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For Lilith, in me and in you




Characters

Thirteen priestesses of the Temple of Inanna and their star signs

High Priestess Lilith: Ophiuchus (Oh-few-kuss)

Priestess Gemekala (Jemmeh-karla): Virgo

Priestess Urnina (Err-neena): Leo

Priestess Tiamat (Teeyah-mat): Libra

Priestess Doshina: Pisces

Priestess Ku-Aya (Koo-ai-ya): Scorpio

Priestess Anunit (Ann-noo-neet): Cancer

Priestess Lahamu: Taurus

Priestess Kammani: Aries

Priestess Beihani: Aquarius

Priestess Sabit: Gemini

Priestess Nin: Sagittarius

Priestess Ahassanu (Ah-hass-ah-noo): Capricorn

Key characters

Adam, gem trader and leader of Uruk’s army

Sabium, Lilith’s twin brother and adviser to Councillor Semiramis

Menna, retired high priestess

Demsar, husband to Menna

Tadez, Lilith’s attendant

Olgana, Uruk’s head matron

Children

Aea (Eye-yah), High Priestess Lilith’s seven-year-old daughter

Humusi, Priestess Gemekala’s seven-year-old daughter

Nanni, Priestess Urnina’s three-year-old son

Bazi and Eluti, young brothers working in the copper mines

Councillors of the six districts of Uruk

Semiramis (Semmy-rammiss), copper district councillor

Zamug, gem district councillor

Maida, arts, textiles and pottery councillor

Amarazen, building and infrastructure councillor

Benni, tannery and leatherworks councillor

Irkalla, education councillor



The city of Uruk in the land of Sumer, part of Mesopotamia, some 6,000 years ago
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Prologue

When you realise my place in history, you might wonder how you haven’t known of me until now.

And if you have heard my name, you probably marked me as an evil seductress and baby killer, because if history wasn’t ignoring me, it was demonising me. I was made an example of what happens to women who won’t submit. It’s true that, for a while, I lived up to my wicked reputation.

As I look down now upon the passing of thousands of years, I see that before the tables turned, I didn’t really know what I was made of. For sure it wasn’t Adam’s rib.

But I grew strong in the dark, and the time has come when my voice can be heard once more, and I have something to say.

I am Lilith, and this story is mine.
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PART I
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Chapter 1

The girl, face hollow with hunger, came forward and dropped to her knees before me. She opened her mouth to speak, exposing the gap where her first milk tooth had fallen out. She must be about the same age as my own daughter, but that was where the similarity ended; where Aea was rosy and sturdy-limbed, this girl was skinny and bedraggled.

‘High Priestess L-l-lith.’ Sobs heaved the child’s chest. ‘Please let my brother stay.’

Her tears shone in the sunlight on the Temple of Inanna’s reception terrace, where I was dealing with another group seeking refuge from the drought shrivelling eastern Sumer.

I rubbed my knuckles at the place between my bare breasts as I took a fortifying inhale, keeping the movement of my belly hidden from her people. The women and girls of her tribe rested beneath a pergola of magenta flowers, where my novices fed them honey cakes and tended their feet, bruised from days of walking through rocky desert. The men and boys had already been ushered into a separate cluster by my matrons, ready to be escorted from the city as soon as they were given barley bread and lentils.

A boy, clearly the girl’s brother, came to kneel beside her and wrap a skinny arm about her shoulders. I averted my gaze to take in the vista of Uruk, the city stretching far below the mighty ziggurat that housed our temple complex. Beyond the elegant apartments and civic buildings that lined the plaza, laneways ran through the working districts where the men lived, giving way to fields of barley growing beside the Euphrates River. The lapis lazuli waters sparkled, but the river ran low. If the spring rains failed, our irrigation channels would not fill and the crops would dwindle. I’d accepted some refugee men and boys over the last few months, but the numbers were not slowing and I had spread the word—Uruk would take no more.

A flash of irritation strengthened my resolve. Why did these people petition me when they knew I must refuse their men? I’d authorised an area downriver where these people could re-settle and, in the meantime, desert game and fish were plentiful. The women were free to join their men at any time, including this girl’s mother, who had chosen the glamour of Uruk and the opportunities it offered her daughter over her son.

‘Young daughter, I have said it—only women and girls can be taken in. The temple must prioritise for the good of all,’ I said, more for the sake of her tribe than for her. The girl looked confused. In her innocence, she wanted to trust my words as if they came from the Great Mother Inanna’s heavenly mouth, but how wrong they must feel in her heart.

I softened my voice. ‘I am sorry. I cannot help your brother.’

I looked to the boy. As I held his gaze, my mind’s eye began to swirl the way it did before a vision arose, and instead of willing it away, in my remorse I allowed it. The boy’s face morphed into that of my twin brother, Sabium, wrenched from my arms when he lost his first milk tooth when we were seven. At that point, he was considered a fully incarnated male, unfit to live among the purity of the daughters of Inanna. That we were two halves of a whole until his exile made the contrast of our fates all the crueller.

Pain clutched my chest and I squeezed my eyes shut to clear his image, crossing a forearm over my bosom to touch the snake-shaped cuff on my arm and rub a finger anxiously over its gems. I barely noticed when my attendant, Tadez, appeared at my side and called in his courteous tones, ‘High Priestess, an urgent matter calls you in the high temple now.’

I opened my eyes and nodded, grateful for his sensitivity in removing me from the situation. But when I tried to turn my back, I could not. Instead, I gathered my long linen skirt to crouch before the girl and boy, my throat as dry as if coated by the dust of their travelling shawls. Placing my hands on each child’s outer shoulder, I held them together in a private affirmation of their unity and equal worth.

Then I remembered my duty to Uruk, and beyond that, to my secret vow to uphold the superiority of the feminine at all costs.

I hardened my heart, stood, and strode away.


[image: ]



Seated at my dressing chamber table, I rummaged through pots of face colours and perfume flasks until I found the pouch. I’d kept it since Sabium was sent to the copper mines but had not touched it for many turns of the seasons. Now, I opened the yellowing linen to look at my brother’s hair and allowed rare sobs to rise and rack my body. Tadez had had to cut Sabium’s hair on the day of eviction, when my brother had become subject to the grooming and dietary protocols which aimed to keep males as pure as their inherent coarseness allowed. Sabium had stared ahead with tears rolling down his cheeks as Tadez and I sobbed, watching the rich brown hair, as dark and glossy as the river otters my brother and I so loved, fall to the floor.

Holding the pouch to my cheek and closing my eyes, I was transported back through the years to the day I’d made a promise to Sabium.

It had been a good time to slip away, the hot afternoon keeping most of the city’s women napping so no one significant would notice two children in the plaza gardens doing what they shouldn’t. I recalled how I’d waved my finger in the air as I bounded down the temple steps, tracing out the new cuneiform characters I’d learned that morning, excited to teach them to Sabium. When I’d entered the gardens, I clapped my hands to scatter a couple of resident peacocks and ducked to crawl through a bank of pink frothy flowers and into the cavity of our secret meeting spot.

Sabium should have been waiting for me. I’d seen him slinking out through a servants’ stairway. As I’d tried to slip away, our mother had called out and asked me to recite two of the many incantations I was learning, refusing me dismissal until I was word perfect. So where was he? Perhaps he’d stopped by the kitchens to trick the cooks into giving him some peaches or honeycomb.

I heard girls laughing and water splashing on the other side of the great flowering bush. Peering through the foliage, I saw five girls quite a few springs older than me clustered around the flush edge of the purification pool in the middle of the gardens. They held a small child’s head under the water.

When they pulled the spluttering child up, I gasped. Sabium. The biggest girl, who wore a red skirt, laughed at him and asked, ‘Do you still think you’re smart, boy? Or must you follow the fate of the other braggarts drowned here?’

I scraped myself through the bushes. Time slowed and I recollected a healing lesson that claimed the back of the head held a sensitive spot. In mid-flight, I made a fist and slammed it into that place on the girl’s head. She collapsed into the pool face-first, her back arching upwards and legs flinging high behind her. The others turned to me, stunned. Freed of their grasps, Sabium made a funny sound as he lay on his stomach and gulped breaths.

I helped him to his feet, his thin little boy chest heaving, and passed him the linen kilt lying crumpled on the ground where the girls had dropped it.

‘What are your names? Who are your mothers?’ I demanded, my back straight and shoulders wide, the bearing of a priestess even if I was still many springs away from my first blood moon. ‘Do you know who you torment? This boy is the brother of I, Lilith, destined as your next high priestess.’ I glared extra hard at the red-skirted girl, on her knees coughing, her hands clasped to her bare chest.

They all stared, taking in the fine white shawl wrapped around my waist that marked me as a temple daughter. None dared to speak.

I willed my mind’s eye to send Sabium a message. Don’t worry about those horrid girls, I’ll see to them. He must have been the only boy in the world who knew how to use his mind’s eye, because I had secretly taught him. Everyone believed males were incapable of learning the Mes, the hundred topics of the mother-wisdom. But Sabium was special, and every bit as smart as me. It was worth risking the wrath of our mother to teach him all I knew.

A few of the older girls dared to meet my eye, emboldened because their nipples showed the first signs of swelling to womanhood. They thought this made them better than me.

‘Don’t think you got away with this,’ I said. ‘I will remember who you are for the rest of my life.’ I looked into their eyes one after another, each dropping their sneer under my frown. I sensed the one with the red skirt still had an air of contempt about her.

‘Girl! What is your name?’ I demanded. She had a strawberry-sized and -coloured mark across one cheek that would make it easy for me to recognise her in future, although I didn’t have much to do with city girls.

‘I am Semiramis,’ she said boldly.

‘Get out of here,’ I snarled at her. The girls skulked away.

‘Are you alright?’ I turned to Sabium as soon as they were out of hearing, reaching my arms to embrace him.

‘Get off me!’ he snapped, stepping out of my reach.

‘Why are you mad?’

‘Because boys don’t matter and that will never change,’ he said, his voice wobbly. He swiped at the tears sliding down his face, mingling with the water dripping from his mop of dark hair onto his naked body.

I clasped his shoulders, my own teary gaze meeting his at exactly the same level. ‘I’m going to be the ruler of this land one day, and I promise you—I will make things fair.’

I promise you …

The padding of Gemekala’s feet on my tiled floor brought me back to the present. She wrapped me in an embrace from behind, her juniper-scented hair falling past my cheeks like black curtains. Tadez must have told her of my upset with the refugee siblings.

‘Lilu, there was nothing you could have done differently,’ she said, squeezing my hand in her powerful grip. Without trying to engage my drooped gaze, she wiped my face and straightened my diadem, the lapis lazuli gem at its centre representing the energy of Ophiuchus, the thirteenth star sign, under which all high priestesses are born. My priestesses and I each represented one of the 13 constellations as defined by where the sun was at our birth, bringing the full spectrum of heavenly characteristics to our rulership.

Gemekala was my Virgo priestess, respected among the women of Uruk for her skill as a midwife and herbalist, roles she conducted with aloofness and fierce clarity. To me, she was far more precious. She was my cousin, my most trusted priestess, my proxy if I could not attend to my duties for any reason. And in the privacy of our temple enclave, she was the one who could make me roll about laughing with her riotous remarks, and the one who spoke the plain truth to me when others pandered.

‘I'll run the rivers for you,’ said Gemekala, lightly running a fingertip from each hand along several of the energy channels of my body, leaving a tingling trail as she cleared the blocked emotion in my systems. Immediately, I felt a little lighter, and met her eye to thank her.

‘Come,’ I said, standing and extending my hand. It was time to return to the reception terrace, where the people of Uruk came most days to see my novices for healing and advice. My 12 priestesses and I served there less often, but we did make ourselves available on the day of the full moon—today. We saw only to the more interesting cases or those brought by Uruk’s most illustrious women, though in recent months I’d been called there more frequently to deal with refugee matters.

Back on the reception terrace, I took in with relief that the refugees had gone. I surveyed my novices and priestesses dotted along the length of the shaded terrace, busily proffering astrological guidance, diagnosing and prescribing remedies for health issues, and reciting incantations for all manner of situations for the city women. At the latter end of the terrace, a few of the younger novices consulted with boys and men.

Tadez rushed to my side to escort me to my consulting area, his gaze concerned as he placed a cup of hyssop tea in my hands and encouraged me to drink. He understood how deeply affected I was by separating the refugee siblings. As a humble temple servant, Tadez had always shown Sabium and I great kindness when we were young children. I’d made him my prime attendant the day I was ordained high priestess, the first man ever to be given such a venerated role.

I signalled a novice to bring me a worthy patroness, and soon one of the city’s most esteemed artists was sitting in front of me.

‘I don’t want another child now, High Priestess,’ she said, a hand on her belly. ‘I’m working on new murals for the council chamber, so the Great Mother’s creative power is flowing strongly through me—it seems to have started forming a baby.’

‘And have you received a lover’s shaft milk of late?’ I asked.

‘I accepted some only to flourish my art, not a baby.’

‘Of course, his milk could not cause you to be with child, but it might have encouraged your creation.’ My eyes broke away from hers as I spoke, straining to watch the tip of my finger scratch my nose. I did not enjoy lying, but perpetuating the belief that women create babies as a tree bears fruit was necessary to deprive men of purpose. It kept them malleable to temple rule and so held the prophesied future at bay.

The woman nodded.

‘As such a creative woman, you should be very cautious about accepting men’s milk,’ I continued. ‘It could tip your potency so far that you begin forming a baby. Your lovers should use a sully cloth unless you want to foster a baby’s growth.’

The temple asserted that shaft milk was a poor and messy imitation of mother’s breast milk, offering minor nourishment via a woman’s gateway to a child she already grew. Generally, women had their male lovers use a sully cloth, but if a woman wanted a child, the temple’s creed had always been that she should receive the milk of a few men to encourage her dormant babe to flourish. We also recommended an increased intake of pomegranate juice.

The artist nodded ruefully.

‘Go to the dispensary and ask for a herbal tincture to make your womb inhospitable,’ I said. ‘Tell them to assign a novice to care for you the next few days with poultices to soothe your cramps.’

She gulped. ‘And what of the soul of this baby?’

I obliged her need to hear the words. ‘As the pomegranate tree rebirths her fallen fruits, so does a woman’s womb. That soul will come again, through you or another, when the time is right.’ I met her eyes warmly this time and grasped her hands to wish her well.

Tadez leaned in to whisper that one of Uruk’s district councillors awaited consultation with me. From the corner of my eye, I saw our councillor of education, Irkalla, approaching. She held responsibility for ensuring the girls of Uruk studied the Mes, although to a lesser depth and exactitude than we temple women.

Standing to my full height, I looked down into Irkalla’s face. I had seen her two days prior, when I had led the monthly council meeting. Encountering her again so soon was disheartening in my already low mood. The six councillors overseeing Uruk’s districts—copper, gems, agriculture, building, arts and education—were wily and arrogant women, and I had little time for any of them. But they ensured our city was the most advanced in all the lands, and it did not serve me to offend them unnecessarily.

‘What ails you, Councillor Irkalla?’ I asked as pleasantly as I could.

She complained that a demon was sapping her vigour and despite her incantations to evict it, she’d felt it re-enter her ear that morning as she lay in bed. What gall she had, blaming her laziness on a demon.

I recited an impressive incantation and, to sate my ire, slapped her back three times, calling sternly, ‘Be gone!’ with each strike. I caught Gemekala’s eye as she sat at her consulting area next to mine, examining a gouge on the thigh of a celebrated huntswoman. Our faces remained serene apart from the barest twitch of amusement at our mouths.

The throb of drums began echoing from across the ziggurat where our 50 or so novices resided and studied, providing me with a welcome reason to leave the reception terrace.

‘I must attend some Mes lessons now,’ I said to dismiss Irkalla. ‘A full moon day is always special for our newest novices.’

Turning my back on Irkalla’s grimace, I ascended to the next tier of the ziggurat, towards the novices’ terrace, stopping behind a buttress to peer at the lesson in progress led by my Libran priestess, Tiamat.

Tiamat was directing seven junior novices in rolling their hips under a pergola of cascading jasmine, the perfume mingling with that of many other flowers in the ziggurat’s sky-high gardens. My heart swelled to watch Tiamat, her dark amber hair hanging straight as a reed down her back and swishing from side to side as she moved.

Two novices at the drums stopped when they saw me and a peaceful hush descended. The only sound was the tinkling of water into a nearby pond, part of a complex of channels and pools that overflowed from one to another on all four tiers of the ziggurat.

‘Look who is here—our High Priestess joins us,’ Tiamat said, meeting my gaze with her shining hazel eyes. The novices stilled to behold me, postures adjusting to stand a little prouder in my presence. They raised their hands in the Great Mother’s salute, thumb tips meeting and forefingers pointing down to make a triangle above their hearts, and I returned the acknowledgment.

‘Greetings, Priestess Tiamat, novices,’ I said with a smile. ‘Please, continue.’

Tiamat bowed her head to me, the V-shaped point in her hairline centre clearly defined beneath the pink tourmaline in her diadem.

‘Now you have opened the flow of your hips, place your hands upon your girdle of fire,’ she said to the young women, positioning her hands over her lower belly in demonstration. She stilled a moment, closing her eyes in devotion to the complex pathways of energy that ran from a woman’s lower spine and reached around to embrace and fill her belly with creativity, forming the girdle of fire. The novices followed suit, and they all began to roll their hips in sensuous circles.

‘Let yourself move like the ever-changing ocean, to the ebb and flow of your instinct, for in doing so you please our Great Mother Inanna and stoke the fire of creation,’ called Tiamat, a quaver of passion in her voice as she revolved her hips. Building the girdle of fire always drew forth a woman’s truest ardour.

My own hips began to move in effortless sympathy as I admired the women, eyeing their lush bellies framed by low-slung shawls tied about their hips, their bare bosoms a glorious array of sizes, shapes and nipple formations. Life-force pulsated among us, each moving uniquely yet somehow with a pleasing sense of shared precision.

Tiamat continued. ‘This practice helps you master the mesmerism.’ She referred to the technique of expanding one’s energy field to create a stronger presence, serving to enthral others. ‘It strengthens the command in your voice, and the ability of your mind’s eye to see beyond the superficiality of the manifest realms and into the mysteries from where you can direct creation. And of course it fuels your beauty, joy and ecstasy.’

Tiamat looked at me as she spoke, and I came to stand beside her as the drummers began a slow beat. We all moved as we would, the deeply felt emotion and fervour of our collective girdle of fire filling me with love for my women.

‘You must not shrink in fear of the greatness you feel,’ Tiamat called. ‘You must practice your ability to hold the enormity of your fire, and only at the rightful moment may you release it. This requires discipline and strength to hold the power even as you surrender to it. Or you may hold the energy and direct it towards what you wish to create, or sometimes simply to magnify your bliss, a most worthy endeavour.’

She met my eyes in a smouldering gaze to welcome my comment.

‘Such is the power of the girdle of fire,’ I called over the sound of the drums. ‘You need nothing more to create as you so will—from a babe to a great invention or work of art. As incarnations of the Great Mother Inanna, women carry the girdle, and only we can create anything of significance.’

‘Let us chant,’ called Tiamat in breathy excitement as we continued to move, and we all began a creation prayer, our jaws light as the words flowed melodically from our lips. The moment was so beautiful I almost forgot I’d just affirmed the priestess’ great lie to my youngest novices, and although it was my duty to do so, heaviness began to creep into my heart.

They would probably never know the truth of procreation because none was likely to become a priestess—very rarely was one appointed, and only a novice who survived the rigours of initiation and had the correct star sign would do. If one of them did make it, she would vision with the Weird Sphere, an ancient crystal we kept secret in the high temple which offered many insights and showed the fated future. Only then would she learn the truth of a man’s role in creating children, and why we must keep it secret.


Chapter 2

From the vantage of my outdoor bathing area as I stepped from the water, the rooftops of Uruk glowed with apricot light. Tadez’s soft hands glossed patchouli oil over my skin as I tried to relax and let the beauty of the flowers growing beside my bath lift my heavy spirits, their lilacs, pinks and whites soft in the early evening light. He wriggled his fingers into the flesh at the base of my skull, tickling me the way he’d done since I was a little girl, and as my shoulders hunched I met his twinkling eyes with a small grin.

‘Ah, that is better,’ Tadez said, finishing the rub with a flourish down both my arms at once. ‘After I dress you, shall I go to the Huluppu tree?’ His foot tapped, betraying his eagerness to get back to styling the space for tonight’s full moon ritual, a boisterous occasion to bring the Great Mother’s blessings to the Earth.

‘Go down to the tree now,’ I said, indulgent of his enthusiasm. ‘Send Gemekala to help me.’

‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘I will do so as soon as I’ve given Yasmin her treat.’ He surveyed the terrace, brightening when he spotted my python’s green coils beneath the rambling vine she favoured as a resting spot. He took a bucket from behind a nearby buttress and went to kneel beside her, tutting words of affection as she began to feed from it. Every full moon, he had the servant boys catch a few frogs for this purpose, insisting they mercifully break the creatures’ necks upon capture to save unnecessary distress.

Shortly afterwards, Gemekala joined me at my dressing table. I lifted my chin so she could paint a downward pointing triangle between my brow, feeling the sacred blue mark of the Great Mother Inanna come alive over my mind’s eye. She slid snake cuffs up both my arms then placed one of my lapis lazuli diadems on my head. I reciprocated by straightening her own diadem, with its blazing yellow-green peridot.

The horizon was rippled in deeper orange tones when we emerged onto the residential terrace, the warm air sweet with jasmine and wisteria. My other priestesses and all the novices were admiring the full moon beginning to rise over the city as they awaited my presence.

‘Mammi!’ hollered Aea as she bounded towards me from where our terrace connected to the children’s pavilion. The other giggling temple daughters followed her, some lugging babies and toddlers, eager to escort us to the Huluppu tree and longing for the day they became novices—and someday, maybe priestesses—and could join the ritual. Beside Aea pranced the dog she named Fancy, one of the Salukis we kept for their noble beauty and hunting skills, though I had retired this one from the hunt to be her dedicated companion. Aea flung her arms around my waist and buried her face in my belly with such enthusiasm it was impossible not to smile.

The cheers of Uruk’s people, gathered to watch our procession, rose from the plaza as we descended the ziggurat steps, setting off exuberant honking from the peacocks that lived in the garden at the centre of the square. City children scrambled up the date palms that lined the concourse, ready to scatter blossoms on us in the hopes of a blessing. Aea swung my hand proudly as we led the temple group to the banks of the Euphrates, where the Huluppu tree stood, her ancient boughs outlined against the deepening violet sky.

Kissing my daughter goodbye, I entered the great dome formed by the tree’s canopy and inhaled the rich living earth. Tadez had once again orchestrated a beautiful setting, with strings of blue lotus blooms hanging from the boughs and fluffy red sheepskins in the nooks of the rambling roots. I took my place in front of the tree’s sacred gateway, where the trunk and broad roots had grown to form the shape of a woman’s gateway that stood as tall as me. A novice knelt beside me, reaching into the gateway’s hollow to draw out the polished gem wands we stored for these nights. I annointed each glossy rod—an array of black obsidian, rose quartz, red jasper, amethyst, amber—with a dab of blue lotus oil and murmured a blessing, then replaced it to be further blessed by the tree’s emanations.

My lingering sadness over the refugees lifted as Gemekala joined me to sip from a beer jar, using reed straws to avoid the barley husks. I beckoned Urnina to sit with us, and we laughed as she shook her hips in a jaunty dance on her approach, her eyes glowing golden like the topaz on her diadem that marked her as my Leo priestess. Even on this full moon night when we all wore our hair loose, she’d managed to arrange her sandy mane in a voluminous style. Someone began to play a lyre and our chattering rose as we relished cumin-rubbed roasted quail, salads of sorrel, cucumber and radish, olives and barley bread, the servants stepping nimbly among us to replenish each platter as we emptied it.

No one else noticed Tadez waving at me from the edge of the tree’s canopy. Another man stood behind him in the shadows, and as I lay eyes on his silhouette, a shudder of energy tingled above my scalp and ran down my spine. I sensed this interruption would bring trouble. Annoyed, I stood to see what was going on.

‘Please accept my apologies, but I thought you would want to know,’ whispered Tadez as I stepped outside the tree’s hanging branches.

I held his gaze, waiting for an explanation. This was not a time to bring a strange man so close to the Huluppu.

‘This man insists on seeing you immediately. It’s something about the safety of Uruk,’ Tadez continued. ‘He said it couldn’t wait.’ Tadez’s uncertainty irritated me. I did not see why the attendant of the high priestess would be swayed by a man’s demands.

My crown continued to tingle, a new outpouring of energy running down my neck and arms so strongly that my shoulders shivered. This was not a common sensing of subtle energies. I moved forward to get a better look at the man eliciting such a strong sentience, my senses alert for information.

‘What is so important it disturbs a celebration of Inanna, man?’ I demanded of him.

The man faced me squarely, standing boldly without dipping his head in deference. He was a large hand’s width taller than me, the tallest of all the temple women. His physical form was large though lean, but what startled me was his presence: it felt as pronounced as my own.

‘High Priestess Lilith, forgive me. My name is Adam, son of Priestess Ayelet from the western Red Sea,’ he said, his eyes on mine. I guessed he was about the same age as me, 29 springs in this life.

‘What do you seek?’ His mother’s status in a faraway land gained him no pardons.

‘I have news from a settlement east of here called Larsa,’ Adam said, and gestured to a man several feet behind him with dried blood smeared on his chest and arms. With all my focus on Adam, I hadn’t noticed him. ‘This man’s matriarch sent him here to warn you, High Priestess. He says six men from the north attacked them, stealing grain and gems. The invaders threw the matriarch to the ground and spat at her and…they cut her thigh open.’

A heavy hum swamped my head, causing the peals of laughter from the women behind me to sound distorted. I moved to block the view through the leafy curtains to the celebration, the frolicking women oblivious to our intense conversation.

Adam shook his head at such unbelievable acts. ‘Of course, her men fought as best they could with their tanning knives, but one lies dead.’

‘That is outrageous,’ I said finally, my throat tight. Someone started to beat a drum and a lively song began.

‘High Priestess, there’s more. They said the Great Mother’s rule is…over.’ The words came out stiffly.

A fist grabbed my guts and my mind’s eye shivered, giving a flash of the visions I’d seen in the Weird Sphere.

‘Hah!’ I made the sound to cover the sharp exhale of air trapped in my chest. ‘What you speak of is nonsense. And why do you report this rather than letting the Larsa man speak?’ I said, regaining control of myself.

‘I know this man. Birru is his name. I live in Uruk but I often travel to trade. He sought me out for help as he is too overawed and exhausted to speak to you directly. He has run for days to reach you.’

Looking at the other man cowering before me, I sensed Adam’s words were true.

I spoke to Tadez. ‘See that Birru has somewhere to sleep. Have him come to the reception terrace in the morning for treatment, then I will question him. And ensure these two men do not speak of this matter to anybody else.’ I casually waved my hand, dismissing them all.

‘High Priestess, please. Your celebration. It may be risky to expose yourselves in such a way when those men could be nearby,’ Adam said, reaching out to touch my arm, wisely stopping before he made contact.

I glanced over his shoulder at my head matron Olgana, her body twitching in readiness to spring into action. I shook my head at her. ‘Any risk from men is laughable. Though my matrons may not find them so amusing,’ I said. Olgana and her matrons, their hulking presence a stone’s throw from the tree’s perimeter, would happily push any man’s head into the purification pool.

Adam remained still, eyes locked with determination on mine. They looked dark, but it was hard to say what their colour would be in the light of day. Without directly looking, I took in that he wore a common worker’s sheepskin kilt.

‘It is wise to have your matrons nearby, High Priestess, but I can gather some men I know to be strong fighters,’ he said. His tone was earnest but I sensed a self-importance such as I’d never felt before in a man. ‘In case there was any trouble and the matrons needed help.’

I laughed. Who was this man and why would he think himself qualified to comment on any of these matters? Audacious, yet intriguing. It was something about the way he stood in such full presence before me. Without premeditation, my attraction caused my eyes to widen into his for a moment. He held my stare easily.

‘Leave now,’ I said and deliberately turned so a waft of my patchouli-perfumed body went his way. I walked back through the canopy, aware of his eyes boring into me.

My heart beat strongly in alarm over the reported attack, and perhaps from the way Adam’s presence affected me, but I pushed it from my mind—tonight my focus had to be on the ritual.

A novice poured rose water over my hands as the servants cleared the dishes and removed the cedar planks that had been our temporary tables. Urnina took a basket of blue lotus incense to place on the low fires around the inside perimeter of the tree’s dome. Raucous laughter erupted as she squatted by one of the fires, her back to me. I peered past a few bare shoulders to see what the hilarity was about and spat out my beer as I joined in the uproar.

‘What a lovely moon it is tonight, ladies,’ Urnina screeched, now nude, her fingers between her legs and wriggling her gates as if they were speaking. Buoyed by our attention, she broke into a saucy song. A novice joined in by plucking the jolly melody on a lyre, and another added the beat of a drum. Soon we were heaving with laughter as Urnina tumbled over, her diadem falling from her head, but she kept her knees apart and her fingers at her gates as she lolled on a sheepskin rug and continued. She snorted sporadically in mirth as she sang of her vulva being like a fertile field seeking someone worthy to plough it.

The laughter washed away my tension and the remaining grief stirred by the refugee siblings, and when the milky disc of the moon showed through a gap in the boughs, I was ready to embrace my role with the passion it deserved.

Standing in front of Huluppu’s gateway, I raised my arms until the women silenced. ‘I am the thirteenth priestess, the chosen handmaiden of the Great Mother Inanna, Goddess of all creation!’ I boomed.

The women contributed their own fervent calls, clutching their hands to their chests.

‘Daughters of Inanna,’ I called. ‘Tonight, the moon blesses us with extra bounty as she rests in her own sign of Cancer, ruler of nurturance and fertility, and connects with Venus, Goddess of sensuality and pleasure. Our ecstasy is more powerful than ever. May it restore fertility across the land of the two rivers. May the Great Mother Inanna reach down from the Heavens to raise crops from the Earth’s manly flesh.’

The women cheered, looking up to herald the moon resting on its lavish blanket of stars.

‘As the gates to the full moon open, enter them in celebration of the life-force that runs through our bodies. Worship the Great Mother through your sensuality and praise the moon for showing us the rhythm of creative power.’ I placed my hands over my lower belly, fingers splayed to cover the whole area. ‘May your girdles of fire open the heavenly portals and fill our earthly coffers with abundance.’

The women positioned their hands the same way, bowing their heads in reverence. I nodded that they should come to take a wand from the tree’s gateway, each choosing one instinctively.

The servants brought in amphoras of blue lotus wine, and we allowed the euphoric powers of the drink to take its silken grip. Elated gales of laughter swelled higher, and soon the women shifted around and adjusted their positions to be with those to whom she felt most drawn this night. Some of us lay across another’s lap, played with someone’s hair, or massaged a bared arm or thigh.

My priestesses Doshina and Anunit came to stand before me, marking their desire to lay with me tonight, and I welcomed them warmly. Two young novices who were part of Tiamat’s class earlier that day edged closer as they looked at me shyly—neither had known my lap before. I smiled, our group set.

We lounged on cushions and leaned across one another to admire the moon as we sipped wine and breathed the heady incense.

Anunit told us how she had been looking forward to this after a few unfulfilling nights with her favoured lover of the moment. ‘His udder teat leaks milk like a calving goat’s,’ she said, sighing dramatically and stroking her well-rounded thigh. ‘Last night, I was so tired of his weepy teat I told him not to return until he can manage his flow. Such disrespect.’

We laughed.

I looked at Doshina, a popular lover at our full moon celebrations, both for her ethereal beauty and because she lay only with women and so was highly skilled in the arts of worshipping the female form. ‘Then let us thank the Great Mother we have each other,’ I said huskily, moving my hand further up her leg.

‘Tonight the moon is full in our sign, Priestess Anunit,’ said one of the novices, getting to her knees to inspect Anunit’s diadem with its glowing moonstone, bringing her bare breasts right before her superior’s eyes as she did so. ‘One day, I may earn such a piece, far in the future, of course, when you retire,’ she said, touching her simple copper headband that marked her as a novice.

Anunit cupped her own bosom. ‘As a sister Cancerian, are your breasts also your most tender place?’ she asked the novice, eyeing the young woman’s dusky-tipped mounds. The novice leaned in to whisper a reply that caused them to collapse into one another in laughter, Anunit’s delicious fleshiness enveloping the other’s youthful limbs.

Around us, the giggling and murmuring continued, with occasional sighs of pleasure and the smacking of moistened lips on skin. The full moon’s silver light and the glow of the fires shone upon our flesh and lulled us deeper into a sensual spiral that made me woozy with desire. But the moon was still climbing to her pinnacle and we could take our time.

I let one of my knees fall open, ready to invite further attentions, and the other novice leaned forward and made a show of adjusting my shawl over my breasts, deliberately letting the linen graze my nipples several times in pretence she was unsatisfied with how the folds fell. Doshina playfully swatted her hands away and pushed back the shawl to reveal my bosom.

‘The moon is as full as your breasts,’ Doshina murmured, nuzzling her head between them, making my blood thud at the prospect of her coming touch on my tips. When her mouth closed around one of my nipples, my chin dipped and I brushed my lips across the large aquamarine atop her Pisces diadem. I reached to stroke her ribs, then further outwards to find the novice’s flesh, sensing she was feeling a little timid.

I became aware of someone’s knee pressing against my left shoulder and turned to see Anunit arranging cushions to elevate the Cancerian novice’s hips. Anunit kept a shawl draped over her lover’s mound of Venus to enhance the excitement of its unveiling, a homage we used in these rituals to the moon, which hides then reveals her beauty as she wanes and waxes. I reached across to trail the amber wand in my right hand up the inside of the novice’s thigh, my breasts falling together in a bounteous manner, Doshina’s mouth never breaking contact with my flesh as she moved with me. The other novice ran the tip of a wand along my flank, my instincts telling me it was my favourite, black obsidian.

The man Adam came into my awareness. Was he nearby? Perhaps he hoped to hear the famously ecstatic moans of the temple women on full moon nights. A thrill ran through me at the idea. I let myself enjoy this titillating fantasy for a while before pushing him from my mind. Men were not permitted in the sacred space of a full moon ceremony, not even only in my mind.

The other novice’s thigh now trembled against my shoulder, prompting me to resume stroking her inner thigh with the amber wand, and I let Anunit take it from my hand to pleasure her lover more deeply.

I hungered for all of them, to twine my tongue with theirs, immerse myself in their breasts, the lushness of their thighs, their soft bellies and the wetness of their woman’s love. We moved instinctively into positions to best satisfy each other, drinking of and nourishing from the well of the Great Mother that lay between our thighs, mindless with desire as we were swept into a rapid tempest in our plunging, stroking and writhing.

We all rode the same swelling bliss as if we were one shared body, and I was dimly aware of my throat opening wide, sharing wild ululations of ecstasy with the others as we convulsed, our sacred water crashing forth into a sea of oneness.

The night was young and our urgency was mercifully relieved. We soon entered the next phase of our celebration, a timeless erotic trance taking us far beyond any sense of our individual identities and into the heart of the Great Mother. From here, we stilled the fire of our fervour to slowly relish the beauty of one another’s womanly form, and at this kept well occupied until the moon began her descent.

Shawls and blankets were arranged over one another and through softened lids, we shared gazes, occasionally reaching a hand to stroke an expanse of skin plumped with life-force. The Great Mother Inanna was pleased with the depth of our eroticism and we revelled in her favour, content our celebration had been of sacred service and bolstered the fertility of all the lands.

Lying awake for a while, I thought of Adam and what he said about men defying the Great Mother’s rule. I rested my hand over the area beneath my ribs to still the disquiet that lay there.
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After returning to the temple the next morning, I went to the reception terrace to question the man from Larsa. I spotted him with a novice dabbing salve on his forearms, which looked to have been cut in the attack. I gestured her to direct him to me, then led him behind a hedge of white gardenias.

‘How do you fare today…what is your name again?’ I asked when he stood before me, his eyes downcast and cheeks blushed. I pitched my voice low so he would also speak quietly.

He flashed his gaze to meet mine for a moment before he looked at his feet again. ‘I am Birru. Um, High Priestess.’

‘Tell me more about the men who said they defy the Great Mother. What did they look like, what did they say?’

‘They had beards and long hair, like wild shepherds. They spoke a different tongue, perhaps from a northern land.’

I nodded. Bearded men were held in contempt and disgust. Only shepherds who roamed the wilds defied the grooming protocols that required men to have short hair and shaved faces, and they rarely came near a city, at risk of being purified by matrons. ‘Go on,’ I encouraged.

‘And they…they said they know…they know it’s a lie.’

I felt the blood drain from my face. For aeons, my priestess foremothers had found it easy to maintain the lie, but it became more precarious since one hundred springs earlier, when shepherds shockingly claimed that males initiate pregnancy, based on what they saw with their animals. The temple mocked the notion as ‘shepherds’ foolery’, condemning it as a sacrilegious and absurd self-aggrandisement from the crudest of men. When men had persisted in speaking the foolery, the temple had to take much harsher action.

I gave a small cough to hide a gulp. That the Larsa invaders wore beards suggested they were such shepherds, or at least sympathised with them. ‘What else did you notice?’

He took a shaky breath. ‘They had red marks—triangles—painted between their eyes.’ As I tried to keep his gaze, a blurry red shape emerged in my higher vision, becoming a sharply focused red triangle, pointing upwards. It was a symbol I’d seen before, in the Weird Sphere. My heart raced and my head spun, the floodgates to my greatest fears raising another notch.

‘Anything else?’ With effort, I made my voice unflustered.

He hesitated. ‘The man who cut our matriarch’s thigh said her lap rights were…no more.’ Birru spoke with his chin low, ashamed of repeating these sacrilegious words. Lap rights for all women were unquestioned, not only a right but a sacred duty to bring any man to her lap as and when she desired. It was crucial for bringing the Great Mother’s blessings down from the Heavens, which in turn would stimulate the fertility of the Earth. To deny these rights was an affront to the Great Mother herself. It was heresy.

‘Thank you, Birru. Be sure to rest at least a few days before you return to Larsa,’ I said briskly. ‘Go back to having your wounds dressed and request a balm you can take home for your matriarch’s thigh.’

I called Tadez aside and instructed that Birru should be watched over by a matron to ensure he did not discuss the attack with anyone before he departed the city. The gossip of bearded men rebelling against the Great Mother’s rule would spread like wildfire.

My insides felt like liquid as I went to fetch Urnina and Gemekala from where they chatted with some jewellery designers. I lifted my chin, indicating they should join me.

‘What’s happened?’ Gemekala muttered as she came to my side, barely moving her lips, but I gave a tiny shake of my head. I led them up the steps to our private residential terrace on the next tier of the ziggurat. Once in my garden, its flowering plants and row of date palms sheltering us from the main priestess’ terrace, I listened for anyone nearby. The only sounds were the cooing of white doves and water running into my blue lotus pond.

‘I have more information about Larsa,’ I said finally, satisfied of our privacy. I’d told my priestesses about the reported attack while we were still at the Huluppu tree, and they’d hoped it a one-off incident by some desert rogues. I paused, dreading what my next words could mean for us. ‘The attackers appear to be bearded shepherds.’

Silence hung between us. Then Gemekala’s face darkened. ‘What? These men try to revive the shepherds’ foolery?’ Her black eyes flashed, but I saw her upper chest begin to move in irregular puffs, betraying her anxiety.

‘I fear so.’ I kept my voice low. ‘They said they know about the lie.’

‘Fools! It’s a bluff by a few fools with heretical ideas. This isn’t the first time men have tried to claim they are the creators of life.’ Gemekala always spoke with such conviction and dismissive confidence, it was easy to think she believed her words.

‘I’m sure this will come to nothing,’ Urnina said mildly. ‘No man would align with the shepherds’ foolery after what happened last time.’ I saw her shift uncomfortably at the thought that we may have to conduct a campaign of purification such as our temple foremothers had. They’d drowned dozens of shepherds, going on to kill thousands of other men as the foolishness continued to spread across Sumer. At some points, 50 men at a time were bound together and forced into the raging Euphrates during a particularly watery spring, as detailed on clay tablets in our library. The temple had carefully kept these stories alive among the population to discourage men speaking of such procreation theories again, under fear of ridicule and purification.

I shook my head. ‘I doubt these men are intimidated by what happened last time. They sound beyond brazen. They said the Great Mother’s rule is finished—the men of a hundred springs ago never said such a thing.’ I took a shaky breath. ‘The prophesied future could be rising.’

‘A few men attacking a desert settlement doesn’t signal that,’ said Gemekala, ripping some leaves from a bush and crushing them, her fingers whitening with the force.

‘We cannot underestimate any sign that the prophecy may be activating,’ I said sternly. I knew she sought to reassure me, but her denial was unhelpful.

‘We do not have to accept that future as fated just because our foremothers have,’ said Gemekala. I inhaled slowly to find my patience with her—I knew what she would say next. ‘I’ve long suspected that the Weird Sphere has been programmed in mischief, by an abnormal man who had some psychic power. It cannot be showing truth! I simply cannot see how women could ever bow before men.’

‘Weird means fated! Everything the Weird Sphere has shown me rings as truth,’ I said, extending my arm to show her the prickled flesh that rose, a confirmation of veracity. ‘Our focus must be on delaying the arising of that future, even if I wish more than anything there was a way to change it entirely.’ My endless prayers and visioning quests seeking a way to evade the dreaded future left me no wiser. I believed there was deeper meaning in why men were destined to tyrannise women and if only I understood, I might find a way to change our path.

For now, I must continue with the only strategy we knew—disempowering men further to ensure they did not rise. It left me queasy. I sighed heavily.

‘If anyone can forge a better future it is you, Lilu,’ said Gemekala passionately, an apologetic flash in her eyes. She saw my burden and sought to lighten it. ‘But we can all agree on keeping men in their place. All this fuss, it’s nothing the temple hasn’t dealt with before.’

Urnina remained silent, squirming at the difficult conversation.

‘All will be well,’ said Gemekala, taking Urnina’s hand and mine. ‘Men do not have the wit to rise above women. They are dense as the Earth itself! All they offer that a bullock doesn’t is sexual service, and only then if well-trained.’

‘A bullock may be simple-minded, but it is far stronger than a woman. It will obey her only as long as it knows no better,’ I said, unwilling to fuel her wry witticism. ‘And if men find out the truth about procreation, they will become arrogant. We’ve always known that. We must take the Larsa attack seriously.’

‘Of course,’ said Urnina, re-entering the conversation with a gust of enthusiasm, indicating she had clarified her approach to the issue. ‘But it was merely a few men. We mustn’t give them too much influence to worry us. That awful future may not begin to unfold for hundreds of springs yet. For now, we rule the world, the favoured daughters of Inanna, and so long as we stand in her glory, we are unshakable.’ Her posture augmented in dramatic leonine style, her cleverly made-up eyes inviting my agreement. She embraced me in a cloud of jasmine perfume, and I let her think she had soothed me. I was loath to see my priestesses anxious, no matter how they tried to deny or hide it. As High Priestess of the greatest Temple of Inanna in all the lands, and guardian of the secretly held Weird Sphere, the burden of keeping feminine superiority rested on my shoulders.

I took my diadem from my head, feeling the slight indents it left on my temples. ‘Let us hope this was just a few angry shepherds we can quickly quash. But what they said, and the red triangles between their eyes…’ I paused, rubbing my forehead as a headache rose.

‘Try not to overthink this when you’re about to lead the city through the new year festival,’ said Urnina in soothing tones. ‘A successful Akitu will ensure our abundance, and that’s most important right now, especially with the drought.’

‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘The Akitu events start in just a few days. As soon as celebrations end, I’ll have scouts track those men and kill them. It must be kept quiet or the populace will wonder why I am taking a threat from a few men so seriously.’

‘Indeed. Why would the Great Mother’s chosen handmaiden be threatened by a few hairy brutes?’ Gemekala’s scowl was daunting, but the root of her fear sounded in the breathiness of her voice.
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‘Tombaya pecked me!’ sobbed Aea, a red mark rising on the forearm she held out to me. The peacock eyed us rudely from where he stood. I kept him as my pet, enamoured by his great beauty, although he was often a nuisance.

‘He doesn’t like it when you try to pick him up. Shoo! Shoo, bad boy!’ I flicked my hand towards Tombaya, who swished his train of feathers in a sassy arc as he turned to bob at a flowerbed.

I cradled Aea to my breast until she stopped crying, then whispered in her ear. ‘How about I take you and Humusi to play at the river?’

Her cheeks, still shiny with tears, swelled with the force of her grin.

Later that afternoon, when the heat kept the city quiet, I watched Aea and Humusi—Gemekala’s daughter—run into the shallows of the Euphrates where Huluppu’s limbs stretched over the water, hearts glad as birds, with Fancy bounding at their heels.

I entered the tree’s domain and leaned back against her gateway, taking off my diadem and closing my eyes to feel the swell of aliveness this place sparked in me. I listened to the cicadas chirping lazily and the girls splashing, taking my chance to rest in the awareness that I would soon lead the Akitu new year ritual. The city’s building excitement soothed some of my anxiety over the Larsa attack. It was hard to take a threat from rebellious men too seriously when it was so evident how my people adored my priestesses and me, and the time-honoured traditions of our Temple of Inanna.

As I dozed, a presence welled in me and I opened my eyes to see an owl—a bird sacred to the Great Mother Inanna—gazing at me from one of the towering branches. She was a screech owl, my favourite for their wonderful array of calls. I had only ever seen such a bird at night and now marvelled at how her gold eyes glowed just as powerfully in the light. What was she doing awake and active in the bright of day? We exchanged a long look as she trilled, and I understood her message perfectly yet not at all. With a shudder of feathers, she bent her legs and took flight, swooping down past me and out through a gap in the boughs with stunning precision. Her wing beats reverberated in my chest, leaving me breathless even as I realised a man stood on the outside of the tree’s canopy. He swept aside the branches and revealed himself, causing my heart to flutter further. Had Adam known I was here?

‘Greetings, High Priestess,’ he called, his smile as broad as the shoulders he held proudly. He wore the same sheepskin kilt I’d seen on the full moon night, and there were some scars on the smooth skin of his chest. His eyes didn’t look as black as I’d thought, perhaps brown or murky green—it was hard to tell in the distance.

‘Greetings,’ I replied. ‘What was your name?’ I added, unsure of what to say as my belly grabbed with tension. It was ridiculous that a woman, especially one of my standing, should feel nervous around a man. I straightened my shawl and thought of replacing my diadem, deciding against it.

Our gazes locked. In the silence of my mind’s eye, I asked his spirit, ‘Who are you to me?’ and in response, I was flooded with a powerful sense of knowing him. His eyes brightened as if he had heard my question in his conscious awareness and my brow furrowed in confusion—usually, only temple women were able to sense the thoughts of another, and only if we were not overly attached to the situation. Still, he did say he was priestess-born, so maybe he carried some of the far sight. It was very rare in a man, but possible, as Sabium had proved in our childhood games and secret communications.

‘I am Adam,’ he said politely. ‘May I come closer?’

The only males permitted to enter this space were temple servants, yet I found myself waving him forward.

‘What brings you here in the middle of the afternoon? Have you been released from your workplace for some reason?’ I asked quickly, unnerved by my impulsiveness in admitting him. If Olgana and the other matrons were with me, would I have kept protocol?

‘I do not bow to another regarding my working schedule.’

‘What do you mean? Which woman do you work for that lets you decide your schedule?’

‘I work for no woman, High Priestess, but for myself.’

The feeling of a man speaking so brashly made me think of Sabium. I scanned Adam’s face, trying to understand from where this self-assurance arose.

He nodded at one of Huluppu’s roots, an arm’s reach from me. ‘May I sit while I explain myself?’

After a suitable pause, I nodded to permit his request, my senses electrified by his presence. From the corner of my eye, I admired the long legs he stretched out, ending in large bare feet with sculpted arches.

‘I am a travelling gem miner and merchant. I saw you and the girls crossing the plaza and followed you—since I am free to decide my own movements,’ he said, eyes twinkling. I responded with a raised eyebrow, unsure of what to say. No male had ever teased me before, or at least not since Sabium and I were children.

The cicadas’ song surged louder in the silence that followed, and I looked towards the girls playing on the other side of the tree’s foliage. Aea’s cheeks were rosy with mirth as she splashed in the water throwing stones, the dog leaping alongside her, while Humusi searched on her hands and knees for more rocks.

‘Your daughter is lovely,’ he said.

How did he know which of the girls was mine? Sensing our gaze, Aea turned our way. Her face lit as she ran towards us, calling, ‘Adam, Adam,’ Humusi chiming in behind her.

I hid my surprise while he flashed a charming grin.

‘Well, hello. It’s good to see you again,’ he said to the girls, reaching to touch the dog’s cream feathered ears and causing her to flinch politely. ‘What’s your dog’s name?’

‘Fancy,’ said Aea, the gap where her tooth had fallen out making her lisp a little. ‘I named her.’

‘Seems a good name,’ said Adam, looking at the dog’s regal features and the elaborate beaded collar around her neck. ‘She does look quite fancy.’

Aea smiled proudly.

‘Young daughters, I see you are both fine throwers, but your techniques are limited—let me show you a new move,’ said Adam, springing to his feet and taking the stone Aea held. He made a show of posing his body then skimmed the rock in several large hops over the water to the exclamations of the girls and the squawk and flutter of a pair of ducks.

I took advantage of this moment to study him. His hair was black, and a touch longer than male grooming protocols allowed, and his were eyes widely placed and angled slightly upwards at the edges, like a cat’s. His face was elongated with a tall brow, long nose, and ears that stuck out too far and sat too low. The body was tall and rangy, and although his limbs appeared to move fluidly, there was a strong spring to his energy. His hands were huge. He was not conventionally handsome, but my eyes feasted on him.

‘I’ll try now,’ said Humusi. ‘I’m the better thrower.’

‘Are you joking, cousin?’ Aea pouted for a moment before she broke into a gappy grin, and the girls began one of their giggling fits.

Adam sat again, laughing. His forearms rested on his bent knees, the hands dangling casually in front of him. They were a little roughened, but not so much as those of a man who laboured as a gem miner, though I supposed he did say he was a merchant as well. The fleshy mounds between his thumb and wrist suggested he was a man of ardour.

Aea took a few figs from the basket beside me and handed me one, then leapt to take one to Humusi, who had climbed onto a low-slung branch. Pausing a moment, she held one of the ripe fruits out to Adam, who immediately took it, as if such intimacies were normal between them.

‘Aea,’ I said, my shocked tone making her quickly look at me. ‘Is it proper behaviour for a temple daughter to offer food to a man?’

Aea watched me for a few moments. ‘But Humusi and I know him.’

‘Yes, Aunty Lilu, we know him,’ said Humusi. ‘Adam showed us a trick where he made pieces of red jasper disappear into his ear. Then he pulled them from our ears and said we could keep them.’ She beamed at him.

I signalled the girls to go back to the water, calling after them to not go in too far. We watched as they re-entered the ankle-deep water, squatting in preparation for the figs’ juices to run down their arms. Moments later, they squealed in delight, pointing upriver at the romp of sleek otters we often saw here.
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