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It took another month, but Artemisia finally got her audience with Darayavahu. She ran down the hall with 

Ariomardus and Artazostreh. 

“Father said it’s a gift for your birthday,” the prince shouted. 

Atoosa stood at the end of the hall frowning, her arms folded, bringing the three to a walk. When they 

reached the empress, she put her arm around Artemisia and walked with them to the Great Colonnade Hall. 

A group of men stood around the enthroned emperor. Atoosa led the children through the crowd to a large 

empty space in front of Darayavahu. 

“Approach, Artemisia of Caria,” the emperor grumbled. 

She walked forward, nervous but excited. She wanted to lock her eyes on his, but this time she was too 

afraid. Artemisia wanted to walk slowly, but felt her feet rushing. When she arrived at the worn spot on the 

stone floor, she bowed. 

“Artemisia of Caria, I’ve seen you train with your man. Do you wish to become an immortal?” 

She knew that immortals were elite Persian soldiers but nothing beyond that. “Yes, Emperor.” 

The courtiers laughed. Darayavahu raised a hand to silence them. He revealed no hint of mocking. “I’ve 

watched you train. He treats you like I would an older boy. I’ve seen him hit you hard and work you until 

you almost collapse. Yet you persist.” 

Artemisia gave no reply as pride filled her veins. She fought off an urge to smile and to rub a bruise on 

her arm. She avoided the former, but succumbed to the latter. 

“And Demokedes tells me that he’s training you and my daughter to become physicians.” 

“Yes, Your Highness.” 

“My son Ariomardus tells me that you play with him some, but he laments that you spend most of your 

time with Artazostreh, training or reading.” 

“He’s a most excellent spy, Your Majesty.” Artemisia felt betrayed, even though nothing the prince 

revealed was worth hiding. 

“You’re most unusual.” Darayavahu stroked his long-braided beard. “Your name is Persian, I think. But 

I don’t recognize its meaning. ‘Arta’ means ‘truth,’ but what does ‘misia’ mean?” 

“Your excellency, I was never told the meaning of my name, but in the Temple of Artemis in Ephesos 

they refer to her as the ‘Great Mother of Nature.’” 

“Have you been there?” 

“No, Your Majesty.” She replied. 

“You’re fourteen?” He asked. 

“Yes, today.” 

“You speak like a twenty-four-year-old.” The emperor’s demeanor was stern and it made Artemisia feel 

important. “Your interests are those of a man. In Persia we make room for such women. Do you know what 



the basis of our empire is?” 

“No, Your Majesty.” She thought that she might but decided to err on the side of humility. 

“Tolerance and inclusion. We conquer in war as surely as any military, but the conquered aren’t enslaved 

or subjugated. They’re made full members of the empire, entitled to all its benefits.” The emperor clearly 

saw Artemisia’s facial expression. “Ah yes, the widows. That’s a different matter. Labraunda attacked a 

member of the empire. They had to be punished.” 

“I understand the need to punish them, but—” 

“I’m glad you approve.” Darayavahu smiled as the courtiers chuckled. “You’re an inspiration to my 

children. I want the whole court to know the reward for ambition. That is why you are here.” He held up a 

finger. “I’m granting you one wish.” 

“A wish?” Artemisia asked, surprised. 

“Anything you desire.” 

Artemisia’s mind raced. To go back to Caria? To become an immortal? Marry Khshayarsha? Gold? 

Books? A fleet of ships? Free the widows? “Anything?” 

“If I can provide it, of course.” 

“I want you to order Empress Atoosa to submit to Demokedes’ surgery.” 

The courtiers gasped. 

Atoosa shouted, “Husband, you can’t—” 

Darayavahu waved his hand, commanding silence. “Your wish is to force the empress to do a surgery 

that she’s rejected?” 

“I believe she’ll die without it and she suffers so much.” 

Darayavahu looked at the queen, then pointed at Artemisia, accusatorily. “You could have asked for my 

favorite horse, the crown from my head, to return to Caria, or to become an immortal, but instead you risk 

upsetting the most powerful person in the Imperial Court.” 

Artemisia went down to both knees and bowed her head. “If I’ve done something wrong, please forgive 

me, my Emperor. It was what was in my heart.” 

He tugged on his false beard. “If it was what was in your heart, then I must grant you your wish.” 

 

Empress Atoosa sighed hard as she gave the empty mug to Artemisia. The fourteen-year-old poured more 

wine into it from a heavy amphora. It was difficult to balance, but it was the anticipation of what was 

coming that made her shake.  

Artemisia leaned against the wall. She knew that she had to be strong. Trying hard not to tremble, she 

returned the cup to the queen. Khshayarsha sat on the sofa next to his mother and rubbed her back. Artemisia 

avoided eye contact with him. She feared it would open a qanat. Demokedes had ordered the empress to 

stop drinking and eating the previous day. Thirst drove Atoosa to drink, but she clearly didn’t enjoy it. 

Darayavahu came into the room. All, save Khshayarsha, Atoosa, and Artystoneh, bowed or genuflected. 

The emperor strode to the queen and hugged her and kissed her on the lips. “All warriors go into battle with 

a good dagger.” He turned to a servant and took a scabbard with a golden hilt. It had two lion heads 

protruding from the pommel at right angles. The emperor pulled the dagger and held it up. The blade was 

sharp and silver and covered in an Avestan text.  



The emperor sheathed the dagger and offered it to the queen. “Empress of Persia, daughter of Kurosh 

and Cassandaneh, I’ve ordered you to perform a mission of great importance. I know that you’ll serve the 

empire with the dedication required of you.” 

She took the dagger and tilted her head down.  

Darayavahu bowed and backed out of the crowded room. 

People resumed their gossip about politics and the quality of the seasonal food. Artemisia poured another 

mug of wine. She wondered how many the queen would need.  

Until that moment Atoosa had been quiet, but suddenly she became animated. She turned to the princess. 

“Have you tried this wine?” 

“No.” 

“I insist.” She pushed the mug back to Artemisia. The princess refilled it, but Atoosa refused. “You 

drink first.” 

Artemisia took a sip. It burst with the flavor of mulberries and pomegranates. It was thick, almost as 

thick as honey, and nearly as sweet.  

“I insisted that you assist Demokedes.” 

“I know. I would—” 

“If I live through this, I can’t imagine we’ll be on good terms.” 

Artemisia nodded. 

Atoosa took the mug and began gulping it down. Slurring, she said, “You’re a little shit. After three 

months you think you’re so close to us that you can make me do this?” 

“I—” 

“I don’t care what you were thinking.” Atoosa shoved the empty mug back into the Carian’s hand. 

Artemisia quietly refilled it. 

Khshayarsha gave Artemisia heart-melting eyes that seemed to be saying, Forgive my mother. 

As the empress fell deeper into a stupor, Artemisia wondered what she was saying or whom she was 

even saying it to. Khshayarsha winked as his mother leaned against his shoulder. 

He’s seventeen, mature beyond his age, handsome, the heir to the greatest empire the world has ever 

seen, and HE LOVES HIS MOTHER! 

Atoosa took another mug, but slowly her arm went limp. Artemisia had been dreading that moment. She 

didn’t bother to stop mug from spilling its contents onto the floor. Instead she helped Khshayarsha 

straighten his mother out lengthwise on the couch. Demokedes examined the queen and then turned to the 

prince. “Your Excellency…” 

All the men, save Demokedes, left. Artemisia watched as Artystoneh pulled the gown from the queen. 

Her servants took the clothing and brought in blankets. A pot of steaming water and a brazier with a red-

hot iron were set at the end of the couch. Demokedes took his dagger and set it into the hot water and then 

placed it on a blanket. He pulled the bandage from the ulcer, exposing a smaller new one. 

Servants rolled the queen over to put more blankets under her, and then once she was back in place, they 

tied her arms and legs down.  

“I want to go quickly. I want to finish before she awakens.” 

Artemisia didn’t know if she could keep her emotions at bay.  



Demokedes brought her to the empress. “I’m going to cut off the left breast only. I’m going to cut the 

skin and soft flesh underneath. I must feel my way with the knife. I don’t want to cut any muscle, but I 

won’t be able to see it.” 

He pulled out a length of twine. “I need to you to hold the breast tightly so that I can secure this cord 

around it. Then during the surgery, you are going to have to hold it in place so that I’m cutting a 

stable…something firm. You need to pay attention so that you’re never in the way. So that I don’t cut you.”  

Artemisia nodded, but she was overwhelmed and wondered if she could remember all he said. 

“Take hold of the queen’s left breast.” 

Hands trembling, the Carian princess bumbled around, trying to figure out where to hold it. She didn’t 

know whether to cover the ulcer or the nipple or both. Demokedes moved her hand to the position he 

wanted. With her hand over both, he said, “Now squeeze.”  

She did. 

He wrapped the cord around the breast and tightened and tightened. It started to turn purple. 

Artemisia squirmed. “How could she bear such pain?” 

“She gave birth to four sons,” Demokedes countered. 

“Truly, are these equivalent?” Artemisia was on the verge of vowing to never get pregnant. 

“No, you’re right, but women have a great capacity for pain.” 

“I’ve hit Myron on the cheek with a wooden sword. He didn’t even wince. I think men have a great 

capacity for pain.” 

Artazostreh retorted, “That’s not the same thing!” 

When Demokedes finished tying off the breast, he turned to speak to Artazostreh, but she fainted before 

he said anything. He looked at Artystoneh. “Your Majesty, please attend to your sister at her head. If she 

should awaken, I want you there to comfort her.” He handed her a leather strap. “She can bite on this.” 

Then he turned to Parmys, “Your Highness, I want you to direct the handmaidens. They’re to keep the 

area clean. When I’m done cutting the breast, I’ll need you to bring me the hot iron.”  

He waited for everyone to take their places. “Let’s all take a breath. Good, now exhale.” When they had 

exhaled, he began cutting. The blood flowed immediately. Artemisia wobbled. She turned away, wondering 

if she was going to make it. The image of Artazostreh’s body laying half on the couch, half on the floor 

was strangely soothing. 

Then she looked back at the cut. It was deep, and muscle was visible. It was shaped like a fan but with 

the texture of steak. Blood trickled through the little troughs. 

Atoosa moaned. Everyone turned to her.  

“Please don’t wake up!” Artemisia whisper-pleaded. 

The empress groaned and began to open her eyes. Artemisia began to cry.  

Atoosa screamed in agony.  

Her sister offered the leather strap.  

The queen bit into it and began to thrash under the binds.  

“I can’t work like this! Handmaidens, lie on the empress! Hold her down—something!” 

Even with the queen’s thrashing under control, she still twisted her head from side to side. 

And then Artemisia noticed that the breast was in her hands. She wobbled and instinctively moved 



towards the door. Parmys bumped into her to push her away from the brazier. A servant ran up to Artemisia 

and took the bloody breast. 

The young Carian crumpled. 

 


