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Chapter 1


Athens, Kingdom of Greece, 1873

“Jones, I am in need of tea.”

My faithful amanuensis poked his head in from the dark room he had claimed for an office, my cat, Bastet, in one hand and a concerned look on his face. “The reception was that poor?”

I dropped a box on the kitchen table and nodded in greeting to Madam Ergane, our housekeeper.

“A fiasco,” I pronounced, opening the box and considering which of the syrup-drenched sweets I’d eat first.

Jones said a few words to Madam Ergane in Greek; Demotic Greek was one of many languages he knew. In truth, I’d yet to encounter one Jones couldn’t master in half a day.

“It must have gone very poorly for you to be requesting tea, Miss Delachatte,” he said in a voice that invited me to unburden myself.

He wasn’t wrong. Though born in England, I retained few of the habits from home. Since losing my great aunt and father in quick succession, then inheriting their estates — to the great distress of my odious brothers — I’d been on a mission to shed the customs that marked me as an Englishwoman. To free my mind and body from the creeping vines of domesticity that choked me in Tunbridge Wells.

Among the many complaints I had about my erstwhile homeland was the nearly uniform rejection of feminine pleasure. A refusal among the scholarly class to consider historical evidence of powerful women enjoying powerful paroxysms. Not to mention doors of higher learning firmly barred to those of my sex.

“The Athenian Dining Society for Classical Inquiry refused my proposal to speak,” I said, taking the teacup from Madam Ergane with hearty thanks and biting into what promised to be the first of many honeyed sweets.

Jones patted my hand most awkwardly; he was what appeared to be a weakly specimen, having been plucked from the stacks at Cambridge prior to the start of my travels. Though I worried about his constitution and tendency to never quite unbend — as though he were always in a state of copying manuscripts or greeting a lady — he’d served me well these past few years and had a surprising fortitude of spirit and form.

“On the grounds that you are a woman?” he asked, wisely sympathetic to my plight.

“No! They invited Lady Euphemia Ramsbottom to dine with them just last year! I have it on good authority.”

Jones looked up from where he was surveying the box of sweets. “On what grounds do they deny you entry?” he asked, his voice suggesting that he was just as mortally offended by the slight as was I.

“They find my study of the ancient world — in their words — perverse and unnatural. They think my methodology is compromised by personal involvement in the subject matter.”

He goggled.

“The Select Committee informed me today.”

“I didn’t realize they held open meetings,” he said, finally settling on baklava.

I waved my hand. “They don’t. I discovered where they meet, a hotel,” I said, casting him a knowing look, “and entered in the guise of a servant.”

“Very bold,” he murmured.

“It was, thank you. I cast off my hair covering and apron, then showed them the initial pamphlets I had printed just for that occasion.” I sighed, hefting the stack of them, several now torn and bearing footprints, onto the table alongside the sweets. “They didn’t even review my writings before ordering me out.”

This wasn’t my first attempt to help the Dining Society see the error of its ways, but it was by far the most humiliating.

And what research was I attempting to share with the closed minds of that august society?

Since departing for Egypt two years before, I’d been on a quest to document lost knowledge about female pleasure — a quest proving most fruitful. [I’d say more, but I find that the censors and more nosy Customs officials tend to read manuscripts most diligently at the start. Depend on me to elaborate further — much further — as the pages progress.]

“These grinds and pedants have no appreciation for alternate modes of saving the past from the maw of time,” I declared. Then I looked at Jones and recalled where I’d found him. “I mean no offense to you.”

He winked. It took me a moment to realize what he’d done, at which point I needed to steady my teacup in shock. I initially thought it had been naught but him blinking Athenian dust from his eye. This was but the latest in a series of odd things Jones had done lately. I’d need to watch him closely in Athens.

Bastet sent him a piercing look, then jumped into my lap to sniff at the box of sweets.

“Not for you,” I said sternly. I had not taken instantly to the role of mother, my own having died around the time I made my first cries. But Bastet was nothing if not a patient goddess, and she brought me up from a neglectful caretaker to something slightly less inattentive. Jones filled the many gaps yet remaining in my care of the little beast.

“I’ve already poured your goat’s milk for today,” he said, scooping her from my lap and depositing her in the vicinity of her bowl. Once he’d resumed his seat, he asked, “What do you plan to do next?”

“I will not leave Athens until I prove these men wrong. They may never invite me to speak before their little club, but I’ll force them to recognize female pleasure in the ancient world, no matter what it takes.”

“Why care you for what these men think? You’re Cordelia Delachatte, writing books for women about their own history, their own bodies. Continue publishing your research and damn these men. Your readership is women.”

“But what of the women cursed to couple with men who know nothing of our glorious and most satisfying past?” I whined, feeling a rare bout of low spirits. Still, his strident tone buoyed me.

“Perhaps they’ll find new men for their frolics,” he said.

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Would that they could, Jones. But you and I both know that freeing oneself from the tyranny of husbands and fathers under our laws means giving up status and security. It’s one of many reasons I never married.”

“So you mean to teach men about female pleasure?”

“I thought to start with the most learned men, expecting they would be receptive to new findings. But even beyond the English shore, their minds are as old and inflexible as the walls of those venerable colleges from which they matriculated.” I tipped the teacup to see how much remained. I really did hate the stuff. “Again, no offense to you.”

“Shall we decamp? Give up this house?” he asked, looking about the neoclassical pile I’d rented when the local hotels proved insufficiently supplied with running water for my tastes. “The map has more to offer, and Piraeus isn’t far.”

“Not at all!” I cried. “I wish to disseminate my work to the learned men of Athens. My published works [three volumes entitled Shared on the Nile, Claimed by the Wolf Cult, and Surrendered to the Minotaur, which may be obtained at a reasonable cost from fine booksellers] have inspired many ladies, if the letters waiting for me with my banker are any indication. But I’d do anything to convey knowledge of my discoveries to the men of the Anglophone world.”

“You’ll do anything?”

“I always do,” I responded, well aware of how much I’d pleasurably sacrificed for my noble endeavors.

“There may be a way,” he mused. “If you were to make a new discovery — an artefact, a manuscript, or a buried building — they’d need to recognize your claims.”

I rose from my seat, feeling the first bit of hope that day. “You’re correct. I should make a discovery, then use that as a Trojan horse to infiltrate the masculine halls of power.”

And then I recalled the complication that had made progress on my research so difficult thus far here. “But if I even knew where to look, excavating to find new historical objects and places requires permission from the government. And they’re very protective of Greek patrimony.”

“You might find men sympathetic to your case,” he said, “if you knew where to look for them.”

I raised a brow inquiringly.

“If I know you, you’ll enjoy looking for them. Where men gather. Many men.”


Chapter 2


In retrospect, getting stuck in the window of the largest Athenian gymnasium preferred by men of influence and information might have been avoided with some additional preparation. But I am a woman of action, so I leaped at the chance to advance my inquiry.

Leaped and promptly found myself stuck.

“Push, Jones,” I hissed behind me, my blasted skirts tangled and catching on the windowsill.

“Hold on, Miss Delachatte,” he said. Followed by nothing.

“Whatever you’re doing is not helping!”

“It’s just that I do not know how to help you appropriately!”

“Appropriately help me?” I asked, growing somewhat hysterical. On past adventures, Jones had sucked ritual milk from my breasts, aided in righting a pessary mishap, and used his fingers to — most surprisingly — stroke my nub while I adjusted to a particularly well-formed cock. That he should be stymied by an ankle was unthinkable.

“I’ll get help!” he cried. “Stay right there.”

It was some minutes later that the door to the storeroom in which my top half resided sprang open, followed by a stream of men wearing what appeared to be loincloths. Only loincloths and linseed oil, if their shiny, fragrant skin was any indication.

Jones brought up the rear and used his Demotic Greek to enlist the men in my aid.

Soon enough, they had me on my feet again. On my feet within the gymnasium favored by men with knowledge of the latest excavations and permits to dig.

“I can’t thank you gentlemen enough,” I said. “An escaped donkey charged me in the street, and I had no choice but to dive for safety!”

Jones blinked for a few moments before translating my words. Granted, it was perhaps not my best lie, but few things would sound plausible when one was caught trapped in the window of a storeroom for sports balls of various sizes.

I had a mission, so I quickly changed my tone. “But now that I’m within your sanctuary, and what a fine sanctuary it is,” I said, looking at their muscled bodies and letting my hand rest on one particularly robust pectoralis major while ignoring the classical architecture above, “I wonder if you might be able to assist me with something.”

***

It took several cups of Greek coffee, an invitation to Sunday supper from one besotted gentleman, and diligent translation work from Jones for us to get down to the cause of my visit.

“So you think there’s more to be found on the Acropolis?” I asked, trying to conceal a smile. “Where would you say is the likely place for the most impressive cache, if you were to guess?”

The men looked at each other with knowing glances, and I saw that my attempt to extract information had been detected.

“Jones,” I said under my breath, “we may need to find our way out soon.”

“Steady now, Miss Delachatte. You know what to do.”

The only thing that came to mind was showing my rather spectacular breasts.

So I did precisely that.

“Oh, dear, whatever have I done!” I cried, jumping to my feet after dropping the remains of my coffee on my bodice. Dark liquid and the grounds from the bottom of the small cup stained my dress, which I peeled off with practiced ease.

When I got down to my combination, I heard a gasp. At the sight of my chemise, a man called out for strength from God. And the moment I showed my lacy bloomers, I knew some man among this crowd would help me find the way to something of use, whether in the ground or between two strong thighs.

It was when shimmying down my bloomers that I felt the first hand at my waist, guiding me to the main hall of the gymnasium. There, the ceilings were high, and light poured in from arched windows.

All about us, men exercised in emulation of the ancient Greeks. In one section, they swung about pommel horses in an impressive display of strength. Several men made their way to the ceiling and back on climbing ropes. Canvas-covered tumbling mats thumped as oiled wrestlers competed in the traditional fashion.

“Am I on Olympus?” I asked Jones faintly.

“Merely a gymnasium favored by men who wish to revive the Olympic Games,” he said wryly. “And who have excellent connections to the authorized and unauthorized excavations currently happening in Attica.”

“Aphrodite!” one man shouted upon seeing me across the hall, and heads turned to take me in. I had graciously declined the offer of a cloth for modesty, and strode about the hall in my natural form.

A swarm soon followed me as the men looked their fill. But these gentlemen proved respectful — unlike the gods and creatures I’d met on my travels — and they resisted so much as an exploratory pet.

I’d need to help them excavate the ancient, wild men who yet lived inside them.

“I wonder if one of you might assist me with the ladder bars?” I asked in my most obliging voice, imagining that the bars mounted to the wall might provide a suitable place to begin my labors. “To dig for knowledge of the glorious ancient past, I must be strong about the shoulders.”

Several men surged forward, and I soon found my hands gripping the rung just tall enough that my feet dangled over the floor. My nude body was stretched tall as I hung and waited for these men to find their inner Eros.

A gentleman with a thick moustache asked Jones a question in Greek. He answered.

“What did he ask?”

“This man asked my permission to touch you.”

“And what did you say?”

“That I would never presume to infringe upon your womanly pleasures.”

I felt a certain lightness of spirit. “Remind me to give you a raise, Jones.”

The man who had inquired about touching me came closer, his hand outstretched to show where he wished to set it. I nodded, and he slid it over the side of my abdomen. And then brought me forward from the ladder bars.

I gasped and instinctively wrapped my legs about his waist, as a means of steadying myself, of course. He chuckled and held my waist on both sides now, fitting his hardening bulge between my legs and rocking into my notch.

With that, the gymnasts moved like ants at a Lake District picnic: they surged forward and touched the parts of me they could reach, their hands sometimes gentle and sometimes rough. I reveled in all of it, arching my back to drag my hungry slit over fingers and bulges alike.

“They say they want to taste you, Miss Delachatte,” said Jones, unwinding his neckcloth as if he too were hot and needy for oiled skin against his own.

“I have it on good authority that I taste delicious,” I said, allowing him time to translate for my group of admirers.

I knew my words had been properly rendered into Demotic Greek when I heard a cheer and found myself on the canvas mat where men had just wrestled. Down I went, none too gently, my legs spread and pinned, vanquished.

And how vanquished I was. One man applied himself to licking and sucking my nub while another twisted two thick digits in my chatte. An adventurous man I’d seen climbing up and down the ceiling rope with aplomb set himself to tonguing my arse before sliding an oiled finger into my pucker.

And all the while I lay back, enjoying a sense of rightness after weeks of frustration.

“They’re like Bastet with her goat’s milk,” mused Jones, looking down at me and my ravening worshippers.

“They rather are like young at the teats, are they not?” I asked, drawing a gymnast to my breast when the man who’d been there needed to focus on a situation within his loincloth.

“Nikolaos asks if you would be willing to serve as sheath to an Athenian sword,” asked Jones haltingly, trying not to laugh.

“Tell Nikolaos that he may do as he wishes as long as he promises to thrust his weapon deep,” I replied.

My response was met with a cheer of approval, and I found myself borne aloft yet again, this time landing on a vaulting horse the men had hastily lowered to match the height of their hips. My back rested against the leather covering as I took in the smell of sweat and chalk, noticed how the light illuminated my skin, and clenched my inner muscles in anticipation of the rutting promised by these strapping men.

“Are you sure?” asked Jones beside me, not a trace of judgment in his voice.

“You know there’s nothing I enjoy more than a spot of hard use.”

“It’s just that I’ve noticed, on the occasions that I’ve been witness to your investigations, that you tend to remain somewhat…”

“Yes, Jones?” I asked in a voice that signaled just how dangerous was the path he’d chosen to tread.

“Scholarly,” he said.

I exhaled loudly as Nikolaos, who had displayed admirable talent with a javelin, pressed himself in.

“Which can only be a compliment, coming from you. So I thank you.”

He smiled and flashed me a look that from any other man would be considered fond. “You’ve excited them greatly.”

“Have I now?” I asked, bracing against the vault.

“Nikolaos is telling the other men what you feel like.”

“And what is he saying?”

“‘She’s like a silken pillow choking my cock,’” he translated. “’Like fucking the goddess Aphrodite herself.’”

“I do aim to please these men of influence and excavation knowledge.”

“That one, the one licking your clitoris, loves how you taste.”

“Tell him to suck me there like it’s a warm teat and I’ll let him finish within when he takes a turn on me.”

Jones laughed, outright laughed this time. “You prepared and wore your pessary expecting this very thing?”

“I had hopes and planned accordingly.”

Nikolaos pulled from my clasp with a shout, and the rope climber scurried to take his place.

“I still recall the day I needed to retrieve that blasted thing from within you.”

“I’ve put you through too much, haven’t I, Jones? Terribly sorry. I should have left you in your carrel at Cambridge and never troubled you with these scholarly adventures.”

“They’re telling the other men you’ve the sort of cunt that could make an army of warriors for Athens,” he said.

I brushed hair from my eyes. “Men always think they’ll be the one to lock me at home and fill my belly. The one to slip some gold on my finger so they might stand on the podium above all others, the champion of taming me.”

“All the while failing to want you.”

“You needn’t skewer me so deftly, Jones,” I said, arching when my rope climber hit some place deep inside that sang for his strokes. “Of course, no man could want a spinster who cares only for advancing scientific knowledge of the past.”

“Is that what you think, Miss Delachatte?”

I looked at the crowd of men gathered around me, their eyes darting between my legs and breasts and waist and hair to take in all the forbidden parts of me they wished to use.

“I am content to be a hole, Jones. To me, men are cocks. And as a modern, rational woman, I can take my pleasure thusly and then go about my work. They are not the only ones enjoying this.”

His eyes flashed hazel, and my breath stuttered.

“But what a hole you are, Cordelia,” he nearly purred. “Do you know what it felt like to plunge my fingers inside ‌you and touch that damned stone that you insist on using to block your womb?”

“Vaguely inappropriate for someone who works for me?” I asked.

“Tight. You were straining around me.”

My nipples were suddenly unspeakably sensitive.

“I hardly think that possible since I’ve taken a profusion of cocks, great in both size and number.”

Why did my voice sound raspy?

“Oh, but on me you had to stretch. Strained to take it all in.”

My insides fluttered at the memory, and the man fucking me cried out in something akin to pain.

“Did you just squeeze him the way you did me that day?”

My hand was creeping to my breast. The heat in this gymnasium was unbearable, and the only solution I could imagine was touching myself until I broke.

“Maybe.”

“You were so wet when I touched you.”

A shudder ran down my spine. “It was likely the seed of many men,” I said, trying to throw off the erotic shackles he was slipping on me with ease. How had he learned to stoke desire so effectively with words alone?

“Oh, I felt their spend, but I also felt you. Did it get you hot and wet to know I was within?”

“Not at all,” I said brightly, recalling the day I’d nearly come to paroxysm on my desk as he aided me with my stuck contraceptive.

“And yet you were so slick, so welcoming.”

“Perhaps I was thinking of a lover,” I said, grasping for something that would earn his disgust, one of the few expressions men directed at me when I was making my way in the world as a fully clothed woman of science.

“Perhaps you were,” he said, letting his hand rest on the vault beside me. Jones didn’t touch me, merely stroked over the leather cover with his ink-stained fingers.

And I felt them. Over the skin of my belly and down my back, I felt him touch me.

“It’s not possible,” I moaned, my eyes riveted to how his fingers moved.

“What you don’t seem to understand is that you’re not just a woman of science,” he said, trailing his fingertip in circles that registered on my breasts, drawing ever nearer to my nipples.

“Then what am I?”

“A woman. A dashed beautiful woman who won’t be satisfied until she’s been given every last thing she desires.”

”I do think I’d be much happier if the scientific establishment acknowledged my contributions.”

“Oh, Cordelia, you know that’s not what I mean,” he said, stroking over the leather lovingly.

I could see the man thrusting his cock into me, filling my sheath while making a series of athletic grunts. But I knew that the sensations within had nothing to do with him and everything to do with the spell Jones was spreading over my prone body.

“You, more than anyone, should know that I’m a cold, single-minded…slut. You’ve seen it with your own eyes. On many occasions.”

Jones trailed his fingers down the vault. My sternum rose to meet them, his phantom touch more potent than any I’d experienced. An exhale to make my belly concave and tempt him to my navel. There, he stroked within that innocent little hole while never laying a hand on me, circling the edges until I gasped.

“Lower,” I begged.

“But you’ve so many admirers there.” He was teasing me, damn man, and his face bore no sign of judgment.

“Throw them off.”

“But you like entertaining a crowd.”

“I do, but…”

Words caught in my throat. Things I didn’t want to say. I wasn’t ready; wasn’t ready to let go of the peripatetic life I’d made or the freedom so little afforded to women of my class. Who would I be if I weren’t Cordelia Delachatte?

When I went silent, I expected him to withdraw. It was the way of our world, was it not? Unlike so many others, I couldn’t give Jones what he seemed to want.

But he stayed by my side, trailing lower yet. He stroked the back of his hand over the leather, and my belly awakened. My womb quaked for him, falling under his sway as though he were the one thrusting between my legs.

“You’re so soft and giving,” he murmured as he rendered me languid like a cat enjoying a beam of sun.

“Such things, they’ve never said, I’m not…”

I tried to deny his claim, but the words kept tripping in my mouth. And all the time, the need within me rose.

“Please,” I whimpered, “please.”

“The great lady explorer reduced to begging,” he said, delving lower.

“There, that’s where. Touch me,” I wheedled, hoping to tempt him to my cleft.

“But you’ve a gymnast between your thighs,” he said with an expression of genuine regret.

“You must, oh, I don’t know, but you must. Jones, please.”

He took my hand into his own. It always surprised me how much bigger he seemed when I touched him or saw his shadow.

Jones smelled like paper and fire, like a library aflame. The palm of his hand was soft, but he had calluses on some fingers, likely from holding a pen at all hours of the day. He was warm, so warm.

“Do you write your encounters in your head as you experience them?” he asked knowingly.

“A scientist must maintain some objectivity in her studies, even if personally involved.”

“Then how are you supposed to feel?”

“Very erudite?”

“I mean, feel the pleasure of the act.”

“It’s usually acts, plural,” I corrected.

“Anything to avoid letting someone in,” he said, shaking his head.

“And yet I’ve let many men in.”

“But have you?”

He brought my palm up, and I felt his warm breath against my skin.

“Why must a woman always be the one to yield?” I asked defiantly despite my heaving breaths. “Why can’t a man ever let a woman in? I am aware of the mechanical differences, but we are speaking metaphorically, are we not?”

He kissed my palm. Flutters leaped higher in my body. “Most certainly.”

“So you acknowledge I am,” I hiccupped, “not wrong about the, well, the unfairness of it?”

“I can’t guarantee that the world will be fair,” he said with a rueful grin, “but what if I promised to be?”

“Well, that is the very least of the many things I’d expect from a…” Oh dear. In my hazy, pleasured state, I’d found myself in a dangerous wood indeed.

“From a man who also lets you in,” he finished for me, drawing two fingers apart and licking the webbing between them.

A man moved to Jones’s side and slipped him a small, folded paper. They exchanged words, and I took a moment to admire the wrestler fitting his oiled cock in my arse.

Still, the exuberant mechanical delights of bodies coming together couldn’t compare to the siege Jones was laying to my mind.

But would we fit together in the ways I so enjoyed? Perhaps I could accept giving up my frolics, but did Jones — expert in languages and logistics — think he could replace the men, monsters, and gods who had come before him?

And then he was back with me, his attention all mine.

“I’ve information you’ll like very much,” he said.

“That doesn’t surprise me in the slightest,” I replied, casting a glance at his trousers for a hint of what might be inside.

He kissed my hand. My body went rigid.

“A bit of information about a secret ritual and a place to dig. Something that’ll advance your cause.”

I was pleased but nowhere near as delighted as I had expected to be. I’d gotten what I wanted — the rough rogering and a lead on my scholarly endeavors — but since getting stuck in that window, I’d decided I wanted something more.

“You’re the best helper a woman could ask for, Jones.” I paused. “But I do wish you’d allow me to reach paroxysm.”

“As if I could deny you, Miss Delachatte!”

“Then don’t deny me,” I said with all sincerity. “Not a moment longer.”

He nodded, acquiescing, and set his tongue to my palm. From the first stroke, I felt him between my legs, lapping at the places I was swollen and slick.

The tip dug into the pad of my palm, and it was like he teased my entrance. With his tongue spread wide, he licked my clitoris until it beat with a pulse that came from my belly.

In an unguarded moment, I let my body go lax. “How I want you,” I confessed. “I’ll let you in.”

Before I could deflect or retreat, he lavished my poor hand with a sensual onslaught that set my body aflame and unleashed waves of pleasure more violent than the Aegean under the influence of the Meltemi winds.

I heard the echo of my pleasured scream. The spattering of wet between my legs. The receding tremors of orgasm.

And like Eve, I suddenly realized that I was naked. Just in a way I’d never experienced before.


Chapter 3


The next two weeks involved multiple excursions to shop for new notebooks, seeing to the mending of my boots, rather long interludes by myself in a public park, and a good deal of staring at a closed office door. Consider it a dead period in the data. It ended the night of the Arrhephoria.

“You must wear it thus,” said Madam Ergane, arranging a veil about my head until she was satisfied. “I made it for you.”

“I don’t know that even your perfect weaving will conceal the fact that I am an Englishwoman. An Englishwoman far too old to be one of the basket carriers at Athena’s feast,” I added in case she wished to remind me that Greece had its share of fair-haired citizens.

“It will be dark. And Apollo will protect you should you be discovered,” she said.

“But how would the god of the sun protect in the dark?”

“And…Jones.” She always hesitated over his name, long after she’d mastered mine. “I asked him to keep watch from a distance, so you would not be alone.”

At last, tonight was the revival of the Arrhephoria, an ancient ritual dedicated to the worship of Athena. The details of how to join had been within the note passed to Jones at the gymnasium. I was to play the role of one of Athena’s servants, which would allow me access to areas of the Acropolis that had been closed since ancient times.

Historically, there had been but two girls serving the great goddess at the ritual. In the many centuries since the last Arrhephoria, the popular imagination had merged it with the Kanephoria, which also had baskets but a good deal more participants. Memory of ancient rituals are sometimes incorrect, hence my attempt to recover documentary evidence.

I note the number of participants in the festival’s modern reinstatement because no less than three duels were fought (one to the death) by families who insisted that their daughters must be allowed to carry a basket to Athena. In the bloodshed’s wake, the metaphorical doors were thrown open, and the basket weavers enjoyed brisk business.

Rather a lot of fuss over carrying something, but if anyone could understand the desire to take part in the feminine rituals of the ancient past, it was me.

“You have eaten well today?” asked Madam Ergane, still fussing with my robes, though I was suitably attired already. “You’ll need your strength for what is to come. Honey cakes are not enough. You need lamb.”

“I had a generous serving of lamb, as you well saw,” I responded. “Have no fear: I’ve done far more dangerous things and escaped without a scratch.”

She gazed at me, a little sad, as she took in my garments. “Had I known we would revive the Arrhephoria, I’d have fought harder to birth a daughter. You are very lucky. Blessed by the gods indeed.”

That part was entirely true, but I preferred not to inform Madam Ergane of just how blessed I’d been by the gods and with which parts. She was wistful, her marriage having resulted in no living children, and I let her spoil me. The exchange was unfamiliar while being very familiar indeed; I’d lost my mother at birth, and no woman had filled the role in my father’s household. Madam Ergane’s concern seemed as alien to me as needlepoint and an affection for tea.

But I would not deprive Madam Ergane of the chance to take part in the sacred Athenian ritual by preparing me for my basket duties any more than I would the daughters of the city. So I allowed her to lavish me with care and simply tried not to flinch.

“The door is still closed,” she said, nodding to Jones’s dark office. “Did you quarrel?”

“Not at all!” I replied brightly. “I believe he’s merely catching up on some correspondence.”

Jones was not catching up on correspondence. I may have exited a room abruptly — fine, bolted — shortly after our return from the gymnasium, and he had drawn the obvious conclusion: that his company was unwelcome. It was the wrong conclusion, but I had done nothing to correct it. Details on how to prepare for tonight had been conveyed to me in short missives left on the breakfast table long after he’d begun his work and closed the door.

Far longer than I wished to be without him.

***

On the walk up to the Acropolis, I argued with myself in my head about Jones’s abandonment. Did he not realize that it was his role to make gentle overtures that would return us to our former, comfortable dynamic? That he might be mortified by what we had done struck me, but I dismissed it. We had engaged in far more scandalous activities before.

But something had felt different. He had made an overture, just of a different sort.

Upon finding the group of girls on the slopes, I realized I had a far more pressing problem: I knew nothing beyond the most rudimentary Demotic or ancient Greek. Fortunately, my role was silent.

On the rocky slopes, the scent of oregano and thyme mixed with lime dust as the city continued its eternal life. Even as the ancient ruins persisted, new floors were added to the houses below. From above, I felt something like Athena’s little owl, seeing all.

A basket was shoved into my hands, and I joined the procession, lowering my head as if in prayer but mostly hoping to disguise my true height, which marked me as a grown woman.

Up we walked, our steps guided by candlelight, watched by parents and patriots alike, all weepy.

The maidens — along with me, very much not a maiden — filed past the Parthenon. The night had cooled little from the day, and great braziers illuminated those ancient columns that had drawn my eye to the heavens even from Plaka, even on my worst days.

When we passed a shrine of Eros and Aphrodite, the line of girls turned and veiled heads before me descended a staircase not revealed on my earlier visit. We were heading below the Parthenon.

***

In the scramble down the ancient stairs, a girl had the temerity to step upon my gown, sending Madam Ergane’s drapes into disarray. I sighed and stepped out of line; this was around the time I would usually shed my garment, were I to be partaking of my usual type of ancient ritual, but I supposed it must stay on if I were to escape this place with my liberty.

I then recalled the basket I was carrying on my head. Arrhephoria’s enduring mystique was largely because the chosen girls carried a basket into which they could not look. No doubt this was all supposed to have some grand meaning about humans not looking at the godly things they cannot comprehend or, more likely, some tired allegory about virginity.

I, naturally, as a woman of science and great curiosity, had to look.

At first, it seemed naught but a bit of metal within. Then my eyes adjusted, and I realized it was a bronze mirror of the ancient sort.

“Of course it would be a mirror,” I muttered. “Some parable about reflecting a virgin’s sinful face if she were to show any sort of curiosity. Thank you kindly, I already know what I look like.”

But then the image transformed, and I sat down hard on the floor


Chapter 4


You are no doubt wondering who found me, and I wish I could say with certainty.

In my hour of shock, I called them nymphs in my own mind. Perhaps that is the best word for them: beautiful young women wrapped in dresses made of fabric that floated as they moved, their hair left long and waving, adorned with flowers.

They drew me up from the floor with gentle hands and brought me to a place where water trickled from some ancient stream.

They each drank from it, then looked at me expectantly until I drank of the fresh water and felt more myself.

“Thank you for your aid, ladies. I don’t know what came over me. It must be the warmth of the evening,” I said, knowing well the cause of my collapse.

One attendant drew nearer, her expression sweet, and she laid a tender kiss on my brow. Her gown brushed against my hand, and my body awakened.

“That fabric is so fine it might have been woven by Athena herself,” I said, trying to ingratiate myself with a group of women for the first time in my life. “Beautiful, kalós.”

Their smiles were beatific as they led me further away from the procession of virgins.

“Are you ladies also expected to remain…chaste?” I inquired, hoping to discover something for my project. “It’s just that so many women are, that I wonder if I might be of use. To entertain the gods, should they prove troublesome.”

It was upon reaching a subterranean chamber that I realized our passage had been lit, but there were no candles or torches in evidence. Outside, as I well knew, it was dark. Whence had the light come?

Giggles distracted me, and I saw the ladies gesturing to the end of a grand hall, decorated with stalactites and stalagmites. All around us were pools of water, each graced with floating flowers and the occasional jumping fish.

They led me over narrow walkways until we came to a stone that had been worn away by water until it took the shape of a throne. Even now, water dripped over it, tiny ripples giving it a shimmering appearance.

A woman with curling black hair removed the veil from my head with the reverence usually reserved for crowning a queen.

“My housekeeper made that…” I said, suddenly awkward. They were so beautiful, and I was a spinster, plain of face and forthright of manner.

A creature with a lovely nose brought down one side of my gown and laid a sweet kiss on my lips. She tasted of honey.

When I did not protest, the nymphs freed me of my garments and sandals, then directed my nude body to the throne.

There I sat, faintly ridiculous, until two women in white carried bowls to either side of me. The attendants, who seemed to have practiced this a thousand times, dipped their forefingers in and set about slathering the contents on my body.

It was oil, a fragrant blend that made me so curious I did not protest the unneeded care. As I disentangled the scent of rose from myrrh, their hands worked at my feet and my shoulders.

In that curious light of the chamber, my skin glowed.

Their soft hands traversed my breasts and came between my legs. I had a sense of delight; this, this was what I knew well! Far be it from me to deny the goddesses what I’d happily give to the gods!

And for some time, their touches took on a familiar pattern. The goddesses plucked at my nipples and stroked between my thighs in all the ways I enjoy.

But they were not goddesses sent to please and distract me in my time of need. They lulled me into complacency as I allowed them within those carefully constructed walls I maintained at significant cost.

Their fingers trailed to my middle, and I thought nothing of it. But when they rubbed their sacred oil into my belly, something shifted.

On my abdomen, their hands moved round and round. My skin heated under their touch.

Behind me, the water trickling over the throne came more insistently, cooling my back.

“How fortunate,” I said. “How fortunate I am.”

My attendants were so many that not all could reach me, and one set her lips to my hardened nipple and sucked.

“I’ve not,” I gasped at the pleasurable feeling of her, “not taken herbs to…”

As I met her eyes to warn her I’d not consumed herbs that might induce lactation, I saw my breasts had swelled without aid. On the other side, drops of milk trickled until they mixed with the oil the nymphs rubbed above my womb.

In the chamber, the walkways we’d traversed disappeared under water that erased the individual pools, making them one.

“Should we be,” I gasped as one took my unattended nipple into her mouth, “be concerned about drowning?”

A woman in red leaned down and placed her cheek to mine, then nodded, conveying with her skin more than words ever could.

Between my thighs, I felt the sweetest licks at my quim, kisses that turned me languorous.

How I longed to feel something inside, fumbled for words so I might beg them to slip in a lovely finger and give me relief. But I was adrift like those flowers floating on the surface of the rising water in our chamber: wholly under their control.

When I felt a spasm of pleasure, my goddesses hummed, as though they too felt pleasure through me. On a moan, my middle drew in, and they all watched as it expanded again. They were expectant, waiting.

Gently, the hands stroking my abdomen pressed in, and I released my breath. Together, they exhaled, a chorus of sighs. I’d have thought they mocked my sensual crisis, but their expressions were tender, suggesting it was their dearest wish to guide me through it.

A woman with braided golden hair pressed my knees apart and took her place at my center, her worship far more commanding than the attendants who had served me before.

A rough tongue made me grip the arms of my stone throne, and I slid down in my chair further.

All around us, the water rose.

“Will the beauty,” I panted, “serving me so graciously on her knees…will she not drown?”

Water filled the chamber up to my thighs, yet my nymphs moved through it with grace. How lovely they were, these creatures who attended me.

My breaths and pleasurable shudders came faster, and all the time the water moved. Like waves in a natural rock pool, it crashed against stone, attempting to set us adrift.

My nymphs were in a frenzy now, rubbing and sucking until I felt my body’s trembling ascent. Even as I wished for something within me, I received their tender ministrations and cried out while clenching on emptiness, my body swollen and wet because of their mercy.

A wave broke against my throne and baptized me in those sacred waters.

I sat for a moment in the silence of the receding water, the last tremors fading.

“What luxury,” I said finally, “to have warm water in Athens. With no need to request it the day before.”

They did not reply, my beautiful servants, and I was grateful, as I made little sense in that chamber.

All around us, the water was draining and walkways were reemerging. The woman with black hair drew me from my throne and set about restoring my clothes. Another of the women took flowers from her own hair and put them in mine.

I felt like a bride. Or the sort of popular girl in ‌town who might count on friends to help her get ready before a ball.

“Where is my veil?” I asked, casting about for my housekeeper’s precious gift.

Two nymphs held their hands behind their backs, and I saw the fabric flutter.

“But that is for me!” I cried, and I lunged to retrieve it, but they ran from the room giggling.

I am not one for games, but I wished to delight my hosts as much as they delighted me, so I raced over those walkways past the little fish and flowers, through that strangely lit corridor, and to the spring where I had drunk.

It was then that I recalled what I’d seen in the mirror that had caused such shock.

I couldn’t hear the giggling anymore, but I could see the steps I’d descended. The night and all its stars beckoned outside. I didn’t want to be alone, not tonight.

Perhaps Bastet might consent to evening pets. I’d even willingly confess the loss of her veil to Madam Ergane.

But there was one being I wished to see most, such that my heart ached, and it was with that goal in mind that I emerged from below the Acropolis.

Only to find that the very person I had longed to see was walking but a few steps ahead.


Chapter 5


“Jones!” I cried, gathering my hems so I could rush after him. “Oh, thank goodness you’re here. You’ll never believe…”

I was loud, inadvisably loud, but he did not slow. Nor did he look over his shoulder with a stern glance, as he sometimes did when disapproving of my more disruptive antics.

“Jones,” I whispered as he headed down a path. His head was disappearing from my sight when panic set in.

I couldn’t live like this. It couldn’t continue. He might be content to copy my notes and make our arrangements in a dark room, but I couldn’t bear another day of breakfast-table missives and a closed door.

“Don’t leave me,” I called. “What if a wolf set upon me? And not the amorous, lusty human cultist sort, but the kind that eats people? Or, well, what if I broke a strap on my sandal?”

Down the same path I raced, desperate to put an end to the things that had come between us. If it meant never involving him directly in my research, fine; he could remain a bystander. I was no monster and would not trouble him if he did not wish to see me in my glory or touch me again.

I sniffed. The night air must have been colder than I thought.

“It’s just that I’ve had a rather trying night. You see, I lost a veil Madam Ergane made for me. And I met the most curious gathering of nymphs, and they were lovely and gave me a very nice orgasm, but…”

I trailed off, thinking of what I’d seen in the mirror. My hand wiped something from my cheek. Funny how a passing cloud found a way to rain directly on my face. Jones had gone — either because he didn’t hear me or despite my pleas — and I was bereft. And angry.

“Damn you, Jones,” I cried out. “And damn me for needing you.”

There was a flash, and to my right, I saw light.

“Cordelia? Miss Cordelia Delachatte?”

“Jones!” I cried, scrambling to where I could see light escaping between two rocks. “Are you hurt? Trapped? Oh god, I’ll get help.”

“I am inside,” he replied.

“Well, let me in,” I said, frustrated and worried, eager to have it out with him.

“Take my hand,” he said. Before me was that familiar palm, and I took it gladly, allowing him to pull me in. As I came nearer, the light disappeared.

“What happened?” I whispered, looking about for the source.

“The oil must have run out,” he said. I could feel his breath on my uncovered hair. He was looking down at me from close by.

“It might be possible to—” I stepped forward and ran directly into him.

“Apologies,” he whispered.

“It’s my fault,” I said. “It’s all my fault. Everything. I’m sorry that I drove you away or upset you. It’s just that—”

The hands cupping my face and tilting my head up were larger than I expected, which might be why I froze when he pressed his lips against mine.

I might have been one of the virgins in that procession for all I responded to his tender kiss. For a woman who had fucked man and monster alike, it was a mortifying failure of nerve!

And well he knew it. To a man who had seen me rise to take gigantic cocks with aplomb, Jones must have understood my shock as a total rejection of his advances.

He drew back.

And I surged forward, grabbing him by the collar to draw him down to me again.

If you’ve been following my adventures thus far, you may note that I tend to do little in the way of kissing in my explorations; my foremost interest always centering on coupling. Thus, I was ill-prepared for meeting his mouth with anything other than messy, sometimes painful enthusiasm.

Jones’s prowess was alarming. Had he spent years studying how to kiss so he could suck my lips until I was panting from that service alone? His tongue tasted of mastic gum when he stroked mine tenderly.

I pulled at his garments to the point of tearing, then he walked me back into the cave wall behind us. I heard his coat, then his waistcoat, hit the ground. Then his shirt — buttons giving way — and he was back against me, all that hidden warmth.

His kisses were slow while I explored his body with my hands.

“How strange it is that men’s fashions are such that they conceal all of this beneath,” I said with wonder, feeling how big and broad he was under his scholarly tweeds. His shoulders were like something sculpted and given pride of place in a museum. “You should have let me know you were hiding all of this.”

“I wouldn’t want my true nature to scare you, Miss Delachatte.”

“I think this is an occasion suitable for using my first name, don’t you think? You know it, I know you do.”

“Yes, Cordelia.” He said it against my mouth, and I’d have slid down the rock wall had he not caught me about my waist and hauled me against him.

He smelled of a burning library, as ever, a haze of smoke and paper and ink. In a world of vetivered lords, I only wanted to smell him.

“Your skirts,” he said haltingly. Was he too astonished by the force with which we’d come together and acted on desire?

“I’ll — yes,” I said, roughly drawing up my gown. His thigh, still clad in trousers, slid between my legs, allowing him to pin me to the wall like a moth. He, and only he, could study and still my papery wings.

He kissed my neck, tiny little flutters, between nips at my skin.

“It’s too bad the lamp ran out of oil,” I said between sighs.

“And why is that?”

“I’d so love to see you.”

Jones pressed close, settling his soft cheek to mine. “But you have seen me. Even when others did not.”

I felt ashamed of the way I’d dismissed him as a weakly scholar, saddling him with our bags at ports and expecting him to see to Bastet’s meals.

“I’ve not always been the best employer,” I said.

“You’ve made things very hard for me.”

“I have, haven’t I?”

“Very hard,” he repeated, pressing his hips forward until I felt the straining ridge within his trousers. He rocked it into me, fitting it precisely to my cleft, and let my whimpers guide his movements.

How alarming, how mortifying that I — a woman who had crowed about her sexual exploits — was being undone by little more than some clothed groping against a cave. What must he think of me? I wondered, waiting for the moment he’d discover that I was nothing special at all.

With the lights off, spectators and masks gone, and gods slumbering in the heavens, how was I to bear a touch? If I wasn’t taking notes in my mind as I fucked, what would happen to me when things were over? Could I bear to endure this without the spectacle? I had genuine doubts.

“Cordelia, let me in,” he whispered.

He couldn’t know what he asked of me. Couldn’t imagine the dangerous ground into which he lured me with the sweetest kisses and a scent I’ll long for until my dying day.

I shook my head, trying to convey my regret.

“Then let me in here,” he said, his hand poised between my legs. “All the way in.”

He stroked over the hair on my mons the way I’d seen him gentle animals of all sorts on our travels. “I’m not usually one to be petted and pampered,” I said, wishing he’d drive in hard and confirm my suspicions that all of that man he’d been hiding could take a place in the pantheon of fucking alongside men, monsters, and gods.

“I’ll be so sweet with you, Cordelia,” he murmured, stroking over the outside of my lower lips — clearly teasing me. “You’d writhe more from tender touches than even the biggest cock, wouldn’t you?”

“No, I most certainly — oh.”

“I feel that you’re wet. Is that from your time with the naiads, or is that for me?”

“I did splash in the water recently. How did you know—”

“It’s no matter who made you wet. I’ll use it to ease the way of my cock.”

I pressed my face to his firm chest and mewled when he slid a finger over the places I’d grown slick with desire for him. He wasn’t teasing, merely taking his time and lingering over each moment like we did at dinner before the rupture that had upset me so.

“Do you have any idea what you’ve done to me?” he asked, his breaths coming faster.

“I can barely understand what you’ve done to me.”

“I am your humble servant,” he said, letting a solitary finger find my entrance. “On my knees for your pleasure, laid low by…”

In he pressed, just one finger, a fraction of what I could take. But it was almost more than I could handle. My eyes grew wet at the exquisite torture of him moving so slowly that I had to feel every bit. Knowing it was him alternately terrified and enthralled me. If he thought he was my servant, what was I to him against that wall?

Deeper he delved until he reached the barrier I’d used since Rome, when venturing out on my explorations.

“This thing again,” he growled in my ear. “What trickster thought to give you such an infernal device.”

“In my recollection, he was a masked wolf cultist in Rome.”

“Canis lupus. Tricky bastard.”

In and out he stroked, preparing the way for what I knew would come next.

“I’ve let you into my cave,” he said, tapping the stone pessary I’d put in that morning. I felt the vibrations in my cervix, and panic at the discomfort bloomed in my pelvis.

Jones resumed his strokes, letting me recover from the shock and work out my response, all the while humming a song I’d never heard before.

“What is that? That you’re singing?”

“Hmm, something I’ve been writing in my head. Would you like to hear me play the notes on a lyre?”

“I’d settle for hearing you play it on the piano; no need to strum an ancient instrument. You see, I’ve not had a man make music for me.”

“Who said it was for you?” he teased while playing my body.

I drew away from his cheek, fearful that he’d feel how my skin heated at the mistake.

“Come back,” he said, pulling me to him again. “Maybe I’ve been composing it for you. For a very long time.”

“You couldn’t have liked me much when I found you at the library. I did manage to get us both ejected that day.”

“For being very noisy,” he reminded me.

“I’m sorry about that.”

“I’ll forgive you. Provided you’re noisy for me now.”

“Jones, when did you”—I shuddered in his arms—“learn this?”

“From books. Would you believe that?”

“I don’t know that even my books, excellent as they are, can impart that much knowledge.”

“Maybe I learned it on Mount Olympus,” he said.

“So that’s where you’ve been when the lights in your office are off.”

He pressed his lips to my throat, the vibration from his humming transferring to me and sending a shiver down my spine.

“Let me in, Cordelia.”

I tried to distance myself from the cave and the Acropolis, imagining myself writing about this encounter someday soon. But I was trapped in the confined, dark space with nothing but my endless desire for a man I knew so well.

“Do it,” I said, holding him close as I anticipated the discomfort to come.

He had the barrier out almost instantly. It was the work of a moment, and I was exposed in yet another way.

Before I could panic, he brought my hand to his hard cock. “If you mean to let me have you, all of you, take me out.”

This I could do. I fumbled with the fastenings on his fly, and I may have set a button loose in my enthusiasm, but I had him free in mere moments.

Within his linen drawers, he jumped under my hold.

“It seems you want me,” I said, still wondering how a man like him, who had seen me in my messiest of explorations and exploits, could respond with so much interest.

“If only you knew how much I’ve—how much I’d do to have you,” he whispered. “You do not know the power you could have over me while I do naught but help you turn the lock on my shackles.”

My head shook of its own accord. “I don’t want that.”

“Don’t you?”

“Not at all.”

“What do you want?”

I was tired of waiting. I needed to know if we could fit together in the ways I so desperately wanted.

“I want you to fuck me.”

He stripped the disarranged gown from my body with ruthless efficiency, leaving me nude in the chill night air that seeped in.

And then he was on me again, now free of his remaining clothes and pressing his heated skin against mine.

“Would you terribly object to lying on the ground? Just this first time?” he asked. “I’ve spread our clothes to protect your back.”

“I’d like nothing better. We could pretend to be the first humans coupling before we even had language.”

“I don’t wish to pretend with you, Cordelia. Not this time, not more than I must.”

I struggled to think of how to respond, and he used my distraction to guide me to the floor and arrange himself between my legs.

In the dark, every word and sensation overwhelmed me. I couldn’t help but find myself swallowed whole.

Jones was sweet, placing his cock at my entrance and coming over me to drop kisses on my face before proceeding.

“You can come in,” I said.

“What if I wish to torture you? Make you beg?”

“Haven’t I done that enough already?”

“Are you sure?” he asked, sounding more like the hesitant man I’d known in our early acquaintance.

“I’ve been on this quest for years and nothing — not Egypt, not Rome, not the Minotaur himself — has felt like what I need right now. Which is you. Inside me,” I confessed.

He pressed in, and I was astonished at the stretch. He was big. Not like a monster, but thick and heavy and hot. Hard. Flexing.

“It’s alright?”

“You’re perfect,” I sighed.

“Do you see now why I needed your little stone out?”

He rocked his hips and let me feel his length. I strained to take him. My own breaths were alarmingly loud, and I could just make out how the scant moonlight penetrating the cave illuminated my naked breasts as they rose and fell.

Jones held himself, letting me ease around him, as he extended a hand to touch that rare place I was soft.

His familiar calluses brushed against my skin and made my nipples come to hard points. Finally, finally, I had him.

He must have been looking down at me from just the right vantage point because the moonlight filled his eyes. They were hazel, like the inlaid eyes of a classical bronze statue, too beautiful to stare at for long.

I wished to devour him, take him anywhere, endure whatever rough floor he’d have me on. Even as he held his cock within me, I wanted more.

When he drew back, I braced for a hard thrust, but he remained at my entrance just a beat longer than I expected. It unnerved me, drove me mad with longing.

“In, in,” I begged.

He shoved in, and I wasn’t prepared for the force of it and how deep he could go without my barrier in the way. I wailed at the feeling of him sliding through me, piercing me like a beam of light.

“I’m not hurting you, am I?” he asked, his voice just a little breathless.

“No, I’m in heaven,” I said.

“I’m in something better.”

His hand was on my jaw as he stroked, the other planted on the floor next to my head.

The callus on his thumb was rough as it stroked over my swollen lips. It was him, my Jones, and no other. At last inside, and what a glorious man he was.

The realization was almost painful: a pump of the heart and then a sudden squeeze where he was thrusting faster now.

“You’ll make me come,” he murmured, his voice resonant and reverent. Was he as unmade by this as I was?

How did he know the place to drag more slowly and where to press to unlock my desire? Between gasps and cries was the sound of him driving into my wet hole.

We filled the cave with it, and even the temperature inside felt warmer as we came together. It must have been Jones, as heat radiated from his body the more heated we became.

I turned my face and captured two of his fingers in my mouth. Aching to feel him, I bobbed my head the slightest bit to signal he should penetrate me with them.

“So desperate to have two holes filled at once, are you?”

“Desperate for you,” I said carefully around him.

He took me in both holes, coordinating his strokes so I was impaled from both ends. I brought my hands to my breasts and steadied them, feeling those hard nipples still sore from the nymphs’ preparations.

The pleasurable pain made me press around that thick cock working me so well, and his hips stuttered before smoothly returning to their beat.

“You test me, Cordelia, and I might just do it.”

“Do it, please. I want it.”

Where our bodies met, he was hotter than ever, and I brought a hand to feel the scorching skin at his abdomen.

“Cordelia, please,” he whined.

I merely hummed around his fingers and rocked my hips in time with his thrusts.

Inside, I compressed my inner muscles around the tip of his cock. And then squeezed lower and lower until my soft torture came close to his base.

“Oh, what have you done to me, my love?” he said, a vocative cry to the gods and not a question put to me.

“Jones,” I whispered, terrified that he’d withdraw his confession but feeling my body respond already. “Why does it feel like this?”

It arrived before I could see it on the horizon, the ecstatic thunderclap that had me moving uncontrollably as if to draw forth the dawn of life itself from my darling lover’s cock.

To say I broke was an understatement; I was hurled from the rocky outcrop overlooking Athens to Plaka and back, broken and reborn, then again and again like the echo of waves in an inlet.

My mind, mercifully quiet for once. My eyes, blurry with tears of overwhelmed pleasure.

Yet before me, even in my blank and bleary state, I could see something impossible.

His eyes were closed in pain, and his mouth was open in a silent cry. And radiating from him was light — my Jones, lit from within.

Not moonlight or the oil lamp giving up the last of its energy, but a warm glow illuminating his body.

He cried out — a sound less human than anything I’d heard from him — and everything went dark. At which time the earth began to tremble.

“Oh no,” I moaned, never having gotten used to earthquakes despite our time in Crete.

I gathered my gown and yanked it on as best as I could, blindly feeling my way for the entrance before the thing collapsed on us. It was harder to see in the wake of Jones’s sudden illumination.

“Jones?” I cried, reaching out to touch him.

But he wasn’t there.

“Jones!”

No response. I felt the whole of the small cave sightlessly and had to concede that he was no longer there. The world could not sustain both his true nature and my presence in it simultaneously, it seemed. If he ever had been there.

I wiped my face with the hem of my gown and made my way home.


Epilogue


“I’ve triumphed!” I yelled into the house while tugging off my gloves. “The men of the Athenian Dining Society for Classical Inquiry have agreed to hear of my discovery. Next week.”

Jones emerged from his office, his face betraying no sign of emotion.

So last night had been a phantasm, a dream. How like me, how very like me.

I studied the Levant Herald on the table and found myself engrossed in the latest details of future rail construction near Adana. Leaning against the doorframe, I affected a casual pose.

“They think I found a lost cave devoted to the worship of Apollo,” I said. “They’ve been hunting unsuccessfully for it for years…”

He did not move, but directed his eyes at me. His arresting eyes that looked like they belonged on a statue I’d seen.

The pain in my abdomen was sharp and sudden. Nothing warranting a visit from the doctor, but my shoulders collapsed, and I brought a hand below my navel in shock.

He started for me, as though propelled by instinct, and then slowed. His eyes were back to their normal color, and he looked toward his office like he wished to escape.

I came closer, watching him all the while like he was an animal trapped within a snare. How had he done it? And was this some game to him? Was I — my life — some plaything of whatever he was?

As I stalked closer, he tried to become smaller, folding in on himself, but I knew better by now. I grabbed his waistcoat so he might not flee and — hazel again.

“What is the meaning of this?” I asked. “What have you done to me?”

For the first time in our years of acquaintance, he looked down his nose at me like a disdainful aristocrat. “I know not of what you speak, madam.”

Near the table, a sharp noise. Within his hand, Jones held a snapped steel-nibbed dip pen.

My head shook involuntarily. He wasn’t doing this to me, not me, not Cordelia Delachatte.

“I see,” I said, bearing up with what I hoped looked like grace.

He retreated to his office, and I called after him. “Don’t mind me. I think I need to lie down. It’s just that I’m so overcome by my triumph that I must rest.”

I snatched up the newspaper and Bastet, and retreated to my own room.

***

Five hours later, I was looking at the port of Piraeus as the steamship pulled from the harbor.

Booking my passage and getting even a fraction of my belongings to the port without the assistance of Jones had been a trial. By the time I wedged Bastet into her traveling cage, I was running late and needed to tip the driver handsomely to make a reckless dash to the ship.

But I made it. And within me, I carried something small of his, whoever or whatever he was.

I’d felt the earliest possible sign of a pregnancy taking hold in our Athens kitchen; after talking to so many women about bodies and the first signs of conception, I just knew.

Jones — damn him! — had pierced my womb with his seed and struck something further up besides. The wine-colored Aegean had never looked so choppy as it did that evening as we sailed past Themistocles’ Tomb.

And all along, I’d known this was how things would end. And I acted anyway.

Within the basket under the Acropolis, into which I should not have looked, was a mirror. A bronze mirror that initially reflected me as I was.

What had sent me to the floor was the vision it held: my body ripe, expression serene. And below my protective hands, a belly straining with child.

I had seen this maybe-prophesy and that same night let down the bulwark that had served me well for a man who did not have the decency to stay with me after removing my defenses and spending within me like I was any convenient hole.

Even as his child planted themself in my womb, he sought to deny the facts of what we had done. What we’d said.

Leaving Athens on the verge of laurels would have been unthinkable the day before. But so many things had changed in just one night.

I had done this to myself knowingly.

But it didn’t mean I needed to stay and eat every course of my humiliation.

Jones meant to take something of mine? I’d take something precious of his.

The wind whipped around me, but I could still smell a haze of smoke and paper and ink.

***
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"If you're wondering how I went from an adventuress who has entertained gods, cultists, and monsters betwixt my thighs to a wronged woman of the type that might be found in any village: I did not wish to dwell upon it."

Ephesus, 1873. Cordelia Delachatte has had her fill of the ancient world's most legendary endowments, and not one of them slowed her relentless sexploration. Her secretary Mr. Jones takes notes, carries luggage, and moves the Aegean to follow her.

I seem to recall that you enjoy a chase.

Mr. Jones has been restraining himself. He will not hold back again. And on the ancient stage of the Great Theater of Ephesus, before twenty-five thousand spectators, every god and monster from her travels will take their turns worshipping Cordelia until the marble runs slick with proof that she was right about feminine pleasure all along.

Jones, of course, will still be on his knees when she can stand again.
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“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.
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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
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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:
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Amazon: elizabethroubaix.com/MatronsBundle

***

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
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The Viscount’s Last Vow
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