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"In those days there was no king in Israel; every man did that which was right in his own eyes." – Judges 21:25

      

    

Supplementary Material for Rise of the Magi: Babylon Under Watch

(Most also applying to The Levite’s Concubine)

Kings of Babylon (Lugal)

	Nebuchadrezzar II 

	Amel-Marduk (son of Nebuchadrezzar II; assassinated by his brother-in-law, Neriglissar)

	Neriglissar 

	Labashi-Marduk (son of Neriglissar and a daughter of Nebuchadrezzar II; slain in a coup begun by Belshazzar, who then installed his father Nabonidus as Lugal)

	Nabonidus 

	Belshazzar (son of Nabonidus and Nitocris, another daughter of Nebuchadrezzar II; coregent with Nabonidus, his father)


Persian Shahs

	Cambyses I

	Kourosh Shah (Cyrus the Great, son of Cambyses I and Mandane the Median, daughter of Astyages Shah, last king of Media)
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Royal Family Trees of Babylon, Media, Persia, and Lydia 

(with the addition of three characters from the story)

Nebuchadrezzar II Lugal – Amytis (sister of Ṛšti-vaiga (Astyages, former Shah of Media)) ├── Amel-Marduk (Son, ruled after Nebuchadrezzar II) │ ├── Neriglissar (Took power after Amel-Marduk, likely his brother-in-law) │ │ ├── Labashi-Marduk (Son, briefly ruled before being overthrown; son of Nebuchadrezzar’s daughter,Kashshaya) │ │ ├── Nabonidus (Next chief Lugal of Babylon, married Nitocris) │ │ │ ├── Belshazzar (Son and lesser co-regent of Babylon) ├── Nitocris (Daughter of Nebuchadrezzar II; married Nabonidus, son of Adad-guppi of Harran; niece of Astyages) │ ├── Ennigaldi-Nanna (Shala, daughter) │ │ ├── Mahin (Relative of Astyages through her mother’s line)

├── Astyages (Former Shah of Media, later satrap in Varkâna) │ ├── Mandane (Shahbanu (queen) of Cambyses I, daughter of Astyages) │ │ ├── Cambyses I │ │ │ ├── Kourosh Shah (Cyrus the Great, son of Cambyses I and Mandane) │ │ │ ├── Nazrin (Secondary wife of Cambyses I, daughter of Astyages, younger half-sister of Mandane) │ │ │ │ └── Thalia (Darya) (Officially the daughter of Cambyses I and Nazrin, but secretly the daughter of Croisos (Caros) of Lydia and Nazrin; granddaughter of Astyages) │ │ └── Croisos (Caros) (Former Basileus of Lydia, advisor to Kourosh Shah)
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Map of Neobabylonia
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(Courtesy of Wikipedia Commons, obtained 2025)
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Glossary
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Akkadian

abum - father

Aribiya - Arab

Aribu/i - Arab

asipu - priest-physician

asu/asutu - physician

Ay-ibūr-šabû - Main Processional Way of Babylon

beru - hour

Egishshirgal - House of Great Light - Temple of Sin/Ziggurat

entu - priestess

etimmu - spirits in the Underworld

kalbu Parsāya! - Persian dogs!

kâma - dearest

Kisallu - (temple) courtyard

Kurnugi - Land of No Return

lā nadû - someone proud, unyielding, or arrogant

libbi-ia - my heart

mar sarri - crown prince

maru la abi –  fatherless bastards

māt Aribi - Land of the Arabs

mina – unit of weight or currency

Musri - Egypt

parasu/parase - city square

Parsu - Persia

Pārsāya - Persian

rab kāṣirī - chief of the scouts

rami-ya - my beloved

sarratu - royal lady; priestess

šar pūhi - substitute king (ritualised false king)

shekel – unit of weight or currency

ummu - mother

Urkalla - the Place of No Return

Yahudu - Judah

Yahudaya/u - Jewish

Ya qalbi – O my heart (Arabic)

Ya ruḥi – O my soul (Arabic)

zāhiru -  watchman/guardian

Egyptian

Kemet -  Egypt

Hellene

Agápi mou - My love

Aigyptos - Egypt

Aigyptios - Egyptian

aporia - impasse

Araps/Arabes - Arabian

Basilissá Mou - My Queen

Chaíre - Hi/Hello

drakon - dragon

enomotarchos – squad leader

Érrete! - Go to ruin!

Eî sý hē agápi mou - You’re my love

glikia mou – my sweet (later Greek, poetic)

goes-pharmakos - sorceress

Hesychia pro tēs kataigidós - the calm before the storm

Ioudaía - Judah

Ioudaios - Jewish

katōmokhánēs - base schemer

kline - couch

ma ton Dia - by Zeus

ma tous theous - by the gods 

malakas - jerk, wanker

ouden - nothing

Palaistinê - Palestine

pēchēs - cubit; unit of measurement

petteia - ancient Greek strategic board game, similar to chess and drafts

ptisane - herb tea

theoi - gods

Tí emmeneis pisteúōn toîs toioútois? - Why do you persist in believing such things?

––––––––
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Ariyan (Old Persian)

BANU – lady

Barzman yad! - Break camp! (Stylistic)

Bavil - Babylon

Auramazda

dalios – deceiver

Div Ahriman

Dozdi ba Panjeh – Thief with Two Hands

Eshgham – my love

Haftāra Kūruš! - For Kourosh!

Haftāra Ahura Mazda! - For Ahura Mazda!

harvatya - radiant princess (stylistic)

iya - of 

jā-kesh – pimp (modern Persian, stylistic)

jendeh – whore (modern Persian, stylistic)

Khourdovand

Mada - Media

mah - moon

Maka - Arabia

shah - king

Shahanshah - King of Kings

shahdokht - princess

spāhbed - commander

Statay! - Halt!

Yauna - Ionian; Greek

Yahuda - Judah

Yahudi - Jewish

Yerud Medinata - Jerusalem

Aramaic

Abba – father

Arbaya - Arab

Madai - Median

malikah - queen

mene – counted

nishmati – my soul

peres - divided

Rachimti – I loved

Ramti – I have exulted

Saba - grandfather

šeqer - deceiver

Shlama 'allawkhon - Peace be upon you

Sudra – headcloth

ṭame’ -  scum

tekel - weighted

Yunan - Ionia

Upharsin - divided

Arabic

Sarratīya - queen

Hebrew

Arav - Arabia

Libnah - Babylonian outpost east of Lachish in ancient Judah

Shalom aleichem

Yehudah - Judah

Ancient Units Reference

21 cubits or Hellene pēchēs - 10 metres

The Babylonian royal cubit was typically around 49.5 cm (0.495 m), while the common cubit was closer to 45 cm (0.45 m)

​Character List for Rise of the Magi: Babylon Under Watch

(Some Characters are found in The Levite’s Concubine – Additional characters are listed in Appendix)

​Main Characters


·  Thalia (Darya) – physician, agent of the Temple of Apollo in Delphi, fiancée to the satrap of Apasos

·  Kratos (Kory) – satrap of Apasos, high priest of Apollo, friend of Kourosh Shah, agent of the Apollo temple

·  Lysander (Sandro) – strategos of Apasos, Kory’s right hand

·  Mahin – Median elite (details withheld for narrative continuity)


​Strong Secondary Characters

​Political and Royal Figures


·  Kourosh Shah (Cyrus the Great) – ruler of Persia

·  Nabonidus – king of Babylon (lugal)

·  Belshazzar – crown prince of Babylon (mar šarri)

·  Shala (Ennigaldi-Nanna) – daughter of Nabonidus, high priestess of Sin in Ur

·  Daniyyel – grand vizier of Babylon

·  Sakhar – commander of Median cabal troops

·  Astyages – former Shah of Media, now satrap in the Persian province of Varkâna

·  Uriah – former patron of Atarah

·  Nazrin – Thalia’s mother; assassinated when Thalia was young. A former leader in Median intelligence and daughter of Astyages

·  Mohsen – younger half-brother of Cassandane, wife of Kourosh Shah


​Agents and Operatives


·  Damian – agent of Kory

·  Alexios – agent of Kory

·  Andreas – agent of Kory

·  Viole – agent of Kory

·  Diophanes (Dio) – agent of Kory

·  Ramin – agent of Kory


(NOTE: AFFILIATIONS are not fully disclosed for narrative reasons)

Intelligence and Strategic Figures


·  Ekur – Intelligence Tower operative

·  Ninlil – Intelligence Tower operative

·  Atarah – noblewoman with strategic ties

·  Zayd – Arabian commander with shifting allegiances

·  Tarek – chief of intelligence under Kourosh Shah; involved in covert operations and strategic oversight


​Foreign Delegates and Diplomats


·  Khnumhotep – second Egyptian ambassador

·  Rahotep – first Egyptian ambassador


​Animal Characters


·  Arion – Thalia’s horse

·  Alistor – Kory’s horse

·  Eryx – Thalia’s cat companion

·  Dumu – Atarah’s cat

·  Shabrang – Mahin’s stallion

·  Argyros – Sandro’s horse, midnight blue-tinged

·  Aetos – Viole’s long-tawny-furred cat




SOURCE NOTE: Most of this book is extracted word for word from one of the subplots of Rise of the Magi: Babylon Under Watch. It has been lightly reframed to stand alone, but the full story appears in Book Two. Subsequent events will unfold in Book Three.

This book stands on its own, but some twists – especially around certain characters – are deliberately left unnamed. If you want to know who they really are, and how their betrayals unfold, you’ll need to read Rise of the Magi. That’s where the full story is revealed.

Spoiler Warning: This short novel is an extended teaser for Rise of the Magi: Babylon Under Watch, Book Two of the Priests and Magi series. It contains a few confirmed reveals. Read with care if you wish to avoid early disclosures.

​Author’s Preface

I’VE LONG BEEN DISTURBED – but deeply intrigued – by the story of the Levite’s concubine found in Judges 19–21. I first read it at the age of eight, after receiving my first Bible. I read the entire text cover to cover of my own volition, driven by an intense early interest in ancient history and archaeology. By that age, I had already decided to become an archaeologist.

When I reached Judges, I was shocked by the account. I remember discussing it with my mother, who was studying archaeology and ancient history at the time. She explained that the Bible wasn’t solely a spiritual text—it was also a record of the ancient people of Judah, and many events were documented simply because they occurred, not because they carried moral instruction. They were likely shocking even then.

That memory stayed with me. Recently, I revisited the account while producing a YouTube video from a scholarly perspective as an archaeologist (https://youtu.be/p8KBXjP7iuU). I don’t personally see the story as offering spiritual guidance—certainly not as a model to follow. It’s widely believed that the account was written to illustrate a period of lawlessness before Judah attained its first kings, highlighting the perceived need for royal governance.

This short novel is an extended teaser for Rise of the Magi: Babylon Under Watch, the epic second volume in my Priests and Magi series. That main novel focuses on the arcs of Thalia and Kratos (Kory) and Mahin and Lysander (Sandro) – a sweeping espionage terrain of ritual, betrayal, and legacy set against the fall of Neo-Babylonia.

This shorter book threads a contained subplot: the story of Atarah and Zayd, drawn from the biblical account of the Levite’s concubine, but transposed from the Egyptian Empire to the Neo-Babylonian reign of Nabonidus – roughly 900 years later, in the mid-6th century BCE. Their arc blends into the broader espionage mystery of the series, but stands on its own as a story of rescue, rupture, and rediscovered agency.

Spoiler Note: This book contains a couple of confirmed reveals from Rise of the Magi: Babylon Under Watch. However, the main novel holds numerous twists and detonations beyond these. I’ve removed other spoilers and withheld additional character arcs and details to preserve emotional impact. This teaser is designed to anchor emotional stakes, not collapse the arc.

Atarah and Zayd’s subplot is only one of several in Rise of the Magi: Babylon Under Watch. While I’ve alluded to others in this book, I’ve deliberately removed most of their details to focus on this thread. Atarah’s story will continue in Book 3 of the series, where the deeper motives of her Levite patron, Uriah, will be explored. What seemed like betrayal may hold more layers than she – or we – first imagined.

*******
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THIS WORK WAS INSPIRED by ancient history, not modern events, nor is it making a statement about modern events or taking any particular stance. It is open to both Babylon and Persia, and to all the ancient cultures involved in the situation.

While this book uses modern English for clarity and emotional resonance, it is calibrated to be compatible with ancient settings. Daily speech in ancient times—like today—would have included its own jargon, idioms, and casual registers, even among elites. However, most surviving texts are formal: decrees, treaties, religious inscriptions, and official correspondence. This narrative chooses tone and rhythm that reflect emotional truth and cultural logic, rather than attempting historical reconstruction. Where ritual, hierarchy, or symbolic weight is needed, the language shifts accordingly. Otherwise, clarity and emotional precision guide the voice.
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Chapter 1: Shadows over Dushara

[image: ]


City of Tiamat, Southwestern Babylonia

Time passed as I, Thalia, worked among the Arabes chiefs near Tiamat, tending wounds, easing fevers, and listening to grievances. This was meant to be a mission for Kory – to gauge their discontent with Babylon's rule under Nabonidus and the Royal Family  – but I found myself wavering. The more I learned of Babylon and the closer I felt to my cousins, the more my perspective obscured, and I was no longer sure where I stood.

In fact, at first, despite the kindness of the Babylonian Royal Family, I’d suspected they’d wished to influence me for their own reasons and not merely to make me aware of Babylon’s true situation. And Kory, the one I’d trusted, the one who had protected me in Delphi, assigned by my father Croisos, had betrayed me as well. He had not been who I’d always thought he was. But he’d warned me he wasn’t truly a hero, and I’d ignored his warnings. Shala and her men had saved me from an abduction that Kory had orchestrated. He’d been part of the scheme to slay my mother, and now if he felt he no longer had use for me, and my allegiances were shifting, he’d dispatch me, too. And Kourosh would doubtless support this. 

One way I could try to convince Kory of my continued allegiance, even while I wavered, was by sending him information. So I did on occasion, paying messengers from among traders, one trusted one in particular who was often in Persis and a sympathiser. He and the others appreciated my healing powers and took brief coded messages couched as medical prescriptions and instructions to Babylon: vague messages that did not tell Kory much but showed him I was adhering to my mission. In doing so, I delayed communication intentionally, ensuring a gap between events and the messages to Kory, therefore reducing the chances of direct retaliation from his side and protecting the Babylonians.

But I did not trust anyone claiming he’d sent them, although I was approached on occasion by such people – not following the attempted abduction. But neither did I betray them to Babylonian rulers of Tiamat.

As to those wishing to influence me, this had long ceased to be something new: it was now an unfortunate but accepted part of my life – and my previous spontaneity and sense of humour, the reason Kory had called me Thalia after the nymph of comedy – had somewhat faded. Ever since the gods had removed the veils from my eyes, showing me my true identity and lineage – despite my resistance to these truths – I’d been increasingly aware of those who were potentially closing in around me, each with their own motives. Many claimed to care, but did they really? Raised in secrecy in Hellas, I’d been eager to meet real family. But it seemed that my Babylonian relatives did sympathise. 

Understanding them was another matter: They supported Nabonidus’ claims to being a servant for their true supreme god, Sin, and his belief that the god had placed him so reluctantly on the throne for a purpose. I understood what it felt like to sense that the Divine had a purpose for us. 

In my case, however, the Divine had not spoken to me for some time. I had once believed the gods guided me. Now I wasn’t sure they were watching at all.

Kourosh Shah had expressed concern for the instability and repeated change of ruler in Babylon in recent years, but he himself had launched a coup against the wily Astyages, Sarru, or Queen, Nitocris’, niece and – as I increasingly acknowledged – my grandfather.

It was true that Belshazzar had placed his father, Nabonidus, on the throne following his coup, when the youthful lugal, Labashi-Marduk, had died during the takeover. Belshazzar claimed that he’d had no wish to execute his young cousin, and that he would have kept the boy an honoured hostage and guided his thinking. Labashi-Marduk was the son of Neriglissar and Nebuchadrezzar’s daughter, Kashshaya – Nitocris’ younger sister. 

Neriglissar himself had come to power by slaying Nebuchadrezzar’s son, Amel-Marduk – Evil-Merodach. But when Nebuchadrezzar lay dying, he’d named Nitocris and the man she would marry his heirs after Amel, and not Kashshaya’s husband, Neriglissar – so Shala and her family claimed. Neriglissar, who through his supporters had attained the throne, had contested this. And still, Nabonidus, Nitocris’ husband and then a lower elite, had not expected to achieve power. He’d been shocked and contrite when Belshazzar gave him the kingship. He was a scholar and not deeply entrenched in court politics, although he’d occasionally been asked to offer advice to the young lugal. 

And so, I carried out my orders, my reports growing more measured, more careful. I remained in place, moving through the city’s rhythms. The temples of Sin bustled with their usual devotees, but lately, I noticed a quiet scrutiny in the air.

New priests had arrived from Babylon; they were periodically sent to Tiamat for service, following the same training as others before them. Their presence wasn’t unusual. And yet, they lingered: two in particular. I felt their watchful gazes, the way their murmurs sometimes ceased when I entered a room.

Then, the tension snapped.

*******
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THERE WAS SOMETHING happening, but it might have just been my own imagination, which I’d always known to be active and vivid. I’d long been aware – just as Kory had told me when I was a child growing up on his estate as a youthful landowner – that imagination was important, and that it came hand in hand with heightened perception. This was true so long as we learned to distinguish the one – rooted in awareness of possibilities rather than facts – from the other, which came from being attuned to what was actually taking place.

And these things, whatever they were: were they real? Or were Shala and Nicotris merely stressed from recent developments and concerns in their empire – when they received new missives from couriers and talked in hushed tones behind closed doors? When they became more secretive, and occasionally glanced at me sidelong, then sharing a glance? And when others in Tiamat, when I moved about – shadowed by one of the guards – in the markets and streets, looked at me sideways, then swiftly away. 

Perhaps the heat, and my own concerns and confusions, had addled my brain.

But then, one day, I rode Arion out to visit Zayd, one of the younger Arab sheikhs. I arrived at the lavish tent and knelt with Zayd on the carpet beside his wife, Nura, who had sprained her ankle. When my guard stepped outside for a moment, the sheikh glanced surreptitiously towards the flap, then leaned in, his voice hushed.

"You asked if we are pleased with Babil’s rule," he murmured. "In fact, Shala has asked me and the other chiefs to aid her with our warriors should there be sudden need. Some have agreed. But I have not given my decision yet."

He studied me carefully. "Since you sympathize – and since I know you grew up in Hellas, yet are the Shah’s sister – you have an understanding of different systems, cultures, and spheres of influence. You tell us that, despite being related to Kourosh, you feel Hellene. And we know the Hellenes value their independence, their city-states bound together in alliances, yet each retaining its freedom. Our tribes are similar to that.

“We, too, share values and practices. We descend from the same ancestor, whom some call Ishmael from our oral traditions – yet we are not a single nation, nor do we wish to be. We value our freedom, our way of life. Nabonidus Sheikh governs Tiamat now, and yes, he protects our trade routes. He strengthened Tiamat, building high walls, and our wealth has increased because of it. But Babil is not here out of kindness. They seek to line their own chests with our spices, gold, and jewels.”

Nura stirred on the deep rug where she lay propped up by cushions. “Be careful, Zayd,” she whispered, glancing at me nervously, and he reached out a hand to stroke her hair. 

He turned back to me. “She worries too much,” he smiled indulgently, but then his face became serious once more. He pitched his voice to a whisper. “But Nura could still be right. You are the sister of Kourosh Shah. Do you ask on his behalf? Because we do not wish to merely substitute one ruler for another. Our relationship with Babil has been positive thus far. The ruler we know is better than the one we do not."

I met his gaze evenly. "No, I do not ask as the sister of Kourosh. As you know, I feel Hellene. I did not know of my Perses lineage until recently. My betrothed is Hellene."

"But your betrothed is a friend of the Shah," he pointed out. "His satrapy in Apasos."

I shook my head. "I am still myself. Others do not control me. I ask only to understand. I ask as a Hellene."

He glanced around, unease flickering across his features. Then he moved back slightly, withdrawing from the conversation.

"I have said too much," he murmured. "I am merely deciding whether to send my men to Babil’s aid – so far away – when we need our warriors here for our own protection. We value Babil’s help. We have had a strong partnership here in Tiamat."

He hesitated, glancing at Nura, who frowned. Then added, softly: "Ask me again later."

*******
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THE NIGHT PRESSED HEAVY against the desert town, the air thick with the scent of dust and distant incense. Restless from my lack of freedom, from being constantly watched and shadowed, unable to trust anyone, unable to flee – for where would I go even if I could escape? No one cared for me, but only for themselves and how their connection to me could benefit them. 

But being here, far away from the world I knew, far also from Babylon and those I’d thought were my friends – who, as it turned out, were probably not my friends at all... Even if I could return there, at least I’d not be so isolated among strangers. People who valued my healing skills, who were friendly as was their tradition but still cautious since they didn’t know me. I longed at least to return to Babylon. 

And then, I’d do as I’d originally planned, and sail to Apasos. No, that didn’t work either since I wanted to remain in the Babylonian Empire, to understand what was happening and see what I could do. Without me here, a link was missing. 

Going to the basin, I splashed water over my face, cleaned my teeth with a miswak twig as I’d learnt to do from the local custom, and then brushed out my long, thick hair, braiding it. 

Then, wearily, I moved to my bed, slipping between the linen covers. It was always more comfortable to use the cushions than the headrest, so I lay back against the down-stuffed ones I’d insisted on using. And then, soon, despite my cares, I fell into a fitful sleep.

*******
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GASPING, I BOLTED UPRIGHT in the wooden bed – its intricate Babylonian carvings simpler than those in my old room in Babylon, or even Kory’s lavish couch in his suite – yet still comfortable. My heart pounded, fingers curled into the linen sheets. The dream – the vision – were the gods reaching out to me again after the long absence? Or was this only from my own fear and confusion? But the message had been clear. Should I tell them, as the voice had commanded me? 

How to tell Kourosh? Through Kory? But I no longer trusted him. And how to tell the Babylonian Royal Family? Daniyyel – would he understand – would he help me?

I’d longed for the gods to contact me again, despairing when I hadn’t heard from them, but now that it seemed they had, I regretted my wish. Or, perhaps this had only been a dream. I was under much stress, and I myself was involved in secret things, which I could reveal to no one. Perhaps the selfishness being referred to was my own: perhaps the dream arose from my own guilt.

I exhaled sharply and swung my legs over the edge of the wooden bedframe, the rich woven carpets covering the stone floor soft beneath my feet – they matched the elegant textiles covering the wall, now in darkness. The costly curtains leading to the terrace blew in a light breeze. Sleep would not return, just yet. 

Silently, I wrapped myself in a shawl, opening the drape and stepping onto the terrace, where I gazed beyond the Palace walls. The oasis glowed under the moonlight, its water a shimmering silver thread surrounded by the dark silhouettes of palms in their groves. But beyond – beyond was the desert. Endless, flat, stretching toward the unknown.

I inhaled deeply. Restlessness gnawed at me. In the day, Tiamat was alive with traders from diverse regions – Magan, Arabia, Aigyptos, Canaan, the Chaldees – yet I felt trapped, navigating diplomacy and politics, always second-guessing the faces around me, and still struggling with my pain over Kory’s deep betrayal. Nitocris and Shala trusted me more now, that much was clear – they did not have me guarded as closely as before –  but in every tapestry, in every dune of sand, there were layers within layers, and if these experiences had taught me anything, it was that true trust was dangerous – and true love, as Mahin had once warned me, seldom existed. I was no longer that naive girl I’d once been, full of joy and spontaneous laughter. 

And as my father, Caros, had once said, “Trust no one, not even your memories.” Not even, always, myself. But better myself than others.

My fingers trailed against the carved stone railing as I turned back toward my rooms – then stopped.

There. A gap in the outer walls, a side entrance less patrolled. I would leave this beautiful prison for a while. I could not stay penned in forever. 

A moment later, I was through, wearing one of the simpler local garments and cloaks I’d picked up in the market stalls, a shawl covering the red glints in my dark hair. I moved carefully, slipping past the dim torchlight, gliding into the shadows beyond the palace grounds.

Freedom! I thought, and then I felt, bubbling from within me, the urge to giggle – Thalia, I thought, surprised, pressing my hand over my mouth to keep silent while shaking with laughter,  you’ve not had that impulse since those days in Anshan, and before that in Hellas. My spontaneity was back too, it seemed. I fought the urge to leap and dance in excitement as my namesake, the muse Thalia, ivy crowning her hair, would have done. 

But I hadn’t gone far when I was brought back to reality once more: it seemed I could never escape that. And I heard them – low voices, too hushed for casual conversation.

I pressed myself against the corner of a mud-brick house wall, tilting my head to listen.

“Meet me at the Zalmat Oasis caravan station near the ruined watchtower. Kratos approves of this new approach – he’ll be pleased with what we’ve discovered: we’ll send word to him afterwards.”

My breath hitched. Kory? He was involved in something here? But then, of course he was. He’d sent his messengers to me, although I’d refused to meet them alone, sending my own couriers to him in Babylon instead. But I was here on his mission, so this was nothing new. But he was sharp, and he must have realised I was holding something back, only sending him enough information to protect myself. Now... had he found others to spy on the situation, and on me, too? Was I now in danger after all – he’d guessed the truth? No, I mustn’t associate everything with myself: but perhaps the Nitocris and Shala were in peril, Tiamat itself...

A cold unease crawled down my spine.

And then another voice said, “They trust her overmuch. Once she’s out of the way, the path will be easier. She seeks to divert Kratos, and she’s close to her cousins, the evil rulers of Babil. But with Marduk’s help, through Kratos’ aid, our hegemony will be restored.”

I swallowed hard in shock. Marduk priests. Working with Kory – yes, I knew he was aligned with them, but... against me! It was me they were speaking of, me they wished to remove, and he approved of it. But why should I be surprised? I knew he was doing that, and perhaps some part of me still hoped against hope that I was mistaken, that I’d misunderstood, that some part of him still cared. 

Still? He’d never cared. He’d sought to use me from the outset, when he’d worked with my mother’s assassins. I’d been a pawn, but a flawed pawn, one who had figured out the situation and achieved my own independent thinking. And now, they plotted against me. They knew I’d tried to divert Kratos with my vague missives. 

But what else were they scheming? A path, something they sought to do on Kratos’ behalf, easier to achieve with me out of the way. 

I felt the early rise of panic, but I steadied myself, trying to understand their full intent. I could tell Nitocris and Shala, but I needed more information. If I left now, I could escape and not be caught. But if I stayed and listened, I might learn who was involved in this, and when they planned to act.

Slowly, I edged backward, one step placed carefully behind the other, pressing deeper into the shadows, my pulse pounding as the voices faded.

If they were meeting near the ruined Nabataean shrine, since that was where the tower was, I had to know more. This had been the site of the shrine to Dushara, the Lord of the Mountain, and another to Al Qaum, the warrior deity who protected travellers and caravans. And it was still used as a caravan waystation on the way to Tiamat: about a half-hour’s ride from here. But Kory himself had taught me tracking skills when I was growing up, and how to follow the stars, and now, ironically, I was going to use those skills to spy on his men and protect myself against him. 

I turned sharply, slipping back through the side gate and toward the stables. Arion was sleeping, but she sat up as soon as she smelt my scent, nostrils flickering. 

“Let’s go,” I whispered.

*******
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I TIGHTENED ARION’S reins, guiding my sleek black mare, well trained even for war manoeuvres by Kory, through the side gate and into the open night. The city’s walls faded behind us, the last glow of torches flickering against the distant palms. Out here, beyond the boundary of Tiamat, the desert was a world of its own.

Somewhere nearby a jackal howled, and I knew snakes slept in coils beneath the sand, but Arion held steady as I whispered reassurance to her, calming her and guiding her with my voice and the movements of my knees.

She moved smoothly beneath me, muscles rippling with controlled energy. A horse bred for mountains and temperate lands, yet she had adapted – just as I had. The long journeys, in Lydia, Persis, Babylonia, Palaistine, and now the dry air and shifting sands, had trained us both to thrive beyond our home environment.

The wind stirred, carrying the cool whisper of night over the dunes. I scanned the sky, tracing the stars like old friends – Orion, the Pleiades, the steady glow of the North Star. I had learned from Kory how to read the heavens, how to find direction even in the deep, black emptiness: for nothing is truly devoid; everything, Kory had said, contains knowledge.

Yes, Kory. Even your absence, your betrayal, is a message.

Yet tonight, the emptiness felt different.

The men’s words still pulsed in my mind. “They trust her overmuch. She seeks to divert Kratos. Once she’s out of the way...”

I leaned lower over Arion’s neck, urging her forward. She responded instantly, hooves cutting effortlessly through the sand. Not too fast – I had to pace myself, knowing the journey was still ahead.

Landmarks guided my way – clusters of dark acacia trees, the faint shimmer of water pooled in a distant rock basin, the outline of low ruins barely visible against the sky. The old Nabataean shrine was still three dunes ahead...

A flicker of movement.

I slowed slightly, shifting my weight. There – near the ridgeline. A camel? A shadow? The caravan station wouldn’t be deserted, not completely. But if someone was lingering where they shouldn’t be...

Arion snorted, ears twitching. She sensed something too.

I exhaled, steadying myself. Not yet. Wait until the shrine. Then – listen.

I pressed my thighs against Arion’s sides, and she continued forward into the dark.

*******
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THE RUINED SHRINE OF Dushara loomed ahead, with that of Al Qaum a little beside it. And there, I saw the crumbling watchtower, stark and menacing in the moonlight. 

Urging Arion to a nearby thicket of dry scrub, I hid her there, bidding her wait quietly for me. She nodded her head in agreement; Kory and I had trained her since my childhood, and we’d grown up together. She was nearing her later prime, but healthy, with strong endurance. 

I left Arion concealed in a thicket, her dark coat blending into the night as I moved forward on foot. The ruined Nabataean watchtower loomed ahead, jagged edges cutting into the sky, its once-grand purpose reduced to scattered stones and forgotten worship.

Voices carried through the night air – low and urgent. I crouched behind an outcrop, heart pounding. I needed to see more.

The tower had window slits, enough to conceal me, but not enough to give a full view. I hesitated – then began to climb the inside circular stairs to the open summit, my fear of heights – as was usual for me – momentarily drowned beneath the urgency. In places, the steps crumbled beneath my leather shoes, forcing careful movement, but I clung to the walls, steadying myself regardless, and finally reaching the top, where I crouched low and peered over the side, pressing against the jagged edge of a broken ledge.

Below, shadows shifted – men murmuring, their heads bent close.

"They trust her overmuch. But Kratos’ investigation reveals that she’s the one assisting that renegade Perses band, overriding both the Shah’s wishes and fragile negotiations with Babil. It is she who is the threat, and none other. As her betrothed, he’d been reluctant to see it, but the evidence is clear. His agents in Babil have learnt more, and he followed up on it with his own personal investigation.”

“So we are certain.”

“Quite so. She accompanied him when he ordered the troops to retreat, but some remained. Since she was at his side, despite his ordering her to stay behind, and gave them hidden signals.”

“She’s dangerous. A great risk to us all. But since she’s close to the Ruling Family, we must tread carefully in exposing her. They were suspicious of her at first, Shala and Nitocris both, but she has a way of getting around them, and she’s Belshazzar and Shala’s blood – and also Mahin’s.”

“Yes, and now Mahin is on the fronts dealing with these troops’ threat, so she couldn’t come herself.”

“But she’s aware? About this?”

“We’ve sent her word. She knows.”

I was at serious risk now! They suspected me. Everything was closing in on me; all I’d struggled to accomplish with my careful thinking and negotiations.

A stone beneath my foot slipped loose, tumbling down the side of the tower. 

Silence. Then there was movement.

One of the men below looked up sharply, squinting into the darkness. “Did you hear that?”

I pressed against the ledge, heart hammering, not daring even to breathe. It was dark: they wouldn’t see me. Gods, protect me.

Too late.

The figures below moved toward the tower, their voices murmuring in suspicion. I clenched my teeth; I was trapped if I descended the way I’d come. Unlike Mahin, I was no climber. I leaned over the edge. I could try, though, to make my way down, clinging to the stones on the side. But they could be loose, the tower was crumbling. Could I jump, then roll, as I knew Kory would have done? If I leapt down, I could run to Arion –

I shifted slightly, suddenly dizzy from my new awareness of the height. I needed to do this, to let go of my fears. I’d become much braver with heights than before. I prepared myself, moving to a crouch, tensing for the leap, whistling to Arion. I saw her emerge from the thicket, moving below so I could attempt to leap to her back, or at least land beside her. 

But then, one of the men emerged from the crumbling stairway, and ran toward me, seizing me. My hesitation had been my detriment. 

My instinct kicked in from my training growing up with Kory. I shifted my weight suddenly, throwing an elbow back into his ribs to loosen his grip. As the man reacted in surprise at a woman having such skills, I quickly twisted, grabbing my knife and slashed at him, aiming for his side and unbalancing him. Turning, I stamped hard on his foot, then shoved my weight away from him, careful not to fall, from my momentum, over the edge of the tower, but to the side on the rocky, uneven summit, preparing again to leap.  

Just as I was breaking free, the second man appeared from the darkness of the tower’s curving staircase and sprung for me, grabbing my wrist, trying to control the knife. I struggled – kicking, twisting, trying a final move – but now, between them, both men soon restrained my arms. For a moment, with a strong lunge, I managed to get one arm free, forcing them to struggle more, but one of them twisted my arm painfully, forcing me to drop the blade. The other man grabbed my shoulders, pushing me against the tower wall, while his friend secured my hands.

Realising I couldn’t win, I made a sharp, piercing whistle to Arion. I saw the men glance at each other, and one said, “You did not come alone?”

But I ignored him, breathing hard. I called, loudly, “Arion, to Tiamat!” as I’d been training her to do recently on our guard-shadowed rides, but out of earshot of the guards, so that she knew the city by name. 

Growing up, Kory and I had trained our horses to follow direction commands, and I’d once sent her to him this way in Lydia during Pactyes’ revolt against the satrap Tabulus and Kourosh – when I had trusted Kory. I’d not think of that now. From the thicket near the tower, I heard her whinney in response and then her hoofbeats pounding on the sandy ground as she turned to gallop into the darkness: my way of escape now lost. 

The men heard it too and knew I’d signalled my horse; they laughed.

“Imagine that,” said one. “It won’t work.”

The other said drily, “You fight well. Pity you didn’t bring a sword,” while the other gave a snort. 

True, it was unfortunate I hadn’t: they didn’t realise how skilled I was with a blade, trained by Kory and Sandro, now my enemies.

Roughly, they tied my hands behind me with rope carried in one of their pouches, forcing me down the tunnel stairs. 

“Fortunate for us,” one said, “You’ve played right into our hands. But then, we’re good at gambling, and at strategy with Twenty Squares.”

“Well trapped,” agreed the other. “The gods frown on gambling, but they approve of strategy, and they help with chance. They are clearly on our side. But not on yours, Darya – Thalia – it appears.” He paused, frowning at me in the moonlight. “Have you defied the gods of late? Perchance not rightly delivered a message as they’d requested? Or were your intentions less than pure? You’re the former High Priestess and are an agent of Apollo, after all.”

“Apollo curse you,” I retorted, while he sniggered scornfully. 

“We’re well protected from that,” he said, touching the amulet dangling from his bracelet. “Our gods,” he whispered, “Are stronger.” His companion winked maliciously.

*******
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BY THE TIME THEY HAD dragged me back to Tiamat, the sun had begun to rise over the desert – not an uplifting, welcome sight this time, but almost threatening in its promise, And now, as we rode into the city, with me slung uncomfortable before one of the men on his horse’s back, it washed the city in harsh golden light. I’d begun to like the strong desert sun as something different from what I was used to, the desert dunes beautiful and mysterious, but now I only felt the solar disc’s blinding glare and scorching heat. 

My wrists burned from the ropes, and my long hair, falling loose from its thick braid, tangled from the desert winds. I was marched into the Throne Hall, where Nitocris and Shala stood, their expressions first shocked and then unreadable, called early to the chamber due to the urgency. I’d hoped I could convince them of my innocence, or at least of my good intentions – they were family, after all – but now it seemed it would not be so easy. 

My throat burned with thirst, but they gave me no water, either. 

The Hall was not empty. A council had formed: Babylonian nobles, priests, and Arabes sheikhs had gathered in judgment, united against me, their faces harsh. I had treated many of these people, showing them kindness, but I saw nothing of that in return. They all glared at me accusatively, as though I’d sought to manipulate them and use their gratitude. 

Had I? I was confused. I’d gathered information for Kory, but told him very little. But now, he himself was acting against me. 

Would they believe me if I told them what had happened, and how I’d been caught between both parties? Mahin liked me: could I ask them to send for her? But as the men had whispered, she was deeply involved in counter attacks against the Perses. Could someone track her down with a message? No, that wouldn’t be feasible. And they’d said she too was now against me...

Belshazzar? But could I even trust them now? Mahin’s kindness may not have been real, after all. Belshazzar was taken with her and probably supported whatever she said. 

But still... If I could appeal to the Lugal and Mar Sarri, to Nabonidus and Belshazzar, this could purchase time for me at least, so I could think more clearly and try to help myself!

Were they all against me? Viole, Damian, Alexios...?

The priests of Sin stepped forward first, their voices clear.

“She conspires against the Lugal and Mar Sarri, Nabonidus and Belshazzar.”

“No!” I cried. “I appeal to their mercy! Bring me to them!”

“Silence!” cried Nicotris. “If you interrupt, it will be the worse for you!” 

I glanced at Shala but saw no expression on her face. What did that mean? 

A ripple of murmurs spread through the hall. 

I lifted my chin. “I must speak,” I said, “Since silence might be taken as agreement. It’s all a lie.”

Nicotris looked enraged at my defiance, but Shala leaned forward. 

“Speak, then,” she said. “And explain why you’d say that obeying us and remaining silent signals agreement to the charges?”

“To the Hellene, it does,” I said. “But I also know that in your ancient Code of Hammurabi, legal agreements and disputes are settled through spoken declarations, oaths, and contracts. If someone fails to object to a claim or accusation, it might be interpreted as acceptance, especially in matters of trade, inheritance, or governance.”

She nodded. “You are wise,” she said. “And you say you do not conspire against us. But these priests of Sin did find you spying on them from the Zalmat tower. You evaded our guards to leave the Palace grounds, ventured into Tiamat and listened to them, then followed them to Zalmat Oasis. Why?”

“Forgive me, but I was restless and couldn’t sleep. I understand you’re keeping me here under surveillance while you determine your plans, and I’ve been pleased to provide medical care and enjoy your hospitality, but I felt the need to wander a little on my own as I’m used to doing in Hellas and somewhat in Ionia. I suppose I wasn’t thinking clearly and that was my mistake. I should have asked your permission first, in view of both your kindness. But then, when I heard these men speak in whispers, I was afraid for the Royal Family’s safety.”

“Why?” demanded Nicotris. “And why take such a risk, riding into the desert, spying on men? You were nearly abducted on the way to Tiamat for similar behaviour. This is foolish, even if this is your true motive, which we now doubt. Why did you fear for our safety and, if so, why not come to us?”

“I admit I did wrong,” I said, beginning to sway from thirst and fatigue. My head was hurting from the time in the heat and sun, and I was feeling increasing nausea. But I saw no pity on Nicotris’ face toward my plight. 

“You’re my cousin,” I said. “Both of you are. I’d never harm you; I’ve never known my family until recently. But also... the men said they wished to remove me, since I might influence you, the rulers of Babylon, because of our blood connection.” 

I did not add that they’d said they were acting under Kory’s instructions or that I might be more sympathetic toward the Lugal’s family than Kory, since the idea of bringing Kory down, even though I knew he was behind this, still caused me deep pain and confusion – something was still holding me back, although saying so might have helped me... Should I...?

But the priests interrupted harshly, their voices incredulous. “Not so! She lies! I swear on the god Sin that I said no such thing!”

“And the same for me, I swear on Sin!” the other man echoed. “She’s but protecting herself!”

I began to feel more faint, and the room spun. I put a hand to my head. I saw Shala glance at her mother, then beckon to a servant, who brought me a small cup of water. I drank it down thirstily. It wasn’t enough, but it helped a little. 

“Bēl-reʾû-šunu and Nabu-kudurri,” said Nicotris. “Explain what you mean by Thalia’s conspiring against the Lugal.”

Sunu began, “It is she, according to the Yauna Kratos’ own investigations, who organised the renegade Parsu detachment against Babil contrary to the orders of Kourosh, but now we are unclear as to whether the Shah himself has come to support this after all. Kratos, however, remains peaceful and neutral. Here,” and he removed a sealed document from his pouch, “Is a missive Kratos himself has written on his findings. Just after his diplomatic team’s arrival in Babil, he had suspicions when she claimed illness and attempted to leave to return to Apasos – and then returned so quickly before the ship had left the port, professing determination to continue with the mission after all. As her betrothed, he still felt confused by her behaviour, believing she must have received some word from somewhere. So he entered her apartment one night as she slept to investigate, and he did find correspondence between her and a Parsu military leader –”

“What?!” I asked, astounded. So Kory truly had gone into my room – despite his denials – but he’d not have found such correspondence. 

Shala looked at me, concerned, and then at her mother, but Nicotris said sharply, “Silence! Let Sunu finish! Give me the missive! What else did Kratos learn?” 

He handed her the scroll and she broke the seal, then scanned the document. “I see,” she said, handing the missive to Shala, who read it as well, frowning. “He also says that he believes, based on what he found in your room – attached to this document – that when you accompanied him to the border against his express wishes, catching up with his detachment, you sent signals to someone at the Parsu camp. This was when the troops were leaving Babylonia, and you indicated that a small contingent was to carefully remain behind – its men to surreptitiously detach themselves from the others during moments of brief distraction. His agents recently captured and questioned officers who substantiated this. And he says you bring them now as witnesses?” she asked. 

“We have,” said Kudurri, indicating that a guard bring the men forward. 

Two Perses men approached, bowing low before the dais, confirming the statements.  

“This isn’t true!” I gasped. “I did no such thing; I swear this on Apollo and Zeus. And no such missives were found in my apartment since I had none. No! Even though your servant is showing them to me, I insist they were forged. I did not do this! No one sent me that one, and I did not write that reply.” 

Now I was calling Kory a liar, but I no longer cared. I needed to save myself. “I cannot say why these men, and why Kratos himself, my betrothed –” my voice broke, “Would create such documents and say these things against me. Doubtless since I’ve become sympathetic toward my Babylonian family, they wish me removed. And to divert attention from those who are really to blame. But these priests, these Perses witnesses, and Kratos are – are lying!” I continued, my voice shaking. “I – I do not wish to speak against my betrothed, but I know for a fact that none of this is true!” 

Kudurri continued, “She defiles the Temple of Sin, entering sacred spaces she has no right to.”

Shala frowned, but Nitocris remained silent.

Again, I interrupted, “I’ve only visited your temple precincts when invited by Shala and no other time!”

“You entered the sacred Zalmat Tower, now sacred to Sin!” said Nicotris.

“Sacred?” I gasped. “I – I’d had no idea. It appeared to be an abandoned military tower, not part of the ruined shrines. Please forgive me. As an agent for Delphi and former priestess, I could never willingly defile another god’s sanctuary. I honour all forms of the Divine.”

“Then you believe the Divine are one?” asked Shala quietly. 

“Yes,” I said.

“Then how can you explain the difference between Marduk’s and Sin’s separate claims as supreme deity of Babil – if they are all one and the same?”

“They aren’t the same,” I said. “I believe the gods are all manifestations of the Divine as we humans experience different aspects of the Holy. But even I as a former priestess see myself as limited in explaining the Divine in full, since I am still but a mortal human.”

“So I also am limited?” demanded Shala.

I flushed, my head spinning in confusion. I struggled to get my thoughts together. I can’t pass out, I thought. Not now. Gods, help me. 

“The priesthood are endowed with a sacred mission, to speak for and to the Divine, the gods. We are given unity with the gods, but we are still human. I have no wish to offend you, Ennigaldi-Nanna. I greatly admire you, your intelligence, and your communion with Sin. And I admire Nabonidus’ brilliance and the commission he was given by Sin through Belshazzar’s victory to restore the rightful lineage and Supreme Deity. As a mortal myself, and also a Hellene, I’m in
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