in safely a few days ahead of the conflagration?”

I considered and had to concede. “Fair enough. Let’s collect the cache.”

“We should go this way to the library before the south portico collapses,” he said, gazing at where the night sky was visible through a burning hole above us.

“It seems to burn much faster than one would expect,” I said, suddenly fearful of what would happen to Bastet should we die in the past. On second thought, I became concerned about what should happen to the world if Bastet were left without pets and regular tribute in the form of her favorite foods.

“Well, you see, Cordelia, it’s Greek fire,” he said.

I gasped, looking around. “Perhaps we could secure a sample! I’ve always been curious about—”

He threw back his head and laughed, a sight I never thought I’d see. It seemed that attending to the needs of his body —‌ with my help — was doing his spirits good.

“We’re not bringing a terrible weapon into the nineteenth century; there are enough already. Besides, it was a joke. This is merely a fire set by a Greek man.”

I put the back of my hand to his forehead and felt if he was experiencing a fever. “A joke?” I asked. “Jones tells jokes?”

“Does it delight you?” he asked.

“I think it does.”

“Then I’ll endeavor to replicate my success when the mood strikes. Come, let’s race to the library. It’s at the end of that corridor.”

We sprinted down the marble hall, the place free of others, save our friend with the torch. From outside, I could hear screams as the people of Ephesus watched their goddess’s spectacular temple burn.

Scraps of paint and gold leaf drifted from the ceiling, their edges smoldering and smoking as they wafted towards us.

“In here,” said Jones, throwing open enormous doors.

From inside, there was a rush of fire, leaping to gulp the air he’d just delivered. I pulled Jones to me, and we fell to the ground, our legs tangled together as we watched the flames crawl up the marble columns.

“Can fire destroy stone?” I asked weakly.

“Yes.”

“We should leave,” I said.

“You go outside. You can see how to get out? That’s a good girl. Go out and await me.”

I pulled at his jacket. “No, you come now.”

“I mean to get this for you. It might aid your research.”

“Now.”

“The fire won’t hurt me.”

If I stomped my foot — and I can’t recall if I did — would one blame me? I’d only just found this, this something, and he was being so casual with his life. Or whatever one might call it.

“I’ll not kiss you goodbye because this is not goodbye,” he said, looking more rakish than I’d seen. “Give a yell if you get scared.”

He swatted me on the arse and sent me on my way towards the pronaos, where I stumbled from the burning temple to the horror of the crowd. The ladies rushed to me, taking down their veils to wipe my face clean.

I couldn’t speak their language, but even with Artemis watching over the birth of Alexander, I could feel that her spirit was here.

A woman — unremarkable but strangely familiar — separated from the others and took me in her arms. She was of an age with me, but she had the spirit of an elder. I must have drenched her veil with my tears as a dam broke within me; this was no gentle flooding of the Nile plain but a roar of the Tigris and Euphrates.

And then I watched as an entire section of the temple caved in. Perhaps the south portico.

“Jones,” I whimpered when I could finally speak again. If fire could destroy one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World, could it also destroy whatever Jones was?

My speech would mark me as an outsider, but the word would not stay inside me. Marble split with a great crack, and my heart cleaved right along with it.

“Jones!” I screamed. I pulled from my protectress and came closer to the building. Hands yanked me back, so I could only yell.

“Jones, you said you’d come if I called!” I shouted at the temple.

The flames only reached higher, consuming the area from which I’d come. No, it couldn’t be.

“Jones, please! I’ll do anything.”

The wails around me fueled my dread. What did they know?

It was clear that the temple was being consumed by the fire and Jones was inside. On a mission undertaken only to please me.

It was the greatest agony of my life, struggling to breathe through the smoke while believing I watched my lover die in that great fire.

But he was not merely my lover.

“Jones, I love you, now come back to us!” I screamed with the last of my hope. By now, my voice had grown hoarse. “I love you, now come to me, damn you, foolish man!”

I felt something within my hands, and I moved to return it to whoever had placed it there. This was not the time for a handkerchief!

But when I looked down, it was red. A red string. A red string I’d seen before.

I yanked on it, letting the slack coil near my feet. All around me, people watched in horror as if I’d gone mad, but I knew this string as it knew me.

Not long ago, Jones had pulled me to him using this thread in Crete, and now I meant to draw him to me.

Endlessly I pulled, refusing all offers of assistance, until my arms trembled from the effort. And still I tugged, calling him to me all the while.

Finally, when the great columns of the portico tumbled from the heat, there was a jerk in the line.

He appeared, a silhouette against the blaze.

The screams only grew louder, and men rushed to help Jones.

He feigned injury. Or maybe he truly was injured, but came closer and closer to me, just as I’d demanded.

“Are you sure this is the way?” called Jones when he came near. He reached me at last and ran a hand over my hair, which had spilled from its knot.

I fell to the ground, my body giving out. “If that’s not the way, my name isn’t Cordelia Delachatte.”

A crowd of ancient Ephesians had watched a madwoman haul her lover from the flames by a red thread, shrieking that she loved him. I gathered the tatters of my dignity, such as they were, and decided that a woman who has scandalized two millennia may rest on the dirt while keeping her chin up.


Chapter 4


A wiser woman would have been watching one of the Seven Wonders of the Ancient World burn to its foundations. I had seen a great many wonders, and just then I found I preferred the one sitting beside me with his shirt off and my heart in his soot-stained hands.

Jones had presented me with a handful of documents tucked against his chest. He offered them the way another man might hand over flowers to a woman he is courting.

He thought he knew me, knew how to defuse my anger. Not today.

“Did you expect that presenting manuscripts would make me forget the fact that you nearly died in a conflagration?” I asked.

His hand lowered in uncertainty.

I took up the stack and glanced at the first page. How I longed to pore over those words with him under the moonlight and add to my compendium!

“I don’t want them,” I said. I tossed the documents into the air and watched with genuine regret as they drifted all around us. Part of me wished to run about and collect the pages before they could scatter. But he needed to comprehend.

“Cordelia,” he whispered, just as shocked and disbelieving as I was.

I dropped my chin.

“But I found a few that related to women’s pleasure. Proof of education about configurations that gave women delight.”

“If you think I could look at these without remembering the risk you took…”

“There was no risk.”

Another crack from within the temple drew my attention. I felt it in the center of me, an axe to my gut. My body did not know Jones was now safely here with me.

“I didn’t know, not for certain,” I said. “Nor do I know your name. And yet we are to…”

My hand twitched.

“I thought you’d understand, Cordelia Delachatte. Given that you go about the world using a name that is not the one bestowed on you at birth.”

“You know my name, I know you do,” I reasoned. “But I go through life not knowing yours. It was I who gave you the moniker Jones when I met you, and you never corrected me.”

“I know your true name, Cordelia, and you know mine,” he said.

I frowned. “I don’t.”

“It’s whatever you wish to call me. Call me and I shall come to you.”

“I can think of many names I’d like to call you right now,” I groused.

“And I’ll answer to any of them.”

How could I remain furious at a man who responded thus to my rage?

“Damnable fool,” I spat at him.

He stepped forward, a smile never leaving his face.

“Rogue.”

Still closer he came.

I backed away from him, then stumbled when I nearly walked into something behind me. I spun around to see what dared obstruct my path.

“A stele,” he said over my shoulder.

I set my hand to the waist-high marble and felt the words carved upon it. “Is this the one? The one scraped smooth and then lost at sea?”

Even as I said it, I knew I was correct. The dimensions were right, and it was warm under my palm, like something alive. I stroked the marble, admiring how the words felt even if I couldn’t read them.

“You give me ideas,” he said, pressing himself into my skirts.

I turned to look at him in disbelief. “You nearly died tonight, yet think of that?”

“I’ve never known Cordelia Delachatte to back down from a cock-based challenge. A man thinks about what’s truly important to him when he’s dying to make his love happy.” One hand came low about my middle. He cupped a breast with the other.

“You cannot be serious!” I cried, turning within his arms.

We were so close.

He looked down at me with his eyes flashing hazel. “I’m very serious, Cordelia.”

“I need you to understand. I’ve never done this.”

“Neither have I.”

“But you have had ladies before.”

“Not one who could take all of me.”

“I never claimed it was that large,” I said, bringing a hand to his trousers despite myself.

“How big do you want it to be?”

I stroked him over his fly. “Whatever you are is what I want.”

“But I can be—”

I gasped when something brushed against my wrists. It was the red thread, suddenly wrapped and knotted beautifully around my wrists and lower arms.

“What don’t you know how to do?” I asked in wonder.

“There’s a good deal,” he said, stepping closer and crowding me into the stele. “But I mean to learn all.”

I thought to touch him, but I was bound. “I think you’ve mastered the lesson about a male of the species in a fiery rage ravishing his woman against something, haven’t you?”

“I have mastered it, I agree.”

I huffed and brought my bound hands to his chest. “Release me, and I might show you how glad I am that you survived.”

Jones regarded me like a very snarled household accounts error. “I don’t think you want to be released at all.”

“Is that true?” I asked, plucking at the string.

He took the loose thread in hand and drew my wrists up. “I think you’d enjoy only thinking of me while I fuck you. While I give you bliss.”

“Oh, Jones,” I said apologetically, “you might be my favorite, but my mind can’t help but wander during the act. It’s just that I have so many things to catalogue, so many memories and sensations to compare it to. And everything I do is subject to inclusion in my compendium.”

Jones scoffed and tugged the string until we were so close his lips hovered over mine. His breath smelled of mastiha. I closed my eyes and waited for him to sweep me into a kiss.

After a few moments with no contact, I opened my eyes again. He was looking down at me with a smirk.

“Whyever are you delaying?” I asked, suddenly concerned that the tooth powder I carried on my travels might have gone bad.

He dropped a kiss on my lips. A quick one, nothing like what I’d hoped to feel. “So I might see your lovely eyes again, angry as the Aegean when I’m hunting you.”

“I knew you enjoyed enraging me.”

I wondered if that was the right word for him and tunneled down the many paths of my mind when he raised my arms until they were over my head.

“What do you mean to do?” I asked. “Show the entire world that I am your captive?”

“They’ll see that soon enough.”

How he did it, I can barely explain. My bound hands came over the top of the stele, and he lowered me to the ground so carefully that my shoulders went unharmed.

He had me on the earth, lying with my skirts spread before me. My head rested against the stone, and my hands were tucked behind it.

“Now this seems the sort of game I’d like to play,” I said, casting him a glance that I hoped was seductive. I could see that the angle displayed my bosom to its best advantage, so I breathed harder in hopes I might induce him to wrench my bodice open.

“I thought you might enjoy this.”

“Do you mean to ravish a poor, captive lady?” I asked, giving him a pout. “Please, sir, I am a maiden sent over these rough seas to my betrothed! If you take my virtue, he’ll never have me, and then what will I be!”

Jones shook his head, incredulous, while sinking to the ground before me.

“I’m unable to fight you off as my hands are bound. Whatever shall I do?”

“You shall lie back and take everything I give you,” he said, flipping my dress up. At last! Victory!

He reached under my skirt and drew down the pair of short drawers I’d put on that day.

“I looked for a pair with a kitty, but you’ve not left them in my things,” I said.

He tossed them aside. “All in good time, Cordelia.”

With his back to the burning temple, Jones lowered himself between my legs.

“Do you know what drew me to you?” he asked, looking down at the apex of my thighs.

“The fact that I was staring over your desk in the stacks, demanding that you accompany me on a voyage of discovery?” I asked.

“Your zest for life,” he said.

“Life is certainly a euphemism I’ve never before heard for it.”

He trailed his fingers over my slit. My head knocked against my marble pillow.

“You’re so curious and have such a charming way of wanting to know everything by experiencing it yourself. You’ve a boundless appetite.”

He dropped his head and licked a fat stripe between my cunny lips. I groaned.

“A boundless appetite and a spectacular capacity.”

This time, I didn’t need to make my breaths come faster; he had me panting. “You can test right now and feel just how much capacity I have for you.”

He kissed my inner thigh and groaned. “But I too have a boundless appetite. And I mean to devour your pleasure until this field springs forth with the seeds of it.”

“I’ve never known a woman to have seed,” I said, glancing about. “It might take some time for me to find such a capacity.”

“Take your time, my darling scholaress; we’ve centuries to go until we’re back to the present day.”

He landed a peck on my nub and then drew away to watch how I responded. I glared, wishing I had my hands free so I could direct his head where I wanted him.

Like this, he could control the speed at which I unraveled. I moved my hips, tried to use my legs to draw him near and make him go faster, but he insisted on giving me the sweetest little licks and touches.

“Jones, you’re impossible.” My wrists tested the thread’s hold on me.

“Some might say that I am, that all of this is impossible. But you know better.”

I groaned. “This is not the time to be a pedant!”

“But you love being a sweet little pedant in your tales.”

“I am not pedantic! I am scholarly and rigorous!”

“In that case,” he said, drifting lower and finally giving me a good suck.

“Yes, that’s it,” I said, raising my hips to meet him. His mouth was soft as he explored me. Under his care, I bloomed.

But I wanted more.

“Jones, please fuck me. Your cock is the perfect size for me, and I want it right now.”

He shook his head no while never breaking contact with my honeyed cunt.

“Anything, just please, you don’t know how I ache for you.”

His mouth worked faster as I tried to control his movements through the rocking of my hips. He laughed against my nub, and the first trembles emanated from deep.

“Your fingers, anything. You know how I love to be, oh…” I sighed.

“What do you like, Cordelia? I’ve never known you to be circumspect in your desires. Why don’t you tell your amanuensis what you’d like written into your pretty little chatte tonight?”

His denial after so much accommodation was akin to torture. And I loved it because I knew he’d give control of my life right back to me the moment our play was done.

“I want…”

“Yes?”

“I want you to fuck me.”

He paused and leveled me with a schoolmaster’s raised eyebrow. “I don’t think that’s it. Who are you?”

“Cordelia Delachatte.”

“And who is Cordelia Delachatte?”

“A lady adventuress.”

“And?”

I thought back to my adventures and the aim of my pleas. There was no way around it.

“A right slut who is begging for your cock.”

“But I’m being so kind to you now,” he said, giving me another lick. “What more could my cock do to give you pleasure?”

I whimpered. He was toying with me, that damn man, and I was unspeakably wet and clenching around nothing when he could — at that very moment — fuck his cock into me and make me the happiest of women.

“It would, oh, it would stretch me.”

Was that Jones groaning? “You like to get this little hole stretched, don’t you?”

He had his tongue at my entrance, licking all around where I needed to feel him driving deep.

“I want you to shove it in. Stuff me full.” The words alone drove me closer to the peak.

He withdrew with genuine regret. “I can’t fuck you tonight, Cordelia. I can’t risk it.”

“But we’ve done it already!” I cried.

“I have been restraining myself, so help me. I fear that the next time, you might not like the consequences.”

“Did you miss the part where I’m having your baby?” I nearly shrieked. “I think I’m owed a proper orgasm for that alone!”

I knew this wasn’t just more talk from the anguish on his face.

“Will it hurt you? If you fuck me again?” I asked.

“It might hurt you.”

“But you said I’ve excellent capacity,” I reasoned, growing hysterical. “I even like when it hurts a little.”

He stroked my thigh.

“Or a lot,” I admitted. I hadn’t meant to share that with anyone, but Jones wasn’t just anyone now, was he?

“It’s not the size of my cock that concerns me,” he confessed. “I can make it whatever pleases you.”

“Then what’s the problem?” By now, I’d tugged so hard against the red string that I was surprised it — or my wrists — hadn’t broken.

“The day is coming when I’ll not be able to resist…”

“Yes?”

“Binding you to me.”

“Binding, like this?”

He came over me so we could be closer. His lips smelled of mastiha mixed with my scent, and I couldn’t help but kiss him.

When he pulled back, Jones was pained. “I’ll not be able to resist, I fear, looping this thread around you for eternity.”

I groaned. “And what is the problem with that? I happen to be enjoying it rather a lot.”

He was quiet and went still. “You should know who I am before accepting that. This is not the ancient world, Cordelia. You’re no hapless maiden to be tricked into forever. You’d want to know what you were choosing. I’d not deny you that.”

I looked around us. “I don’t mean to contradict you, but we are most certainly in the ancient world, if that burning temple is any indication, Jones.”

He fixed me with a look.

“This…binding,” I said, struggling to find the right words. “Would it be sexual in nature?”

“The only woman to ask such a thing with hope in her voice,” he muttered.

“Some things have changed, but I still am me.”

“And I love that about you,” he said, drifting lower again. “It would be all-encompassing. Everything. All of me.”

“Oh,” I said as he set his mouth to my quim again. “Is that you asking?”

His head came up. “I wouldn’t want to burden you…”

“I’m not in a position to say now,” I rushed to explain, “but I wouldn’t want to get my hopes—wouldn’t want to misunderstand, if that’s not what you meant.”

“Should you be willing to hear a question, Miss Delachatte,” he said before gulping in a way that reminded me of the Jones I’d always known, “I would very much like to ask it.”

“I think I might, when the time is right,” I said, my heart beating so hard in my chest I thought I might die before I was even born.

“I remain your servant.”

The ground trembled, and I feared another portico had collapsed but couldn’t look away from him. My ribs were too tight to contain everything that was blooming within me, and I cast about for a diversion.

“So you’re unable to put your cock in me for fear it might…”

He nodded.

“What about your fingers?”

He glanced at his soot-covered hands in disappointment.

The rain came down warm and sudden, plastering my gown to heated skin. A respectable woman would have sought shelter. I lay back against the goddess’s stele, flexed my bound wrists, and reminded Jones that his assistance was urgently needed.


Chapter 5


The look Jones gave me when he finished wiping his hands on a handkerchief demanded submission.

I opened my knees wider.

At my hips, the fabric of my skirts pooled. My stockings, perhaps once mended by the man between my legs, remained on. Against the ground, the heels of my half-boots allowed me to lift. Surely I could tempt him closer.

“Even with your hands bound, you are in control, Miss Delachatte,” he said, shaking his head as he surveyed me.

“Then you’ll just have to wrest it from me, won’t you?”

Jones advanced betwixt my thighs. “You’d let me do that?”

“Most willingly.”

“It might have unintended consequences.”

“I’ve come to expect that when trysting with you.”

“Is that what this is?” he asked, setting two fingers at my entrance and sliding them in without hesitation. “A tryst?”

Now was the time to be bold if I was to have what I wanted. And I meant to have it, every last bit. “I think we’re far beyond that.”

As he slowly dragged out, his fingertips pressed against the front wall of my cunt. “That we are.”

“Is that a reward?” I asked, trying to contain my shudders so this might not end too soon.

He pushed in again, spreading his fingers as he worked me. “And why should you deserve a reward, Cordelia?”

“I’ve been honest about my desires.”

“Is it so difficult for you to say what you want a lover to do?”

I shuddered when he added a third finger. “That kind of honesty comes easily.”

“You do come easily, don’t you?” he asked.

I sent him a glare.

“I enjoy watching you in all the ways you break. I’d like to see it again.”

“Then make me break under the moonlight,” I begged. “I need it. Tonight, I must have release.”

Jones came over me, silhouetted against the burning temple, and whispered into my ear. “Tonight, you’ve not even been born.”

And then he set his thumb to my clitoris and stroked me within and without, in perfect coordination. It felt like a pianist playing me, striking every note with alarming intensity from the start of a concerto. I meant to resist at least some of his power over me, and he had established his mastery in just a few strokes. I clenched down on him.

“You’re fighting me, Cordelia,” he said. “Let this thing between us be born.”

His sweat-slicked chest heaved and his arm moved frantically as he worked to pleasure me. Jones’s expression was intense, almost angry.

“I know not how,” I said, scared for the first time of what an orgasm might do to me. “I’ve never allowed…”

Jones was so near, his hips low and rocking in time with his thrusts so perfectly that I nearly wondered if he’d replaced his fingers with his cock.

“I mean to give you several centuries to decide,” he said. “Shall we discuss it next in…1873? I could provide the date according to the Julian calendar, but seeing as you prefer me less pedantic, I’ll refrain.”

I huffed and twisted against the stele at my back.

“That’s it, let it build until it’s impossible to resist.”

“I know how to come, Jones!”

“Then do it, Cordelia.”

His movements should have been enough — expert, precisely the technique I’d recorded in three separate entries — and that was the trouble. Some traitorous part of me was taking notes. Comparative pressure. Angle of approach. I tried to stop. I could not.

I moaned in anguish, and he immediately understood.

“What do you need?”

Nothing. Still nothing.

“I can’t.” My voice caught. “Nothing works. You must have broken me.”

“You’re cataloguing,” he said against my thigh. It was not a question. “Stop writing the entry, Cordelia, and come.”

“Give me more.”

“I’ve merely poured myself into you,” he purred. “A flood so mighty that it washed away all who came before it. We’re alone now, you and I.”

To that, my cunt softened and grew wetter. “Yes, that, more of that.”

“To me, you are wheat. Sometimes growing wild. Sometimes changed by human hands. But in all your forms, you are life, my darling.”

“Yes, yes,” I chanted. The sound of us, of my wetness, carried over the hillside. It might have even reached the crowd watching the temple burn. But I didn’t consider that; this thing was only for him, and he filled my mind completely.

“We must have once been buried, wrapped in an embrace, under the floor of the first house, and thence civilization bloomed. Such is the force of my desire for you, the endurance of my—”

My scream bounced off the heavens as he unmade me by filling my cunt and consciousness at the same time. I tugged at the red string binding me, wishing to dig my fingers into his glistening muscles as he drew me to the precipice.

Jones thrust a hand into my bodice and took my breast in hand, pinching my nipple until it felt he was pouring pleasure into me like many blades of light piercing an ecstatic martyr.

“You have revealed that which was hidden,” he whispered. “Now let it be born for all to see.”

The urge was irresistible, inevitable, as it struck me low, a pounding contraction and then blissful, colorful blankness when it swept me under. His next strokes came faster, harder, as he drove it out of me. I bore down on him, groaning and rocking, and all the while he helped me through my crisis.

I tilted my head back as the last shimmering rays echoed through me and felt a few more drops of rain on my face. Within me, his fingers stilled, still inside.

“Artemis means to water what you’ve birthed,” he said.

I looked at him in exhausted confusion. It would be some time before I would labor and, Artemis willing, deliver his child.

“There,” he said, nodding to a place I recalled having seen one of the temple’s documents come to rest after my furious toss.

The earth shifted, a great rumbling, and from the dirt rose what appeared to be a cock.

Or rather, a stone. A stele. A carved monument that looked much like the one to which I was now tied.

“Jones, is that…”

“Yes.”

I caught my breath and looked at it in wonder. It was white and new; the carvings sharp even in the moonlight. “I made it? We did?”

Jones wiped my brow. “You did so well. It’s beautiful. Are you thirsty?”

“I fear all water in the city is being leveled at the temple,” I said. “Besides, there’s only one thing I want on my lips now.”

He kissed my forehead, brows, nose, and finally my lips. “I never thought I’d see the day Cordelia Delachatte requests a kiss.”

Nor did I. But his tender care and constancy had given me something I’d never experienced before.

I regarded the stele we’d made and laughed. “With two of them, it will be harder to carve away the protective inscription or lose at the bottom of the sea.”

Jones did not look surprised by my statement. If anything, his face showed satisfaction, as if I were a student who had mastered an important lesson.

I would never learn whose hand had scraped the first stone smooth, nor what they feared. That is the trouble with erasure — it outlives the redactor and leaves no name behind to blame. Very well. I could not unmake their violence; I could only out-carve it.

I looked about the field at the scattered pages dampened by rain. There must have been dozens of them spread all over.

“You don’t suppose that if we were to do that again, the same might result?” I asked, nodding to the new stele.

“Two is not enough?” he asked, shoving into me again, needing no further prompting to resume our generative labors.

“Never enough,” I said, my jaw tight. “I need at least one to last until 1843.”

His eyes flashed between hazel and something uncannily like jewels with understanding. He knew it was the year of my birth.

On and on he worked me, unceasingly bringing me to orgasm on that fateful night far in the past. My lids grew heavy as I rocked and moaned, laboring endlessly.

And when I thought I could take no more, he fit his thumb alongside his fingers, painstakingly opening me until the stretch could only resemble one thing.

“The way you stretch on my fist,” he rasped, looking down at where we were joined. “You make my cock harder than this field of stelae.”

Field…of stelae. I opened my eyes and saw dawn break over us. Over the hillside, now studded with stones of such number that they resembled wildflowers. I sniffed, likely reacting to the dust from all that freshly carved marble.

“When you accept me, I hope you know I plan to work this cunt so hard nothing can void the bond between us.”

“When I accept you?” I asked, my voice sounding far away.

“Indeed. In fact, I’ve planned something you’ll like very much, Miss Delachatte.”

My body awoke anew, despite my exhaustion. I suspected he did not mean bridal white and a return to Tunbridge Wells, not if he was what I thought he was.

“You see, it will begin with…” he said before murmuring his vision to me, punctuating each detail with the movement of his fist.

I groaned from the stretch and sensual onslaught. It had been a mistake to let this scholar close; he had studied me until he could take apart and rebind my pages in any order he chose.

“And you’ll be even wetter than now when you…” he said while switching to whisper in my other ear, as if to distribute his spell evenly.

When I ascended, my whole being drew tight around his hand. This time, my wail was hoarse and broken, and from within me, a gush that dripped from his wrist when I looked down.

He looked at our handiwork. “As it was then, let it be forever.”

***

Jones helped me down at the front door of our house after our return from travels spanning several centuries and a drive down the road in the present day.

I was covered in soot and rain and walking with a slight limp. Nonetheless, I reassured him I’d be fine while he tended to our donkey and cart.

I had important business to which I must attend, and it would be best to handle it privately.

Inside the small house, after lighting an oil lamp and wiping my face, I reckoned that the time had come.

Before me, Bastet lounged on a pillow, untroubled by the fact that her mistress had escaped a fateful fire several centuries in the past. In truth, it made things easier as I could not understand or explain the mechanics of what had happened.

But I needed to tell her something I now understood more than ever and accepted. I knelt and stroked between her ears, hoping to soften the blow.

“Bastet, you’re going to have a sibling.”

She blinked as though thoroughly unsurprised and resumed grooming her fanny.


Chapter 6


Ephesus, Ottoman Empire, 1873

Three days I had been home from the past, and three days I had laid siege to Jones’s virtue with every wile in my considerable arsenal. He withheld himself, infuriating man, on the grounds that the next time he took me, I would be bound to him forever.

I was half out of my mind when our cart rolled towards the ruins of Ephesus. Did I lift my skirts and rub my quim hoping to get Jones to take me on the side of the road? I cannot recall. But one who has experienced the delight of discovering that the heart and body might be united most pleasurably can guess.

In those days, Ephesus yet slowly emerged from the silted Cayster Valley. Before setting his sights on recovering the Temple of Artemis, John Turtle Wood’s expedition had cleared fields to reveal the Magnesian Gate, but much of the ancient city was still underground. Not that I blamed him for diverting his attention; I too had become rather taken with the goddess.

Jones brought the cart to a stop. “In the ancient past, the harbor was right here,” he said, gesturing to what was most certainly soil.

“The seas have retreated that much?” I asked, trying to see where the Aegean met land now. We must have been several miles from the present port.

“The river silted up and covered the city, making new land and pushing the sea further afield.”

“It must have been a small place to be covered so easily,” I said, spotting ruins among the fields.

“It was one of the largest cities in the Roman Empire, after Rome itself and Alexandria.”

“Then it’s no mistake we came here, as I do like big things,” I replied.

On the Via Sacra, I nearly slipped on the smooth marble, worn to a dangerous polish over the centuries. “Careful now,” said Jones against my ear when he caught me most ably. “I need you whole.”

In a tobacco field, we sat on a broken column to enjoy our luncheon with some hospitable cats.

“Below us is the Library of Celsus, a magnificent structure,” he said.

I looked dubiously at the packed dirt and struggled to imagine it. “Did you see it? While it stood?” I asked.

“Certainly.”

I had a thought. “You sometimes smell of burning paper. Is that because you went into the burning temple? Only…we hadn’t yet been there when it burned. Or perhaps you went another time, without me?” The mechanics of time were suddenly new now that I had experienced how Jones could leap through it at will.

His cheeks heated and his chin pointed to the ruins below us so quickly that his tidy hair flopped across his brow. “I may have visited Alexandria’s library recently.”

His meaning dawned on me. “You don’t mean that you also visited it on the day it burned?” I asked. “Are you…aroused by fire, Jones? Far be it from me to hold you at a distance if you do, we’ll just need to discuss how to incorporate it without turning me to ash.”

Jones laughed and pressed me to a marble wall, kissing me so insistently that I nearly slipped again. “The heat from the fire provides a good marker in the river of time, but I sometimes land too close to the great conflagration.”

“So you watch it burn and feel unspeakably aroused?” I asked, my hand creeping past his collar.

“I collect the manuscripts. Save what I can before they’re destroyed.”

How curious. “So this,” I said, gesturing to his tweeds and modest form, “is real? You didn’t adopt the guise of a scholar to, well, not trick me, not that, but to…make me…” I couldn’t bring myself to say it in the quiet ruins, not when we were so close to an understanding. It was so fragile that a breath might send it into the wind forever.

“One of many things that is real,” he said, kissing my hand and leading me down the old street and reciting the inhabitants of the various tombs from memory.

When Jones pointed out stacks of ancient pipes near the agora, I cupped his cock over his trousers. “I can think of a pipe I’d much rather see. And feel.” This was safe, and most certainly something I wanted.

No matter how I tempted him that day, Jones wouldn’t relent. I’d need to screw my courage to the sticking place or never be screwed again.

Under a pine tree where we passed the skin of water between us, I made a decision that would change my life forever.

“You mentioned that you have something to ask me,” I said.

“I do.”

“I would like to hear it. All of it.”

He studied me as if I were a tangle of luggage to be sorted at the port before we could make our way inland. He licked his lips.

“Very well,” he said. “But first, there’s something you’ll need to see.”

***

“Oh, Jones, it’s enormous,” I sighed, taking it all in.

“It’s not the biggest…”

“I think it’s magnificent,” I said, struggling to understand what I was seeing.

The Great Theater was but a ruin, yet the vast shell boggled the mind even with stones scattered about where there should have been a stage and rough steps where there was once seating.

“How many people could watch here?” I asked.

“Twenty-five thousand,” he said without hesitation.

“So many people watching,” I said, feeling my body heat unexpectedly. “And such a grand stage.”

“You like when people watch, don’t you, Cordelia?” he asked, suddenly at my side. “You like to show them what they can’t have and tease them and deny them. Or maybe it’s just me.”

How well he knew me. But some things had changed. “You can have me in this very place should you consent to fuck me,” I replied, attempting to tug the shirt from his trousers so we might finally couple again. “Or take me home and tup me in our bed, it matters not.”

He stilled my roving hands. “You seem to default to ‘or’. As if accepting one thing demands giving up another.”

I studied the trees in the distance, anything not to look directly at him; it might sear my eyes and leave me blinded to reality. “Such is the way of the world,” I said blithely. “I know that. Life is about choices, and I’ve made mine.”

“There was a time,” he said, a cloud passing over us and casting the theater in shadow, “when instead of ‘or’, there was ‘and’.”

I nuzzled his neck. “You can have my cunt or my arse. You can have my cunt and my arse. It matters not which you choose. Why, I’ll give you my mouth on this very stage, no matter that some hapless traveler might walk by and see you fucking my face.”

Jones caught my neck, his grip somewhere between cradling and controlling. I fought the urge to purr.

“The theater isn’t what I wanted to show you,” he said.

“Oh, excellent,” I replied, reaching for his fly.

“You’re being a very bad little chatte, aren’t you, Miss Delachatte?”

“Terribly bad, and I’m not learning my lesson well at all. Do you think discipline would help?” I asked hopefully.

Jones chuckled and dropped a quick kiss on my lips. “I was thinking of a demonstration. You get inside these stones and I’ll show you.”

He guided me to stripped marble stones arranged like a lidless box and helped me to climb inside the waist-high rubble. Once crouched within, I heard him slide an enormous stone over the top.

“This rather reminds me of Luxor,” I said, fondly recalling the experience of being filled in all holes through the holes of a sarcophagus. “Remember when you arrived right when the ritual ended to collect me? I thought I’d scandalized you with my nudity. How little I knew.”

Suddenly, light poured in between the gaps in the stones, each beam so strong it pierced the darkness with defined edges. I had seen that light before. My breath came faster.

When the stone lid slid back, I emerged to find the Great Theater in perfect condition, its thousands of seats filled with people in dress I’d only seen in museums and illustrations. Their eyes watched me as I stood on the intact stage.

I was in ancient Ephesus again. And the Great Theater was filled with spectators.


Chapter 7


The Great Theater of Ephesus, 12 April 128 AD

For the first time in my life, I considered running from a challenge. Well, the second time, if we count the Labyrinth in Crete, but the Minotaur’s cock was just that big. Third, if we don’t discount the aberration that was my flight from Athens.

Fine, I ran when the situation required it. And this one very much seemed to require it.

I looked out at the Great Theater, and a sea of spectators looked back at me. Twenty-five thousand people packed those pristine marble seats: people with ancient mores and a taste for Roman spectacle, if their dress was any indication.

Never had I felt so much myself. Not Cordelia Delachatte, the name and persona I’d given myself before starting my explorations, but the plain, spinster orphan from Tunbridge Wells. I was unequal to the task. This could very well mean the end of me.

In those days, it was not unheard of for crowds to turn on inferior entertainers. Much as in our own time, performers failing to capture the audience might be subjected to a pummeling from thrown objects.

I was not just me anymore, I thought, fighting the urge to shield my still-flat belly. What hubris, goading Jones into this latest escapade!

And Jones, what was he thinking? And him about to be a father! I scanned the crowd for tweed and saw naught but togas and tunics.

This was real. I felt heat from the braziers lighting the stage and smelled barley cakes sold by vendors, saffron-infused water sprayed to cool the audience. Even the vegetation on the hillsides was different, tobacco still sequestered in the New World.

I struggled to make out the crowd, to get some sense of what they’d come expecting to see. I caught sight of men in togas with stripes — men with influence — talking amongst themselves. In the upper shell, men in rougher cloth tunics gambled and chatted. And at the rear gallery were the women, some bored or placid and others watching me intently and whispering. What must they think?

“Artemis, save me,” I whispered to myself.

“Quae est ista?” someone yelled. Who is this?

What a question to consider while on the stage of one of the largest theaters in the ancient world, waiting to be devoured. There were lions in the coliseum; if I answered wrongly, would a beast be unleashed on me?

I thought back to what I’d leave behind. My legacy: the books I’d published on my exploration of feminine pleasure in the past, all addressed to the women of my time who deserved more. More affection, more power, and certainly more orgasms.

I surveyed the audience again, hoping to spot Jones among them, and my eyes caught on a young spectator in the distant women’s gallery. Her hair was arranged beautifully and her stola pristine. She stared towards the harbor — when she wasn’t casting glances at a man far below who gulped from a bronze drinking vessel between quips exchanged with other silver-templed gents.

If only she could see what was possible for a woman. But then, my own time had not eradicated the shackles she now wore — and we’d added new ones besides. I could not point her to a glorious future that would not exist, could not exist without women willing to make it.

Who was I? The woman who had set sail to change everything. In my time or any other, never let it be said that Cordelia Delachatte lacked cunt.

“From the ludus of Miss Harbury’s Classical Lyceum for Young Ladies in Anglia, I am Cordelia Delachatte,” I yelled, hoping that my rusty Latin was at least understandable. “I am a scholar, and I mean to educate you.”

The crowd grew restless, and I heard boos. This was not the reception I wanted, not if I meant to leave this place in one piece.

“I mean to educate you on female pleasure.”

I set hands to the buttons of my bodice and wrenched the shirtwaist apart to show my combination.

“By demonstrating what it looks like.”

If forced to entertain a crowd in the Great Theater of Ephesus, I could think of only one subject on which I might hold forth and escape with my life. Or I could still die tragically. One never knows with the ancients, but delaying couldn’t help my case.

Perhaps the ladies of ancient Ephesus were licked and fucked to screaming bliss whenever they so wished, but I suspected that at least one woman might benefit from seeing what she was missing.

Besides, the idea of performing for a crowd — an enormous crowd accustomed to a show — had my nipples drawing tight and quim slick and honeyed.

I stripped the garments from my body and tossed them into the stone box from which I’d risen. Oh, to be back in the Luxor sarcophagus, where twelve holes had been delightfully filled by what appeared to be the god Amun-Ra — along with my holes, as well.

Would that some obliging god or monster appear so I might have a partner for my demonstration. Never mind; I could make myself come without help. And no doubt at least one man from the audience might be enticed to join me for the lesson.

I settled on the lid of my stone box and opened my legs to let the brazier illuminate my chatte.

Heart beating so hard my head nearly throbbed, I lowered my hand down my belly, past my navel, and spread my cunny lips for the viewing pleasure of my audience.

Their gasp echoed back from the heavens, a roar.

“So you are entertained,” I whispered to myself as I rubbed my cunny to wetness.

It was a vehement reaction to a nude woman stroking herself, but I did not question it, pleasurably distracted as I was.

Not until a shadow fell over me.

A horned shadow.

I looked up slowly, struggling to comprehend what I saw.

Before me, freed from the Cretan labyrinth for what must be the first time, was the Minotaur.

“Cordelia,” he said, his voice familiar.

My mouth opened in shock. This could not be. But all of this — me in the Great Theater, me in the ancient Roman Empire — could not be. Why not a not-so-mythical creature appearing at the moment I most required a spectacular cock?

My audience would get their spectacle. The Minotaur in the flesh, piercing my flesh!

I looked for Jones, knowing that this was his work. He wouldn’t let me be pelted for failing to entertain the crowd; he’d give me what I needed every time.

And he was showing the extent to which he meant everything.

I gestured to his massive cock, swinging between his powerful thighs. “That’s a very nice horn you have there.”

He scented the air. “You’ve been bred,” he said, stalking closer.

This time, I did not run. In truth, the stage was large, but not so large that I could get away from him. Besides, I did not want to escape my old playmate.

“How can you tell?” I asked, fearful of his reaction.

He snorted, his muzzle gesturing to my midsection.

Which was now swollen and round.

“Oh, Jones,” I gasped, wrapping my hands around the swollen belly he must have conjured for me. It was one thing to imagine how I’d look with it, waiting every day for changes, and another to suddenly find myself heavily pregnant.

Above my rounded middle, my breasts were heavy with milk. I feared that so much as a light breeze over my nipples might make me wail.

We stared at each other.

“Seeing as I’m enceinte, don’t you think you should make me comfortable?”

He made a rumbling sound. And then lowered to the stage.

“I hope you don’t mean to rub my feet,” I said, watching that his horns didn’t gore me. “I only acquired this recently, so I’ve not had time to swell there.”

“I know where you’re always swollen, little lamb,” he growled, shuffling between my thighs.

I stepped away until the stone box was again at my back. He kept coming closer.

“Be careful,” I warned, my hand low on my middle.

“I’d die before allowing anything to happen to you, Cordelia. Either of you.”

He placed his hands on my knees and then parted them with a reverence I’d not expected of the beast.

The first lick of his broad tongue had me arching my back. The second set my hips rocking to capture every touch of him. By the third, I had my hands on his horns, dragging myself over his open mouth as his wetness mixed with mine. The cool gold ring in his nose only heightened my bliss.

I fought the urge to close my eyes and give my body over to pleasure. But the sight of the great Minotaur kneeling to suck my cunt as I directed him by the horns kept me watching even as my body ascended.

I forced myself to look into the crowd to gauge their response. Most of the men regarded us with shock. But a few adjusted themselves over their tunics and togas. And others clearly fumbled below their garments; tugging surreptitiously at their cocks as they watched something impossible and erotic.

On the distant faces of the women, I saw horror, but I also recognized longing. I’d need to show them that this was no assault on an innocent, but a demonstration that I led.

“And,” I moaned, “more.”

Two figures flanked me, accompanied by the theatrical smoke used to signal the appearance of a god.

To my right, Anubis, the ancient Egyptian jackal god of the underworld. Only this time, he was no man wearing a mask, but the deity come to life. I reached up to touch his black snout and sharp ears. He took this as an invitation to come closer and suck from me.

There was a prick from the other breast, and I saw Romulus, founder of Rome, grown magnificent and strapping in his furs and leather, drawing from my left breast.

At my back, gentle hands stroked my hair. A soft cheek pressed to mine, the smell of oils used in mummification. A nymph placed a kiss on the corner of my mouth, then carried on with braiding my mane. Another of the nymphs placed her hand low on my belly for support and rubbed my back while scrubbing me with natron salt. And a third contorted herself so she might wiggle beneath the Minotaur and slide one slim finger within my hungry cunt.

“Oh, gods in heaven,” I whispered, “oh, Jones. You do not know how much, how you—”

At my shoulder, I saw something in my peripheral vision. Something long and hard, and ever so enticing.

I looked up just as the Egyptian god Min, he of fertility and virility, set his perpetually erect cock at my collarbone. Like Anubis, this time he was no cultist playing a role; he radiated seminal, divine power.

“Do you want in?” I asked as he rocked his hips to drag his shaft over the skin of my neck. It was strange, but his silent, unchanging smile told me he considered it no chore.

At my thigh, a sting at the same moment I heard something slap. I looked around my competing admirers and saw the serpent god of Crete swinging the februa strips of goat hide meant to bless a woman with fertility.

“They slapped me with it in Rome,” I sighed wonderingly. “Perhaps that’s why I fell pregnant.”

“You were bred because you ached for it, beloved,” said a voice I knew. Faunus, the trickster god, placed his cock on the other side of my neck and pushed his hips forward until his cock touched that of Min. He was thicker and Min longer, I noted, ever thinking of how this might be recorded in my compendium.

Between my legs, the nymph drew four fingers together like a beak and slid them into my cunt. The ibis-hand, first performed in Luxor by a man wearing an Anubis mask.

Everything they were doing to me was the same as before, yet scrambled, like a feverish, fractured memory of my most pleasurable explorations. “You’re all a tangle, nothing is as it was,” I rasped, feeling my pussy stretch on the nymph’s hand.

“We are as we always have been,” said the serpent god, stroking both of his scaled cocks in his enormous palm.

“And always will be,” said Faunus, his voice grave as he gently removed the nymph’s hand, directed the Minotaur away, and shoved his cock into my prepared hole. He fucked fast, his goat’s horns silhouetted against the shell of the theater. “This time you’ve no barrier to keep my seed out. I’ll give you another child to carry. A Remus to your Romulus.” An impossible fantasy, but I mewled when his spend poured within me as he let out a roar, announcing to the Ephesians that he’d hit his mark.

In the women’s gallery, the lady had stopped pretending to watch the harbor. She watched me. That — not the cocks, not the crowd — was the thing I’d come centuries to do.

“Let me at that sweet cunt,” demanded Anubis, lining up and driving home. Then someone — the Minotaur, Romulus, I lost the thread and lost it gladly — and then I gave up the accounting entirely.

My foot slipped on the stage floor, such was the volume of spend dripping from me, running from my thighs to the parched stone below. The Minotaur, of all creatures, paused the ritual and took me into his lap, tenderly cradling me so we might continue.

The serpent god regarded me while stroking both of his cocks: the lower thick enough to drive any being to pleasure and the upper scaled and ending in a tongue that had brought me to bliss in Crete.

“What a sweet chatte you are, Cordelia,” he murmured and set both at my entrance.

“I don’t think I can. It’s too much,” I warned.

“You’re Miss Cordelia Delachatte. If you wish to do it, it will be possible.”

I struggled to control my breathing and find calm within the swarm of admirers. If I wished to take him, two cocks at once, I could. As he eased into me, I sent my wishes to the heavens, to the underworld, to Jones, so that I might survive this fantastical test.

“Shhh, you’re doing so well, madam scholar, let me in.”

I felt him — felt both of his cocks — within me, straining my cunt. By then I’d been well-used and was slick with the seed of my worshippers, and he slid with ease, sending a sticky percussive noise through the shell.

Min, not content with his own ever-erect cock, held something aloft.

Settled behind me like a massive cushion, the Minotaur cradled my belly and a breast as the others took their turns on me. “The cock of Osiris, brought from the underworld for your pleasure,” he roared. It seemed no god wished to be excluded from our revelries, even those currently cut into bits.

I looked into the crowd, my eyes barely able to stay open as I gave myself over to sensation. In the women’s gallery, the lady I’d spotted before looked at the stage, eyes riveted and cheeks flushed. Even her hair was slightly askew, as if it too was unraveling because of my demonstration of what could be possible.

Fingers teased my arse. There should be no way I could take more. And yet a drizzle of Cretan honey from Romulus eased the passage, and Min fucked me with Osiris’s cock in perfect time with the serpent god.

Stuffed full, swollen, and wet. All the while, watched by a crowd of thousands given over to pleasure. Men tugged each other’s cocks, and matrons in the back traded touches below their immaculate robes. At the sound of an untried cry, I looked down at the monsters and gods laboring to give me bliss and felt my body grow tight.

Osiris’s prick in my arse rubbed against the membrane separating him from the serpent god working my cunt with both of his cocks. Romulus licked my clitoris, then stood jerkily to beat his shaft with abandon.

All around me, my worshippers worked themselves, the sound of slapping flesh driving me closer to my peak. When the first jet of seed streaked across my belly, I gasped. Then another, and a third painting my spread cunny.

I held the Minotaur’s horn for support just as I broke on those pummeling, relentless cocks spearing me to satisfaction. From within, an impossible flood spilled forth, splattering the stone stage with my essence as I screamed loud enough to be heard in the harbor. My body squeezed the cocks, testing my limits, and I shuddered as they pushed me through a seemingly endless loop of orgasms.

“Jones!” I cried, my mind so associating him with pleasure that I could only think of his name.

Amid the swarm of bodies and multitude of sensations, I glimpsed smoke.

My body froze, recalling the temple fire. It had happened some centuries before, but that was mere days ago for me.

I twisted to see better and found the Great Theater’s shell transformed. Where there had been thousands of people once watching me, now there was only Jones.

Attired in his tweeds and adopting the patient pose of a scholar hearing a lecture, he made an audience of one.

And one was all I needed.

I extracted myself from the tangle with murmured, distracted thanks. My legs wobbled as I tried to think of how to descend safely from the stage. While my spectators had vanished in an instant, my body remained rounded with advanced pregnancy. Almost everywhere, I was covered in spend.

And yet I went to him a mess, knowing that he would not look askance at evidence of his woman’s pleasure.

I stepped carefully, my feet bare and words forming in my mouth at last. I took my time, seeing as I was approaching the most important moment of my life.

Before him, I paused. “The one who is many, and the many who are one.”

He gazed at me, nearly as inscrutable as Bastet.

“For someone with a gift for language, you certainly delight in showing me what you mean,” I said. “You could have just told me.”

“At which time you would have demanded a demonstration. I know you, and I’ll not make you ask for what I can so easily give.”

I came closer. Still, his eyes watched mine, brown and hazel with a flash of something resembling the inlaid jewel eyes of ancient statues. “You’re at least a little arrogant, aren’t you?”

“Anyone would be,” he said with a wave. “What do you want, Cordelia?”

I reached for the fly of his trousers. “I want this.”

He let me work at the fastenings, then licked his lips. “I told you what this would mean. What would happen if we—”

“Yes.”

“You understand the whole of it?”

“Enough,” I said, placing one knee at the side of his hip so I could mount my lover. “And I want everything.”

I settled over him, his cock in hand, and stroked it before leaving the head at my entrance. “And do you want this?”

He closed his eyes as if in pain when I lowered on his cock, sliding down to his base. I was loose and slick with the spend of gods and monsters.

“How I’ve longed for you,” he rasped, finally kissing me. He eased my lips apart as we sat motionless and connected. Jones brought his arms about me until my rounded belly rested against his waistcoat.

“Then why did you make me wait?” I mumbled as he trailed kisses down my neck.

“I am but a lowly scholar who had no hopes of capturing the heart of the great Miss Cordelia Delachatte.”

I laughed, unsure of where to start. “A lowly scholar, you certainly played your part to perfection, Jones.”

He sent me a smirk. “It wasn’t a part,” he clarified. “It is an aspect of me.”

“And this aspect of you has claimed my heart, has it?”

“I suspect I have,” he said, ducking to take my nipple between his lips.

I had my arms around his neck and moved on his cock so I might feel how we fit together again. Despite my hard use on the stage, I felt every stroke within, trembling as we brought each other close to the precipice.

His clothing would be a mess, and I’d certainly sent his hair askew. Something occurred to me.

“Jones, where are your glasses?”

“My spectacles? Don’t need them. That was the one bit of costuming I did. The rest is real.”

I laughed outright. Had I noticed the omission, I might have caught on ages ago!

“The rest is real,” he repeated. “And I will use all that is me to satisfy all aspects of you.”

My heart thudded in my chest, and I knew it was not a statement made lightly. He had told me that the next time we joined, it was likely that he wouldn’t be able to resist binding me to him. I had a thought that demanded an answer now.

“In the cave, when you disappeared. And the morning after,” I said, the realization settling on me until I was almost certain. “Were you attempting—”

“To avoid binding you to me. Without your permission,” he said, his face now showing signs of broken restraint. “I couldn’t deny you a choice, nor could I explain or find the words before the urge came over me with terrifying power. I’ve been holding myself in check for so long, and the rope nearly snapped. Forgive me.”

“And on the boat, the steamship—”

“I may have channeled my binding desires into the sea. And here in Ephesus, into the rain that made the crops grow so abundantly this year despite drought elsewhere in Asia Minor. The earthquake in Athens was a misstep, but much needed—”

“How I love you,” I said, kissing him in that slightly less awkward way I’d found under his tutelage.

“Cordelia, you must know,” he said, wiping his brow, for even he had grown damp from our coupling. “I’ll not restrict you, never try to take from you what makes you Cordelia.” He placed a hand on the side of my belly. “Even after the babe arrives, I am your servant.”

“I rather think you’re something more than that,” I said.

Time, that thing we’d already meddled with so much, slowed.

“You’ve done so well going through life alone. I wonder if you might like to have someone by your side?” he asked.

“But I’ve not been alone, have I?”

He gazed at me with approbation, those shifting eyes brimming with love. How well I’d chosen, how favored by the gods was I.

“Bind me, Jones.”

What struck me was a paroxysm with the force of that earthquake in Athens, the Aegean when it moved because of Jones’s power. A sensation like the caress of nymphs brushed over my skin, and my body was wrapped for a moment in the hug of a snake with the softest scales. Above us, rose water blessed our union.

And then his power revealed itself, and his fat cock pounded relentlessly up into me until I spilled. Somehow more thick than the greatest of mythic monsters and more skilled at pleasing me than any of the gods I’d encountered before, he held my swollen body and orchestrated everything so I could close my eyes and let go.

And I was left with a sense of warm rightness somewhere under my breastbone. I loosened at the feeling of honey or resin poured over me.

“Did it take?” I asked.

In response, something beat within my chest. A second heart. I was no longer alone. And within my body, my heart had a companion.

“You’ve a heart,” I said wonderingly, resting my hand over the place it must reside.

“Do I ever.”

He continued fucking me with abandon, one orgasm following on the heels of another, and his heart beating so hard in my chest that I felt flutters in my cunt.

Being bound promised to be very enjoyable indeed.

***

When we finally came apart, Jones dropped to one knee.

I gasped. “Whatever are you doing that for?”

We had just been bound. Why take part in a mortal and oft-misused institution to which I did not aspire?

“Easy now, my love,” he said, withdrawing something from the pocket of his coat. “I know your feelings.”

In his hands, he held not a ring but what appeared to be fabric.

“Are those…my drawers?” I asked faintly.

He showed them to me, and I recognized an addition.

“Those are the drawers you were embroidering! The little cat!”

“That’s my chatte,” he said with a smile, helping me into them before placing a kiss over a chatte of a very different sort. My belly had returned to normal — with one tiny addition from Athens — and they slid on easily.

“Shall we away? Perhaps return to our Bastet? She’ll be wanting her dinner,” he said.

Jones held out his arms, and I let him scoop me up. He always did have more strength than his scholarly form suggested.

“Ascendamus!” I cried, and off we went to live scandalously ever after.


Epilogue


On a steamship departing the harbor of Rhodes, one year later, 1874

“There’s still time to reach Athens to address the Dining Society for Classical Inquiry,” said Jones against the rail. “Their latest request was most insistent.”

I gazed at the horizon with some satisfaction.

How things had changed. For the past year, Jones and I had been living in our little house near Ephesus, watching the kids that ran past our door turn into bucks and does. We had feasted on the bounty of the land while making significant progress on my compendium.

What didn’t change was Jones’s delight at seeing me spread and stuffed. It mattered not if I took my pleasure from him or one of his many aspects, or any number of men, monsters, or gods.

At night — and sometimes in the day or morning — we conspired to enact every fantastical idea from making love to fucking that we could dream up.

I tried to test him for secret jealousy, goaded him into admitting his true feelings when I worried he might be too perfect for me. At that, he ‌lifted my skirts on the floor of our kitchen and reminded me that only one being had put a baby in the belly of Miss Cordelia Delachatte, and it was him.

On a Tuesday in March, our universe expanded.

“Unfortunately, my calendar is rather full these days,” I said, looking down at the bundle in my arms.

I had brought our daughter into the world under the moonlight in a field, while clutching one of the many Artemis stele meant to protect mothers.

The baby was a curious little thing with a rosebud mouth and hair as dark as Bastet’s pelt — until it faded to something resembling mine. She had hazel eyes and the strongest little fists.

In short, she was perfect.

“Now, don’t toss off your blanket,” I said, tucking in the corner. “I too wish to throw off my garments periodically, but we must stay dressed on the deck for those sensitive souls who might otherwise faint.”

She regarded me through eyes that sometimes resembled inlaid jewels, so like her father’s.

“Especially since your father made this blanket just for you,” I said, running a finger over the tiny embroidered cat he’d added days before her birth. “We are a matriarchy here; you must be marked as one of Bastet’s family.”

We’d struggled at first, she and I. In a fit of panic when we couldn’t get the baby to latch, Jones hitched the donkey to the cart and drove us to Artemis’s field again. There, resting against the stones, I recalled how a woman once held me as the temple burned, and endeavored to hold my daughter in the same way. And so we found our way to each other and dried our tears.

“I’ll let the Dining Society know you have a superseding engagement,” said Jones, taking the baby into his arms.

He was an excellent father, as he excelled in all things, the dratted man.

“Do feel free to tell them exactly who has requested an audience. I wouldn’t want them to waste time wondering what has sent me back to England for a spell.”

“I doubt it will be secret for long. Her Majesty’s movements are widely reported in even the international press.”

Shortly after the birth of our child, a letter from Queen Victoria had arrived care of my banker in Smyrna. I am unable to disclose the exact contents of the missive, but the monarch revealed herself to be sympathetic to my cause, and she shared surprising details with me regarding her enjoyment of life with her late husband, the Prince Consort.

“The meeting of minds with a scholarly interest in feminine pleasure will be noteworthy, I agree,” I said, enjoying the feel of the sea breeze against my face. While in London, I hoped to secure more favorable terms from my publisher and see to the production of illustrative plates that might enhance special editions of my compendium.

“I expected you to decline the invitation when it first arrived,” he said, adjusting the baby’s bonnet so she was protected from the elements. At our feet, Bastet curled in her sphinx cage, silently judging all who passed.

“I would not deny any person — or being — with an interest in feminine pleasure the opportunity to learn more,” I said. “Besides, I have a number of items on which I hope to petition her.”

He met my eye. “Do you think it will change anything?”

We had decided, given the impending expansion of our household, that going back into the past again was likely not well advised. Especially upon seeing evidence of how our alteration echoed in the present. We’d been lucky; it might not come out so well on other occasions.

At that moment, a shadow passed over us. We were sailing under the colossal statue guarding the harbor at Rhodes.

“I won’t know until I try,” I said.

I looked up just in time to see below the dress of the glorious stone Artemis and saluted her.

Her Majesty’s letter was not the only one that had recently arrived from Albion.

“Artemisia,” I said, “Bastet, Jones: let’s find our cabin and rest. Soon we’ll be in England, and there’s someone we need to meet. I’ve merely waited to meet her my whole life.”

THE END
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Shared on the Nile: The Erotic Adventures of a Victorian Scholaress, Vol. 1 (Cordelia Delachatte, Victorian Lady Sexplorer Book 1)

“On a Tuesday in March, I found myself on an ancient Egyptian mortuary table wearing naught but a scrap of linen. Such is to be expected in my line of work.”

Luxor, 1871. Miss Cordelia Delachatte — twenty-eight, possessing neither beauty nor charm — has sailed to Egypt in pursuit of a papyrus on women’s pleasure. Her amanuensis, Mr. Jones, carries the luggage and takes notes.

The papyrus survived. The most important parts did not. Masked followers of ancient gods offer to restore what was lost.

For every hole they mend in her manuscript, she surrenders one of her own. She accepts immediately. She is, after all, a woman of science.

They scrub her with natron salt and anoint her in cloves and frankincense, tending every inch before passing her between them. A snouted Anubis nuzzles her open until she floods like the Nile. And when she is shrouded in linen and lowered into a sarcophagus with twelve openings, Amun-Ra, the Hidden One, divides himself to fill them all at once.

Mr. Jones knew exactly where to find the temple. Cordelia has not yet thought to ask why.

Shared on the Nile is the 10,000-word first installment of the Cordelia Delachatte, Victorian Lady Sexplorer series — for readers who prefer their history unbuttoned and their delights forbidden.

Amazon: elizabethroubaix.com/Nile

***

Filling Their Tailoress: Short and Steamy MFM Ménage of Convenience Historical Romance (Dick Stone, Regency Stud Prequel)

A talented Regency tailoress takes two lords intent on doubling her pleasure.

Lord Banastre “Bonnie” Lascelles was enjoying some company at the bawdy house when the night watch showed up for a raid. What’s a chaotic aristocrat to do when he’s in deep trouble with the law? Run to Molly Trenchard, known as the Buckskin Breechess, and claim the whole thing was a misunderstanding.

When Molly demands Bonnie’s help with a small problem of her own, they discover just how much fun trying to make an heir can be. With the deadline looming, they call in stud Lord Edward Richard Stone, to double their efforts.

But what happens if Bonnie and Molly are making more than just an heir — and they’re falling in love?

Amazon: elizabethroubaix.com/filling

***

Matrons I’d Like to Tup: The Complete 1816 Season

Five forgotten wives. Five forbidden awakenings. One scandalous collection of Regency heat.

The mamas of the ton are hot, bothered, and desperately in need of a good tup.

They’ve done everything society asked of them — married well, managed households, raised heirs. But behind the closed doors of London’s finest townhouses, five matrons discover that desire doesn’t end with a wedding ring. In fact, for these neglected wives, the real pleasure is only just beginning.

Now these ravishing, mature women are working off their debts, taking a band of rakes, riding the cavalry, satisfying a club of libertines, and tempting hulking bodyguards.

It’s time for the matrons to play more than cards.

The Matrons I’d Like to Tup: The Complete 1816 Season special 5-book bundle includes:

Working Off Her Debt
Taking the Rakes
Servicing the Regiment
Pleasing the Members
Spreading for the Bodyguards

Amazon: elizabethroubaix.com/MatronsBundle
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A Few Good Bucks: The Complete Series

Five masked rakes discover that love is the most dangerous game of all.

Welcome to the Forest, where London’s men of consequence don stag masks and share the company of wanton ladies eager to take their fill. The Grand Bucks have spent decades reveling in their private sanctuary, but nothing prepares them for what happens when the right women walk through their doors. Their fraternal order is about to crumble under an invasion of curves, wit, and feminine determination.

A lady’s maid pregnant with a mogul’s child decides it’s time for him to pay in more than coin. A neglected marchioness storms London to claim her absent husband and his virile body. An heiress with a dangerous inheritance discovers that public ruin can be deliciously liberating. A courtesan broken by cruel men finds healing in the arms of her first love. A musical debutante’s melodies bewitch a duke into abandoning his libertine ways.

These women aren’t just warming beds — they’re turning England’s most notorious rakes into devoted husbands. When a Buck meets his match, surrender is the only option.

The A Few Good Bucks: The Complete Series special 5-book bundle includes:

The Mogul and the Maid
Claiming His Forgotten Wife
How to Lose a Dowry in Three Bucks
The Viscount’s Last Vow
How to Buck a Duke Without Even Trying

Amazon: elizabethroubaix.com/BucksBundle
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