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The music came first.

Not the voices, not the footsteps of soldiers crossing polished stone corridors, not even the whispers that traveled through the palace walls like hidden insects. Only the music—soft strings trembling somewhere beyond the cedar doors, rising and falling beneath the night like a pulse struggling to remain calm.

Susa never truly slept.

The citadel breathed.

Its lungs were marble halls cooled by shadows. Its veins were corridors flooded with perfumed oil lamps and guarded by men who smiled too little and listened too much. Even the fountains seemed aware of secrets. Water descended from the mouths of carved lions in thin silver streams, as if the palace itself were quietly bleeding.

And above all of it sat Xerxes.

King of kings.

Lord of one hundred and twenty-seven provinces stretching from the jungles of India to the black earth of Cush. A ruler so vast in power that entire nations spoke his name with lowered eyes, as though pronouncing it too loudly might summon his attention across deserts and seas.

Tonight, he watched his empire drown itself in wine.

From his elevated throne beneath the towering columns of the royal garden, Xerxes observed the feast with the detached stillness of a god examining sacrifices. Torchlight slid across his face, illuminating one eye while the other remained hidden in darkness. It gave the unsettling impression that two different men lived inside him.

Below, Persia’s elite celebrated with desperate enthusiasm.

Military commanders laughed too loudly. Governors embraced men they secretly intended to betray. Princes competed in displays of drunken confidence while servants drifted soundlessly among them carrying trays heavy with gold goblets. No cup matched another. Xerxes had ordered it that way. Difference was another form of power. Every man held something unique, yet all of it belonged to the king.

The banquet had already lasted months.

One hundred and eighty days of excess.

One hundred and eighty days of displaying wealth so immeasurable that visitors often stood speechless upon entering the palace grounds. White and blue linen hung from silver rings fixed into marble pillars. Purple cords twisted like veins against stone. Golden couches rested upon mosaics of porphyry and mother-of-pearl that reflected torchlight like fractured water.

Everything shimmered.

Everything watched.

The enclosed garden had become a world detached from time. Men entered it and forgot their homes, their loyalties, even their own caution. Wine erased memory with frightening efficiency. Xerxes understood this better than anyone.

Drunk men revealed truths.

And truths were dangerous.

A servant approached the throne and bowed low enough for his forehead to touch the floor.

“My king,” he whispered, “the wine stewards ask whether the restrictions should remain lifted.”

Xerxes did not answer immediately.

His gaze wandered through the crowd instead.

A Medean general sat laughing beside a governor from Babylon, though intelligence reports claimed the two men despised each other. Nearby, a nobleman absentmindedly traced his thumb around the rim of his goblet while staring at a woman across the courtyard with predatory fixation. Two palace guards exchanged glances for a fraction too long.

Small things.

Tiny fractures.

But Xerxes had learned that empires did not collapse all at once. They rotted quietly from within, like fruit left too long beneath the sun.

“Let them drink,” the king finally said.

The servant hesitated.

“All they wish?”

Xerxes turned slowly toward him.

The servant instantly regretted speaking.

Fear passed visibly through the man’s body, subtle but unmistakable, like cold wind bending grass.

“Yes,” Xerxes replied softly. “Especially all they wish.”

The servant disappeared.

Music swelled again.

Somewhere in the garden a woman began laughing uncontrollably, the sound sharp enough to cut through conversation. Others joined her. Soon entire clusters of nobles were surrendering themselves to intoxication with almost religious devotion.

The king remained sober.

Always sober.

That was what terrified people most.

He watched everything.

From behind him, a voice emerged carefully from the shadows.

“You distrust them.”

Xerxes did not turn around. “I distrust everyone.”

The speaker stepped forward into the torchlight: Artabanus, the king’s uncle, one of the few men in the empire permitted honesty in Xerxes’ presence. Age had thinned him but not weakened him. His eyes still possessed the dangerous clarity of a man who noticed too much.

“You have given them freedom tonight,” Artabanus said.

“No.” Xerxes’ fingers tightened against the arm of his throne. “I have removed consequences.”

Below them, another roar of drunken laughter erupted.

Artabanus studied the crowd in silence. “That is worse.”

For a moment neither man spoke.

The warm night air carried the scent of wine, jasmine, sweat, and burning oil. Yet beneath it lingered something else—something metallic and nearly imperceptible.

Blood.

Or perhaps only imagination.

In Susa, the difference had become difficult to determine.

Xerxes leaned back slowly against the throne, his expression unreadable.

“They believe this banquet honors them,” he murmured. “They think I invited them here to witness glory.”

“Aren’t you?”

The king’s eyes drifted toward the sea of intoxicated faces below.

“No,” he said quietly. “I invited them here so I could discover which of them would destroy me if given the chance.”

As if summoned by the words themselves, one of the goblets slipped from a nobleman’s hand.

It struck the mosaic floor.

Gold rang sharply against stone.

The music stopped.

Every head turned.

For one unbearable second the garden became perfectly silent.

Then Xerxes smiled. Slowly. Calmly.

And somehow that smile frightened the room far more than anger ever could.
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The seventh night of the feast smelled of crushed pomegranates, sweat, and old fear.

For seven days the palace of Susa had drowned beneath wine. Golden goblets passed from trembling hand to trembling hand. Musicians played until their fingers bled beneath silk wrappings. Laughter echoed through marble halls long after the jokes themselves had died. No one slept anymore. They simply drifted through the palace like ghosts dressed as nobles.

And above them all sat King Xerxes.

He reclined upon his throne beneath towering columns painted with lions and winged bulls, his eyes gleaming with the dangerous softness of a man who had forgotten the limits of his own power. Jewels glittered on his fingers each time he lifted another cup. The nobles watched him carefully. Every movement of the king carried the weight of life or execution.

The feast had lasted too long.

That was the thought none of them dared speak aloud.

Around the hall, Persia’s greatest men pretended to enjoy themselves while exhaustion hollowed their faces. Military commanders whispered behind goblets. Princes exchanged cautious glances. The empire stretched from India to Cush, yet in this room the world had narrowed to one fragile truth:

The king was becoming unpredictable.

Xerxes smiled suddenly.

The music stopped at once.

A silence spread across the hall so quickly it seemed alive.

The king leaned forward, eyes glassy with wine.

“Bring Vashti.”

The words were soft. Almost affectionate.

Yet several men lowered their heads immediately, as if shielding themselves from a coming storm.

The seven eunuchs stepped forward. Pale robes. Shaved faces. Eyes trained downward.

“Bring the queen before us wearing the royal crown.”

Xerxes lifted his goblet again, studying the red wine inside it as though searching for omens.

“Let them see what perfection looks like.”

The nobles forced smiles.

No one moved until the eunuchs disappeared through the bronze doors.

Then the waiting began.

At first the king appeared calm. He drank. He laughed once at something no one understood. But slowly his fingers began tapping the armrest of the throne.

Tap.

Tap.

Tap.

The sound crawled beneath the skin of every man in the chamber.

A servant dropped a tray somewhere in the distance. The crash echoed like a scream.

Still the queen did not come.

One of the princes cleared his throat nervously. Another avoided looking at the throne altogether. Everyone in the room knew the stories about Xerxes’ temper. Entire villages had vanished because a messenger delivered bad news at the wrong moment. A judge once lost his skin for accepting a bribe.

And now the queen herself was delaying him.

The bronze doors finally opened.

The seven eunuchs returned alone.

No Vashti.

The king stared at them without expression.

One of the eunuchs fell immediately to his knees, forehead pressed against the floor so hard the skin split.

“My lord...” he whispered.

Xerxes did not blink.

The eunuch swallowed.

“The queen refuses to come.”

The air vanished from the room.

No one breathed.

For a long moment Xerxes remained perfectly still. Too still. The kind of stillness seen in predators moments before they strike.

Then came the smile.

It appeared slowly across his face, thin and terrible.

Several nobles lowered their eyes at once. One old advisor quietly began praying beneath his breath.

The king rose from the throne.

The movement exploded through the hall like thunder.

Wine spilled across marble as frightened servants stumbled backward. Xerxes descended the steps slowly, his robe dragging behind him like a trail of blood.

“Refuses?”

His voice was calm.

That frightened them more than shouting would have.

He looked directly at the kneeling eunuch.

“Did she misunderstand the command?”

“No, my king.”

“Did you fail to explain it?”

“No, my king.”

“Then she understood.”

The eunuch’s body trembled violently.

“Yes... my king.”

Xerxes nodded once.

Something changed behind his eyes then. Something dark and ancient. The fragile mask of celebration finally cracked, revealing the abyss beneath it.

Not anger alone.

Humiliation.

Before the princes.

Before the generals.

Before the entire empire gathered beneath his roof.

A woman had said no.

The king turned away abruptly, but not before the nearest servants saw his face twisting with something almost animal. His breathing became uneven. One hand clenched so tightly around the golden goblet that wine seeped between his fingers like blood from a wound.

The hall remained frozen.

No one dared speak first.

Because everyone understood the terrible truth:

Empires survive war.

Kings survive assassination attempts.

But pride—wounded publicly, deeply—could destroy reason itself.

Xerxes climbed back onto the throne slowly. He did not sit immediately. Instead he stared into the crowd of noblemen as though searching for the exact person responsible for his shame.

And perhaps he was.

Perhaps in that moment every face looked guilty to him.

At last he spoke.

“Summon the wise men.”

The command slithered through the chamber.

Immediately seven nobles approached the throne—the king’s closest advisors, men feared almost as much as Xerxes himself. They were old, jeweled, careful men who understood how quickly a kingdom could become a graveyard.

These were men who survived not through wisdom alone, but through sensing madness before it fully awakened.

They bowed deeply.

Xerxes remained standing above them.

The king’s breathing echoed through the silence.

Far away, somewhere deep inside the palace, women were still laughing at Queen Vashti’s banquet, unaware that the empire had just tilted into darkness.
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The wine had gone sour long before the goblets were emptied.

It lingered in the palace like the breath of something dying — thick in the corridors, soaked into the carpets, trapped behind the purple draperies that swayed faintly in the midnight wind. The torches along the cedar-paneled walls burned low, their flames bending and shivering as if the palace itself had begun to breathe unevenly.

In the great hall of Susa, no one dared move too suddenly.

The music had stopped. The laughter that once crashed against the marble columns like waves against cliffs had withered into silence. Hundreds of eyes remained fixed upon the king.

Xerxes sat rigid upon his throne, one hand clutching the carved armrest so tightly his knuckles looked bleached beneath the torchlight. The gold crown upon his head suddenly seemed too heavy, pressing into his skull like an iron restraint. The drunken warmth that had carried him through the feast was evaporating, leaving behind something colder.

Humiliation.

It crawled beneath his skin.

The empty doorway at the far end of the hall had become unbearable to look at. Every noble in the room could still feel the echo of the refusal spoken there moments earlier. Queen Vashti would not come. The words had passed from servant to eunuch, from eunuch to counselor, until finally they had struck the king like a blade.

Now silence ruled the banquet.

Even the servants moved like ghosts, eyes lowered, terrified that a single misplaced glance might condemn them.

The
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