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        For Britani,

        May God continue to show you just how much you are His beloved.
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        “But we ought always to give thanks to God for you, brothers [and sisters] beloved by the Lord, because God chose you as the firstfruits to be saved, through sanctification by the Spirit and belief in the truth.”

        -2 Thessalonians 2:13
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        She puts her hands to the distaff,

        and her hands hold the spindle.

        She opens her hand to the poor

        and reaches out her hands to the needy.

        Proverbs 31:19

      

      

      

      AD 50, Thessalonica

      

      The only mother Persis ever knew now lay silent beneath the earth, and she had not even been her real mother.

      Persis stood in her master’s workroom, rubbing the single carnelian bead hanging from the worn strip of leather around her neck. The looms stood quiet on a workday, their silence grinding against her bones.

      A draft slipped between the unrolled linen of the workshop’s window. Brine and tar rode the breeze off the Thermaic Gulf, curling into the room. It stirred a few loose fibers from the floor that floated upward, caught in the light for a heartbeat, then drifted down again.

      Voices mingled outside as people passed. Their shadows danced across the stretched fabric. How could they walk through their day as though Mistress Dalia had not died?

      Persis traced the jagged cracks across the plaster walls. Mistress Dalia had been the mortar holding the household together, and without her, the walls might as well fall.

      Her coarse sackcloth tunic scraped Persis’ skin as she shifted. She tucked the bead beneath the rough neckline biting at her throat and drew a slow breath.

      The workshop had been Mistress Dalia’s domain more than any other room in the house. Her presence lived in the arrangement of loom weights along their cords and in the covered tekhelet vat whose fermented smell seeped through its cloth. No other tradesmen in Thessalonica bothered producing the blue dye. Master Aristarchus insisted upon it, and Mistress Dalia had obliged, measuring each batch with a precision that earned nods from even the strictest synagogue men. Persis had learned the process under her hands. She was not sure she was ready to be the one who carried it forward. She was not sure she was ready to carry any of it forward.

      The room pressed wrong against her. Six days out of seven, the air carried the clatter of looms, the steady rhythm of bone needles, and the low hum of voices. On the Sabbath, when tools rested, songs, readings, and the familiar cadence of prayers filled the stillness.

      But today was neither a Sabbath nor a holy feast day. Today marked the beginning of mourning for Mistress Dalia.

      Persis laid her palm on the loom’s wooden beam, the grain cool and smooth beneath her skin. Her conversation with Master Aristarchus from the night before returned.

      Why must we sit shiva?

      Tradition.

      Always the same answer. Why rest one day each week? Tradition. Why avoid certain foods? Tradition.

      The word coiled around her throat like a chain.

      She struck the beam. Pain flashed through her palm.

      Traditions, and none of them hers. Rules that hemmed her in, dictating her meals, her work, her very breath. Jewish law bound her in one way, Roman decree in another, and the Greeks added theirs for good measure. Each voice demanded obedience, yet none offered belonging.

      Persis. A slave name. Not Jew, Roman, or Greek. Not even Persian enough to remember the voices of home. Only Persis, a foreign orphan with no past to claim and no future to chase.

      She didn’t even know how old she was. She’d been a child when Mistress Dalia purchased her, too young to hold a single memory from before, and the years since had blurred at the edges. The only marker of time was when her moon cycle began. She had counted perhaps three years of cycles, which put her somewhere near sixteen. Old enough to be betrothed in many households. Not this one.

      She shook the sting from her hand and ran her fingers along the fabric stretched across the loom. Mistress Dalia had begun the garment two days earlier, a weaving of gold and linen threads. Death had claimed her before it could be finished.

      The small blade beside the loom gleamed, catching Persis’s eye.

      Hope could cut just as sharply. Beautiful to behold, deadly to those who reached for it.

      And she had reached for it before.

      Hope to wake up in one of the main rooms instead of the cramped slave quarters.

      Hope for freedom and for a name her tongue could claim.

      Hope for parents who might remember and rescue her.

      She lifted the blade and turned it so that the beam of sunlight flashed along its edge, scattering light across the room. She placed the tip against her finger.

      Hope wounded too deeply to keep reaching for it.

      “Persis!”

      The shout cracked through the silence. The blade slipped, nicking her skin. A bead of blood welled at her fingertip, nearly the same hue as the carnelian at her throat.

      “There you are.” Secundus strode into the workroom, a borrowed sackcloth tunic hanging awkwardly on his broad frame.

      Persis shoved her bleeding finger into her mouth. She palmed the knife behind her back, gaze dropping to the floor.

      Secundus bore the unmistakable stamp of Rome—tall, carved features, a bearing that had once commanded rooms. Grime dulled his former polish, but the edge of it remained. A Roman brought low, trapped like the rest of them. He still remembered his free name. Mistress Dalia had renamed him Secundus, second, and never hid the fact that he stood second in her favor, though he wore the mantle of lead servant. Something he never let Persis forget.

      “What are you doing in here?” Secundus flung his arms wide.

      Persis slipped her finger from her mouth, tightening her grip on the knife’s handle behind her back.

      “Master Aristarchus has a house full of guests, and you’re hiding in the workshop?” He crossed his arms, muscles bulging beneath the coarse fabric.

      She risked one brief glance upward. His stare was flat and unyielding.

      “You’d better get inside.” His lips curved. “I’d hate for Master Aristarchus to find you neglecting your duties.”

      That smile betrayed him. He wanted exactly that. He’d said as much before.

      Persis pressed the thought down, grateful Master Aristarchus took no pleasure in beatings. The thought of masters who did sent a shiver crawling up her spine. If not for Mistress Dalia, she might have belonged to one of those households.

      “Move it!” Secundus barked, then turned and stormed out.

      When his footsteps faded, Persis set the blade aside and examined her finger. A drop of red stained her golden-brown skin. Though only a few shades darker than most people in Thessalonica, she always stood out like that drop. A stain on the community. Unwanted.

      One last look at the silent workspace, then she stepped toward the main room.

      A low murmur of condolences rippled around Master Aristarchus, who sat amid a sea of sackcloth and sorrow. Relatives, friends, clients, and neighbors crowded the house, some to grieve alongside him, and no small number to enjoy the food and rest that shiva provided.

      Persis fixed her eyes on the floor and slipped through the gathering like a small boat navigating a foreign harbor.

      The mourners occupied every space. Neighbors who had never spoken a word directly to Persis raised cups she filled without glancing toward the hands that produced them. She knew most of their faces from the synagogue, the agora, and from years of careful watching from the edges of rooms.

      Rabbi Jacob sat near the master, his striped shawl draped across his shoulders. Beside him, Amos the butcher’s rough hands looked wrong folded in stillness. The room was full of people who knew how to grieve. Nobody had ever taught Persis. Only how to keep working when others stopped.

      Tradition. The Jews mourned their dead by stilling their hands and bodies for seven days, leaving others to bear their burdens. Persis knew the rhythm well. Every Sabbath, she carried the forbidden work of her Jewish masters; sitting shiva merely stretched one Sabbath into seven.

      She pushed through the throng and entered the kitchen. Neighbors had been arriving since dawn with their own dishes, setting lentils and flatbread on every surface, yet somehow the trays still needed filling. Heat rolled from the crackling oven and wrapped around her like a stifling embrace. Sweat formed at her temples before she reached the hearth.

      The trays she had filled earlier had already come back bare. How could stillness breed such hunger? She had learned early that Jews treasured their food, at least what their god permitted. That same god forbade more dishes than he allowed.

      Her memories of Persian meals were all but faded, yet the spices stayed sharp. The way they warmed her from the inside. The way they lingered at the back of her throat like laughter. Persian spices were a mother’s hug and a father’s playful tickles wrapped in taste and scent.

      It was fitting that Master Aristarchus and Mistress Dalia kept a tight hand on seasoning. Spices, hugs, and tickles had all been left behind in Persia.

      A tear slid down Persis’s cheek and dropped into the vat of bubbling lamb stew. She whispered a small prayer that Master Aristarchus’s god might forgive her for the extra seasoning.
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        The Lord is near to the brokenhearted

        and saves the crushed in spirit.

        Psalm 34:18

      

      

      

      Several days later, Persis reached into the niche and drew out the only festive tunic her master permitted.

      Shiva had finally ended, yet the hollow ache inside her refused to close. Others had spoken the proper prayers. The neighbors’ murmured condolences had long since faded. Yet her grief did not obey the mark of days. It lingered like ash after a fire, staining everything it touched.

      Master Aristarchus’s god had chosen a cruel time to claim Mistress Dalia, so near Purim. It wasn’t right that one of the most joyous feasts of the year should sweep aside the sorrow so quickly.

      Persis tucked the bundle tighter against her chest and hurried to the back room. The others had changed and begun their duties, leaving the small room they all shared empty. A few baskets lined the walls. Their contents were the sum of meager, borrowed possessions.

      The room offered little in the way of comfort. A narrow window near the ceiling let in a strip of pale light in the morning and nothing else. Tirza had hung a small sprig of dried hyssop near the door, more for the scent than for any decorative purpose, and it had long since lost its fragrance. Erez kept his few possessions in a clay pot with a broken lip that he had mended carefully with pitch. Persis owned even less. A spare work tunic. The carnelian bead. The memory of a language she could no longer speak. These were the sum of her life so far.

      A raised bed dominated one corner. Secundus had claimed it the very night they discovered Mistress Dalia dead. He declared it his right as lead servant and insisted Persis had no business sleeping in luxury. She joined Tirza and Erez on woven reed mats on the floor.

      She had said nothing the night Secundus planted himself between her and the bed, arms folded, brow low. Words often cost too much and using them then would have produced nothing in return. She would not waste breath on Secundus. Let him have the bed. Words stood no chance against his muscles anyway. She didn’t mind the floor. It was still inside, under her master’s roof. The first few nights on the mat left her stiff, but her young body adjusted.

      Persis laid the bundle on her mat and unfastened the rope around her middle. The coarse sackcloth scraped her skin as she pulled it over her head. She folded it and placed it in one of the baskets, not knowing when the next shiva would require its return.

      She reached for the Purim dress. Not hers. Nothing belonged to her. Not even her name.

      Still, each year on the fourteenth of Adar, she could wrap herself in borrowed color and join the Jews in their celebration. For a single day, she could pretend she belonged. Even if the dream vanished the next morning like dew in the sun.

      She carefully untied the protective fabric.

      It will look beautiful against your complexion, Mistress Dalia whispered from her memory. I made it a little big, but I think there is still some growing ahead of you.

      Cool air slipped through Persis’s thin undertunic and raised a shiver that had nothing to do with the chill.

      She brushed her fingertips across the deep indigo silk. Its softness startled her, a luxury she rarely encountered.

      Flashes of red silk and golden threads woven into lions. Sunlight glinting on the water. Chains biting at her wrists. Darkness pressing close.

      She pressed her thumb hard against the embroidered thread until the sharpness of it brought her back to the room. She traced the saffron pomegranate vines racing along the cuffs. The threads matched one of Mistress Dalia’s wool mantles perfectly. It lay beneath the dress along with a simple cream sash. All three bundled together months ago in quiet anticipation of Purim.

      She lifted the dress to her face and inhaled faint traces of olive oil and earthy frankincense. Others might recognize Mistress Dalia’s stitching, but Persis knew her mistress’ scent.

      She rose and pulled the garment over her head. The silk slid over her body like water and pooled at her feet. The long sleeves draped past her hands. She tied the cream sash around her waist and smoothed the fabric into place.

      Then she lifted the saffron mantle and let it drape over her shoulders. Wool and frankincense wrapped around her. Warmth spread from her shoulders down through her chest. For one brief moment, Mistress Dalia was in the room with her, arms pulling her close.

      Persis hugged herself and refused to let the burning rise into tears. Mistress Dalia had never embraced her, not even when she was young and scraped her knee or burned her fingers. Servants were not meant to be held.

      She lowered the mantle to braid her hair, working the strands through her fingers, her only comb. If Mistress Dalia were alive, she would have crafted something intricate, but the braid would suffice. She tied the ends with a strip of leather and lifted the mantle again to cover her head and hide the plain style. Not that anyone would notice the difference.

      Her toes peeked from beneath the blue silk. Her sandals sagged at the sides, fraying in all the wrong places. Perhaps her Purim gift this year might be a new pair. Hope stirred, small and cautious. Her masters had always been generous to their servants, a command from their Law but not against their character. They were better masters than some, though the distance between their stations never fully closed.

      Last year, Mistress Dalia had woven Persis a new work tunic as she’d outgrown hers. The year before, she’d given Persis a large bag of dried figs. If no new sandals came this year, she’d eventually have to forgo wearing her current pair altogether. A common enough sight in the city, but not in Master Aristarchus’s house. Mistress Dalia always ensured that the servants’ feet were well tended.

      If one cannot stand, one cannot serve.

      But would servants’ feet remain a priority to Master Aristarchus in his wife’s absence?

      She caught her reflection in the polished bronze hanging near the doorway. For one unguarded moment, she did not recognize herself. The woman looking back had almond-shaped eyes and dark hair braided back from a face that the silk and mantle had transformed into something almost dignified. Almost free. She resembled a woman whose name people spoke with warmth. Whose presence people sought rather than tolerated. She looked like someone who might one day be called daughter and mean it.

      The moment passed.

      She adjusted the mantle and reminded herself that the dress was not truly hers. Her future held no wedding feast, but at least today she looked like she might deserve one.

      She breathed in the frankincense one last time, exhaled slowly, and let the day settle around her. Today, the Jews would not welcome mourning. She pressed her grief down and tucked it away beside the folded sackcloth.

      She stepped out of the room and moved quietly toward the main area.

      Master Aristarchus and Secundus leaned over several unfurled scrolls spread across the low table. Secundus moved his finger down a column of figures, his voice low and efficient. Her master’s shoulders had not lifted since the shiva ended. He bent over the scrolls the same way he always had, but something in the set of his jaw told her the grief had simply gone somewhere she could not see.

      When the master looked up, his eyes lingered briefly on the embroidered vines before returning to the writing. “Persis, make sure the food and gifts are ready before we leave. I am expecting several guests this evening.”

      “Yes, Master.” She turned to obey.

      Not a single word about her appearance. She had not expected any, yet the absence pricked her all the same.
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        [Mordecai] was bringing up Hadassah, that is Esther, the daughter of his uncle, for she had neither father nor mother. The young woman had a beautiful figure and was lovely to look at, and when her father and her mother died, Mordecai took her as his own daughter.

        Esther 2:7

      

      

      

      Soft voices drifted from the kitchen.

      When Persis entered, the conversation halted. Tirza knelt beside a basket of figs, sorting them with quick fingers. A deep brown veil covered her head, and loose strands of dark hair curled along her cheeks. She glanced up, surprise lighting her features at the sight of Persis. No envy stirred in her expression, only softness. “Mistress Dalia chose well,” she murmured, nodding toward Persis’s dress.

      Persis dipped her head. Compliments slid over her awkwardly. She never knew where to place them inside her mind.

      Erez stood by the oven, rolling dough between his palms. Narrow-shouldered and swift in his movements, he worked with quiet intensity. He stole a glance at Persis before fixing his gaze on the dough again. “Mistress Dalia had a good eye.”

      He said it simply, the way Erez said most things, as if words were resources to be spent carefully and only on what was true.

      “We’re almost ready to leave for the synagogue.” Tirza rose from her completed task. “Though we should probably set out a few more vessels of wine. You know the master’s friends.”

      Persis gave a nod. Jew, Greek, or Roman, it never mattered. They all loved to indulge in unrestrained wine. She moved toward the storage room.

      “Not in that beautiful garment.” Tirza stepped in front of her. “I’m past my growing stage and can make my Purim dress last a good while longer.” She lifted the hem of her borrowed olive-green dress before heading to fetch the wine herself.

      The food Persis had prepared during the dark hours before sunrise sat ready for the hungry Jews who would fill the house and feast on Master Aristarchus’s good graces. They had taken great care to ensure everything remained acceptable for even the strictest among them.

      She followed Master Aristarchus and the others toward the synagogue.

      The shimmer of the gulf beyond the city walls caught her eye. Gulls cried over the harbor, their voices tangling with the crash of waves. Jewish custom required a synagogue to sit near living water, and no water in Thessalonica carried more life than the nearby ocean.

      As she approached the square building, chatter rose ahead of her. Music and joy poured from within, almost as if the walls struggled to contain it. Persis paused at the doorway, imagining the walls giving way like in the story of Joshua and Jericho if the merriment grew any louder. Would Mistress Dalia have approved of such a display so soon after her death?

      Persis stepped inside.

      The walls held the smell of lamp oil and old parchment and the warmth of bodies that had gathered in this space every week for years, generation pressed against generation until the stone itself seemed to remember every prayer spoken within its walls.

      Stone, cool and solid, pressed through the thin soles of her sandals. The air hummed with voices, laughter, and the soft scrape of feet on worn floors.

      She passed the lower step of the women’s side, where a cluster of prominent Greek women talked over one another as if volume settled arguments. The Jewish women had separated themselves from such talk, though they carried on similar conversations in their own courtyards and streets.

      Persis climbed to the upper row of stone steps, shifting her weight from one aching foot to the other, and found an empty place to settle. Tirza followed close behind. Erez and Secundus kept to Master Aristarchus’s back as they sat on the other side.

      The familiar battle played out on the men’s side again. Men fought for the coveted seats near the cabinet holding the sacred scrolls. She held no stake there, no claim to the favored places.

      Samuel entered, his bright purple tunic flowing with authority. An older man whose presence filled a room before he spoke, he moved toward the lower row, and a space near the cabinet cleared as men murmured their greetings. Everyone knew he’d made his living off the sweat of others, but he used his wealth to keep the synagogue lamps burning and the roof free of leaks.

      His Purim tunic was well laundered, every gray hair on his head and beard was in its proper place. Persis had never known him to raise his voice, because when he spoke, the others stopped to listen, even Rabbi Jacob.

      Gad rose when Samuel drew near. His yellow tunic paled beside the brightness of Samuel’s. The two men exchanged words too low to catch, though Gad’s brow tightened briefly before smoothing again. He resumed his seat closest to the cabinet, and Samuel took the next one. No doubt Gad believed his position as scribe entitled him to sit nearer the sacred scrolls than a man who merely supplied the funds to maintain them.

      Ehud arrived, breathless, his green tunic askew, his voice filling the room ahead of the rest of him as he complained about the press of bodies. No one answered the respected oil merchant, yet he continued speaking all the same. He shoved himself between two men on the lower step, adjusting his clothing and his complaints in equal measure.

      Rabbi Jacob stepped toward the center of the room and lifted his white shawl, its blue-striped edges catching the lamplight, to cover his head. He cleared his throat, and the room quieted. After a simple greeting, he instructed the musicians to play.

      Music rose around Persis, joyous and commanding. Any song she might have attempted lodged in her throat.

      When silence reclaimed the room, they brought forth the scroll of Esther and placed it on the table.

      As Rabbi Jacob unrolled it, parchment and lamp oil sharpened the surrounding air. He read the familiar story in his steady, unhurried voice.

      Persis had heard that voice every week since she arrived in Master Aristarchus’s household. He kept his tone even regardless of the passage, and she found no real displeasure in it. He read of Daniel’s escape from lions and David’s triumph over Goliath with the same calm cadence he used for sacrificial laws and commands delivered to Israel at the edge of Canaan. Just once, Persis longed for passion to spill from Jewish lips at the wonders they claimed their god accomplished.

      Greeks celebrated their gods with theater. Romans honored theirs with grand festivals. Jews claimed their god was superior to all, yet offered no grand displays. Only readings, a few songs, and select feast days filled with simple food and drink.

      As the story of Esther washed over her, it brought with it the scent of rosewater. Gardens in full bloom. Golden light pooling across cool marble floors.

      Rabbi Jacob’s voice pulled her back. The room. The stone steps. The familiar weight of being somewhere she did not belong. How she longed for her body to escape as easily as her mind often did.

      Then came the passage she had been waiting for.

      “‘The young woman had a beautiful figure and lovely features. When her father and mother died, Mordecai took her as his own daughter.’”

      Daughter. The word pressed against her chest. Not a slave. Not a servant. A daughter.

      Her fingertips brushed the fabric of her dress, tracing the pomegranate vines, while the warm scent of frankincense clung to her.

      When Rabbi Jacob arrived at Mordecai’s plea, Persis’s chest tightened. “‘If you remain silent during this time, relief and deliverance for the Jews will arise from another place, but you and your father’s house will perish. Who knows whether you came to the kingdom for such a time as this?’”

      The fear that had seized her the first time she heard those words as a young child did not rise this time.

      She had gasped then and burrowed against Mistress Dalia. The older woman pushed her away but whispered, “Take heart, Persis. With Yahweh, there is always more to the story.”

      Persis knew the rest of Esther’s story well. How Esther and Mordecai’s god had sent no other deliverer. How Esther had stepped forward and saved countless lives. How an orphan girl found a place to belong and changed her world. There certainly was more to Esther’s story.

      The last lines of the scroll settled over her like a question she couldn’t shake. Would there ever be more to her own story?

      “‘The acts of his power, the high honor of Mordecai, and the full account of the king’s deeds appear in the Chronicles of the kings of Media and Persia.’”

      The mention of her homeland stung her eyes. Did her people remember Mordecai? Did anyone in Persia still speak of Esther’s courage? Did her family retell the story the way the Jews did every year?

      Rabbi Jacob rolled the scroll closed and offered his blessing in dismissal.

      Persis waited with Tirza, letting others pass before descending the steps, then followed her master back to his home.

      Her feet had no sooner crossed the threshold than he called her into the main room.

      Master Aristarchus spoke without turning his gaze to her. “Are the gifts prepared?”

      “They are, Master.”

      “Deliver them and return before the feast.”

      “Yes, Master.”

      She hesitated. From the moment the scroll of Esther was opened, a question had churned inside her. She rarely voiced such queries, but this one kept pressing, and she feared it would continue to do so unless she released it. “Master Aristarchus, do you believe your god created everyone for their time, or only Esther?”

      He tightened his jaw, the way he often did when gathering his thoughts. “Adonai grants purpose to every life. No accidents exist, only His direction and our choices.” His gaze moved to the embroidered vines on her sleeves. “It is fitting to remember Esther today. She, an orphaned Jewess, rose to the Persian throne. You, an orphaned Persian, became…”

      He never finished the sentence. He pulled his gaze from her sleeves and left the room.

      Persis stood very still in the space he had occupied, as if moving too quickly might disturb whatever he had almost said.

      She watched him go. One thought refused to follow him out of the room. If Master Aristarchus’s god could lift an orphaned Jewess to the Persian throne, could he not take a Persian servant and make her something more?

      Perhaps even… dare she hope… a daughter like Esther?
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        As the days on which the Jews got relief from their enemies, and as the month that had been turned for them from sorrow into gladness and from mourning into a holiday; that they should make them days of feasting and gladness, days for sending gifts of food to one another and gifts to the poor.

        Esther 9:22

      

      

      
      Gathering the satchels full of food, Persis layered the straps across her body to distribute the weight. Master Aristarchus’s generosity grew each year, which meant more work for her. She stepped from the house with shoulders already sore and stiff, carrying herself like a donkey bent under too much weight.

      Her first stop came only a few houses up the street. The rolled linen of Jason’s workspace told her the leather shop was closed for the holy day. Persis approached the open doorway and knocked on the post.

      Jason appeared in a ruby-red tunic, his smile bright. “Purim Sameach, Persis.”

      She dipped her head and retrieved a large wineskin from one of her bags.

      Jason accepted it with both hands. “Bless Aristarchus.” He shook the skin, listening to the liquid slosh inside. “I look forward to enjoying this with my family.”

      She pulled out a wheat loaf and a dried fig cake and extended them toward him.

      “Your master certainly gives freely,” he said, his eyes drifting downward.

      Persis glanced at her feet to make sure she hadn’t left the house without her sandals. They were there, battered and fraying
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