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​THE ESTATE OF PEITHON — 431 AD

The kitchen was Kleio's before it belonged to anyone else.

She had claimed it years ago in the way people claim things without ceremony, by simply being there first, every morning, before the sun had fully decided to rise. 

She knew the rhythm of it the way she knew her own breathing. The weight of the grinding stone. The smell of the olive oil heating in the clay pot. The particular silence of a large household still asleep that felt, for just a little while, like the whole world belonged to her.

She worked by lamplight, her long arms moving with practiced efficiency through the morning's first tasks. Flatbread for the household. Figs from yesterday's harvest laid out to be arranged. A pot of lentils already soaking from the night before that needed checking. 

Her hair was tied back with a strip of indigo linen and her feet were bare against the cool stone floor. She was, for the moment, completely at peace, if she didn't think about what was happening upstairs.

She heard the side door before it opened. The particular drag of it against the threshold that nobody had gotten around to fixing. She didn't turn around.

Lykos stepped inside, bringing the smell of the orchard with him. Cool air, olive bark, the faint mineral smell of early morning earth. He had been out checking the trees at first light, which was one of his responsibilities, and he moved through the kitchen doorway with an unhurried ease.

Kleio kept her back to him. She reached for the clay jar of oil on the shelf above her, set it down on the work surface, and then without a word or a glance she reached down and gathered the hem of her garment in both hands, pulling it up to her waist. 

She knew he wanted the same thing. He always did. 

She braced her forearms against the edge of the work surface and waited.

She heard him stop. She grinned. 

Then she heard him set down whatever he was carrying. He growled low, “I love how well you speak without words.” His voice was heavy and deep. 

He crossed the kitchen in four steps and his hands found her hips and that was the end of the silence.

She pressed her face forward and closed her eyes and let herself stop thinking for a little while. That was the arrangement. It had never been discussed, never been named, never been anything other than exactly what it was. Sometimes that hurt. But today, she needed this to feel something. 

His hands were warm. That was the thing she had noticed first, the very first time. Unnaturally warm, like he ran hotter than a person should. She had never mentioned it. She filed it away with all the other small things about Lykos that she noticed and chose not to examine too closely.

She heard him exhale slow and low behind her and she pushed back against him and focused on the sensation and nothing else.

For a few minutes the kitchen held only the sound of their breathing and the low crackle of the lamp and the distant call of the first birds starting up in the orchard outside.

Then Lykos's grip tightened on her hips, his body stilling against hers, and Kleio felt the particular tension of a moment about to complete itself.

And then the screaming started.

It came from the upper floor of the house, sharp and immediate and wrong in a way that Kleio felt in her stomach before her mind caught up with it. 

She had heard the sounds of labor three times now in this household, and that was not what it sounded like. This was different. This was the sound of something going badly.

She pulled away from Lykos before he had fully finished. He made a sound of protest that she didn't hear because she was already moving, dropping her garment back into place, wiping her hands on a cloth, crossing the kitchen in long strides.

"Kleio... " His voice behind her echoed around her.

The household was waking around her as she took the stairs two at a time. She could hear the other servants stirring, voices starting up in confusion and alarm.

A child's cry from down the hall, one of the little ones startled awake by the noise. The heavy sound of Peithon's feet hitting the floor in his chamber.

She reached the door to Ianthe's room and stopped.

Melia, the midwife, had been in there since last night. There were two other women with her, both experienced, both trusted. The door was shut and Kleio pressed her palm flat against the wood and stood there and listened.

Ianthe's voice. Broken and exhausted and afraid in a way Kleio had never heard from her in all the years she had known her. Ianthe who was steady. Ianthe who was warm and certain and who moved through the world like she had already made her peace with it. That voice, cracked open and frightened, did something to Kleio's chest that she could not name.

"Let me in." She said it to the door first, then louder, knocking. "Melia. Let me in."

"Not now, Kleio." Melia's voice from inside, clipped and focused.

"She needs me!"

"She needs us to work. Step back."

Kleio stepped back.

She stood in the corridor with her back against the opposite wall, her arms folded tight across her chest. The sounds from inside the room did not improve. If anything they changed in a way they made Kleio’s stomach turn. The quieter Ianthe’s voice got, the sharper Melia’s voice got. She heard the panic in her voice. 

Tears fell down her cheeks and she brushed them away quickly. She needed to be strong. For her. For the kids. 

Peithon appeared at the end of the corridor. He was still pulling his outer garment on, his hair undone, his face carrying the particular expression of a man trying very hard to remain composed. He was a strong man, broad shouldered, with the kind of face that had probably been boyish once and had grown into something more serious with age and responsibility. He looked at Kleio when he reached her.

“I fell asleep with the kids. What’s happening?” Peithon’s voice was rough, bordering between sleep and fear. 

Kleio shook her head. “Melia won’t say.” 

The corridor filled slowly with the rest of the household. The children appeared with their nurse and were immediately redirected away from the corridor. Kleio watched Peithon crouch down to the oldest boy, speak to him quietly, touch his face briefly with a steadiness he was clearly manufacturing from somewhere deep and private. The boy nodded and went with the nurse without argument. The younger ones followed.

Lykos appeared at the far end of the corridor. He had straightened himself up, his expression easy and unremarkable, just another servant gathered in concern with the rest of them. He caught her eye across the distance and held it for just a moment.

She looked away first.

The morning stretched. The sun came up and filled the corridor with flat pale light and the sounds from inside the room shifted again and again and none of the shifts felt like progress. The other servants came and went, returning to their duties and coming back, unable to stay away entirely. Kleio did not move from the wall.

Melia opened the door once, briefly, to ask for more water and clean linen. Her face, in that moment, told Kleio everything she needed to know and she looked away from it immediately.

Peithon was sitting on the floor of the corridor by midmorning, his back against the wall beside the door, his forearms on his knees. He had stopped pretending to be composed. He just sat there and waited with the hollow patience of a man who had run out of anything else to do.

One of the younger servants, a girl of maybe fourteen who had only been with the household a year, brought him a cup of water without being asked. He took it and thanked her by name and she flushed and retreated quickly. 

Lykos settled beside her at some point in the late morning, close enough to speak quietly.

"She's strong," he said. "She'll be alright."

Kleio didn't answer.

"The other three were fine. This will be fine."

"You don't know that."

He was quiet for a moment. "No," he allowed. "I don't."

She appreciated that more than the reassurance. She didn't know why. She glanced at him sideways, at the clean line of his profile, the easy way he held himself even now. There was something about Lykos that she had never been able to fully locate. Some quality that sat just outside her ability to name it. He was charming without trying. Warm without being soft. He listened in a way that most people didn't, like he was actually collecting what you said and storing it somewhere useful.

She swallowed down the tears that welled in her eyes. She looked down and saw Lykos’ hand sitting on the floor near her. He was fingering the fabric of her gown. She reached down and pulled his hand into hers, moving close enough that their shoulders touched.

He turned and kissed her temple. He never seemed to care when people saw their affection. Kleio wasn’t used to it. She wasn’t as comfortable with it, but in this moment... she leaned over and kissed his lips. 

When she pulled back, his full lips were parted and his eyes were wide. Then he gave her a small smile and kissed her again before they settled into each other and waited.

​***
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The screaming started again in the early afternoon, worse than before. Then it stopped.

The silence that followed was a different kind of silence than the one that had filled the kitchen before dawn. That one had been hers. Comfortable and familiar and safe.

This one had teeth.

Melia opened the door.

She looked at Peithon first. The way she looked at him said everything before she opened her mouth.

Peithon stood up slowly from the floor. He was very still. "The child?"

"The boy is alive. He is small but he is alive."

Peithon closed his eyes. One breath in. One breath out. When he opened them again, something in his face had changed in a way that Kleio understood was permanent. "Ianthe."

Melia shook her head.

The sound Peithon made was quiet. That was the thing that stayed with Kleio afterward, in all the months that followed. She had expected something louder. Instead he made one small, broken sound and then pressed the back of his hand against his mouth and stood very still in the corridor while the household held its breath around him.

Then he straightened. Walked past Melia into the room. The door closed behind him.

Kleio stood in the corridor and felt the world rearrange itself around the absence of Ianthe in it.

She didn't cry. She couldn't find the crying yet. It was somewhere underneath something heavier and she couldn't get to it.

"I'm sorry," Lykos said quietly.

She stared at the closed door and felt the grief settle into her bones like something that intended to stay.
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​Chapter 2 
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​THREE WEEKS AFTER

The figs needed sorting.

It was not a task that required thought, which was why Kleio had assigned it to herself that morning. She sat in the shade of the courtyard colonnade with a wide flat basket in her lap and worked through the harvest methodically, setting aside the ones that had gone too soft, keeping the firm ones, her hands moving without her having to tell them to.

The children were in the courtyard.

The oldest, Doros, was nine now and had his mother's eyes and his father's broad shoulders already beginning to show in the width of his frame. The two younger boys chased each other around the base of the old olive tree that grew at the courtyard's center, the one that had been there longer than the estate itself, its roots pushing up through the stones in places that nobody had ever bothered to fix because it seemed wrong to fight a tree that old. The girl, Thea, sat near her father with a handful of flower stems she had pulled from somewhere, weaving them together with intense concentration.
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