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  Preface


  Imagine a world where love and life shaped by traditions, rituals, and customs are unique to each culture. Where the architecture of grand wonders inspired empires, and the natural resources of each city sustained them. This book takes you on a journey to the ancient world, where each chapter is a romantic tale set in a city that is home to Wonders of the World.


  We’ll explore the mysteries and romance of long-lost and existing cities. But this book isn’t just about the wonders themselves; it’s about the people who lived and loved within their walls. It’s about the gems that symbolized their dreams and desires and the weddings that united them in joyous celebration.


  In these pages, you’ll encounter a variety of characters from all walks of life, each with their own unique story to tell. You’ll witness the joy and pain of first love, the challenges and triumphs of marriage, and the enduring power of family and tradition. And along the way, you’ll learn about the customs and rituals of each city, from the food they ate to the clothes they wore.


  The research and knowledge of historians and archaeologists inspire these stories. They offer a glimpse into the past, and an opportunity to imagine what life might have been like in a bygone era. But more than that, they remind us of the enduring power of love and the importance of celebrating the joys of life with those we hold dear.


  So, come journey with us and explore the wonders of the ancient world through the lens of romance and love.


  Acknowledgments


  Writing this book has been one of the most challenging yet rewarding projects I’ve ever undertaken. I may have given up on this endeavor without the support of my wife Hiromy, my children Cain and Sophia, and a special dedication to Doris Nixon, my mentor and renowned wedding expert. Thank you to all my friends and wedding industry colleagues who have encouraged me to pursue my dreams. Weddings have taught me the value of other cultures, backgrounds, and beliefs. I would not be the person I am today if it weren’t for their opinions, ideals, and traditions.


  Trevor Takasu
 Wedding Producer, Ordained Minister, Author
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  Fable One


  The myth of the sacred marriage was a story known by most Babylonians. It entailed Inanna and her husband, Dumuzi. Their bond was far from ordinary, for it was built on the foundation of their deep affection for each other. They were prepared to share their death.


  The story intertwines with this belief by keeping the land fertile to continue to grow crops and successfully harvest. It is said that half the year Dumuzi spent his time in the underworld, and when he returned to Inanna, the land reawakened.


  The once barren land had transformed into a verdant paradise, with fields teeming with lush greenery and the radiant sun casting its glow upon the thriving landscape. People believe Dumuzi emerged from the underworld to restore the fertility of the earth. His presence recovered the fertility of the ground, and the people rejoiced. Or perhaps it was Inanna celebrating her husband’s return.


  Chapter One


  Hanging Gardens, Iraq (550 bce)


  The lurid yellow sun rising from the east at dawn was enough reason to celebrate in the mesmerizing city of Babylon. Whatever you were looking for, it had it all. Enriched by a vibrant culture and adorned with magnificent architecture, the city was replete with all that its denizens could ever desire. There’s an abundance of beauty overflowing with much life and light. Often nicknamed the dwelling of the gods, every morning, the city becomes the brightest. Every night pitch black saves for the silver-coated torches hanging from painted brick walls. People in this city were happy, smiling joyfully at everyone they met and laughing at tales told by older men who had taken part in previous monarch wars. Living there, many often noted, was a great time to be alive.


  The Euphrates River ran parallel, along with the impenetrable outer walls made of mud brick. On either side, a stone embankment rose above the surface of the river at regular intervals to prevent the water from flowing onto the city’s main street. One could see the overall shape of Babylon and its surround-ings from above the walls. Beyond the walls or across the river, the Citizens made their abodes. Affluent merchants and esteemed inhabitants flourished within the city. They made buildings in Babylon of brick, marble, and limestone, and featured domes of blue marble and red tile.


  There were a series of three rings of forty feet walls encircling the city. A watchtower stood within each ring, and it was the only spot where you could see the actual guards patrolling the walls and towers. The main entrance to the inner city was through Ishtar Gate, adorned with images of lions, bulls, and dragons decorated with glazed bright blue bricks. They tightly guarded this entrance, requiring a security check for all who entered. A few exceptions to this rule could enter the lower city, but soldiers always guarded them. Merchants, scribes, and scholars were usually allowed access.


  Once inside, there were many magnificent buildings and architectural structures built by the king. The Royal Palace was in the center court area decorated with glazed yellow and blue tile. It was situated atop two huge pyramids, which were both built from red granite stones. The palace balcony afforded a breathtaking vista of the sprawling city below.


  They built a structure to honor Marduk, the Babylonian patron god. It was a two-leveled temple, two-hundred and eighty feet high, stepped pyramid terrace, which spanned the entire palace grounds. The first level was for worshippers to stand before the statues presenting offerings. They would say supplications, extol their god, honor them with petals and scent, sip from chalices, dine from a platter, or even give offerings. The second floor of the building had the largest hall reserved for worshiping the statue of his wife. A small statue of the goddess stood beside a resplendent golden door leading into the city. It was impolite to enter without prior permission.


  To the north of this courtyard was a second terraced pyramid, also made from red granite. Atop the pyramid stood the Temple of Asha, with gardens and small ponds surrounding it. At the center of the city stood an enormous square surrounded by temples of the gods. Possibly up to a hundred-thousand people lived behind its walls.


  Everyone became accustomed to the city’s wondrous natural gifts and their annual festivals. The people had developed a habit of merriment, and it had become an integral part of their culture. Festivals, celebrations, and lively gatherings were commonplace in the city, and the residents reveled in the joyous atmosphere that pervaded their daily lives. They would parade various images of gods through the streets until they reached the Euphrates River. They loaded statues on separate boats to the garden temple. The chariots then transported each to their respective temples.


  Townspeople were enjoying a wedding feast that closed down the city. The special occasion was so grand and memorable that it will be talked about for generations to come. Festivities had left an indelible mark on the city’s history, and the people would continue to recount the tales of that day to future generations. The joy and excitement that had filled the air would forever be etched in the collective memory of the city’s people. Viceroy Dareios was finally remarrying after his wife had died during childbirth. Everyone, regardless of their class, was extremely happy for him. The entire city pitched in to make it a memorable day for Dareios.


  Apart from the city, the palace staff extended a welcoming atmosphere and environment to all the out-of-town guests. The cleaners worked diligently, ensuring every nook and cranny of the halls was dusted and wiped until the paint sparkled from a distance. They included even the caterers in the fun and celebrations. Frying, steaming, and baking everything in sight. The main wedding dish served the Babylonian lamb with licorice and juniper berries, zymogen, and zukanda. Honey, roasted chestnuts, grapes, dates, apricots, figs, apples, pomegranates, bananas, lemons, oranges, and pears are included ingredients in preparing a delectable meal.


  However, none of them worked as hard as Namtar, the viceroy’s winemaker and gardener. Although Namtar was the viceroy’s assistant on most days, he also picked grapes from the garden to make wine. Today, he was tasked with the responsibility of overseeing the decorations and preparing the wines for the ceremony. The halls were adorned with an array of different flower species, as if Mother Nature herself was in attendance. The sweet fragrance of the flowers filled the air, adding to the already festive atmosphere. Wines were carefully selected and arranged, with rich colors and flavors enticing the guests to indulge in their delights. The preparations had been meticulous, and he took great pride in the role he had played in making the occasion a success. They pinned the petals on royal blue curtains, accentuating the arc at the entrance. They filled the rest of the house with the most beautiful linen cloth of different colors, tying it to each end. The different pillars held up the massive ceiling at the top of the building. There were cinematic features painted on the wall by street oil painters, adding color, and a bit of warmth, to the overly emphasized display of ornaments.


  This was to the viceroy’s liking and appreciated by his favorite servant. The viceroy honored Namtar’s household with an invitation, including his ten-year-old son. He had been to every party his father had attended, but none were as exquisite as this one. The attention to detail was unparalleled, and the grandeur of the affair was something he had never seen before. The decorations, food, and wine were of the highest quality, with guests dressed in their finest attire. It was a true spectacle, and he felt honored to be a part of it. As he looked around the room, he saw awe and wonder on the faces of the guests, and he knew that this would be a party to remember for years to come. The ceremony started at about the sixth hour before sunset. They conducted ceremonies late afternoon, so the reception followed and extended into the evening. Viceroy Dareios wore a glistening red velvet robe that matched the curtains of the chambers he had walked from. There were golden embroidery designs threaded at the hems, which contributed further to the shiny appearance of the entire outfit.


  Everyone in attendance dressed up in their finest robes, tunics, and linen for the event. As the soon-to-be queen entered the inner chamber, it was as if the very air had stilled. All eyes were fixed upon her, as the room seemed to glow with a radiance that only she could bring. Struggling to walk down the aisle, the queen wore overflowing folds of linen and mauve fabric stretching from where she started. The distance from the altar to the arch was about ten meters. She smelled like perfume and polished jewelry, and her silk veil was a translucent net that concealed the guests’ delight in her radiance and beauty. Namtar was so consumed with the festivities that he had lost track of his young son, who had been walking beside him amidst the raucous crowd. The noise and excitement had been overwhelming, and in the chaos, the boy had slipped away unnoticed. After what seemed like an eternity of searching for his family, he waited outside by the water fountain. He was sure a grown-up would finally find him, eventually.


  “What are you doing here? Are you lost too?” he heard someone inquire from behind him. Turning around, a young girl was talking to him, but he didn’t feel the need to answer. “Well, I sometimes get lost at weddings.” She continued when he didn’t respond. He argued it wasn’t as easy as she said. Moments later, a woman wearing colorful linen emerged from the house and called the young girl inside. A deep sense of disappointment engulfed the boy as he realized that he had let slip the chance to converse with her, leaving him with a heavy heart.


  “Here, take this.” The girl gives him the green stone from her left ear. She proceeded to tell the boy a rhyme her mother recites to her “With each gemstone, a story to tell. Of a love that forever shall dwell.” She continued. “It will make you remind me until we meet again, maybe at another wedding?” In an abrupt turn of events, she vanished, leaving the boy with a sense of melancholy and an unspoken goodbye.


  Chapter Two


  Dagan strode down the market, trying to remember the route he had taken last week. Despite many visits, the ceremonial gold chalice remained elusive. Even during their latest feast at the palace, he was uncertain of its whereabouts. His labor in the viceroy’s court, tending to the viceroy’s favorite garden and making the greatest wine from the vineyards, was his love. It had conditioned him to spend all his time within the city walls. He had been working for the viceroy’s court since he was five, picking out wild purple berries from the royal farms with his father.


  His family was in charge of royal winemaking and farming. This part of his genealogy traces generations back to the times of able-bodied men who lived outside the city walls farming. It was during his father’s reign that he took over the role of winemaker after they executed his predecessor, who served the monarch a poisoned chalice. This was perfect timing and opportunity for a better position to secure within the city walls. And it worked mostly as Dagan’s father, being the viceroy’s close friend and personal assistant, worked his way up the social ladder. He eventually elevated his family to professional gardeners and winemakers in the viceroy’s court. Dagan spent several years honing his filtering skills by harvesting good berries.


  Assuming his father’s position became a daunting task for him as he struggled to come to terms with his father’s demise and adjust to his new role. Now he walked the entire streets of Babylon in search of special wine chalices used only for the viceroy’s guests.


  The main area featured a big central fountain on one side of the plaza, which also featured a small pool that fed the water supply. On the other side of the street stood a store filled with expensive goods. Some people wandered along the streets, shopping for rare items in Babylon. Others sat around the fountain sipping tea from colorful ceramic cups. “Silim.” He greeted the first person he could find, hoping she would know the directions. A young girl was in the jeweler’s boutique, meticulously adorning herself with every piece of their exquisite collection. She turned to look at him. “Ah yes, do you know where the kiosk for golden chalices is?”


  “Well, sir, I’m not sure, as this is my first time here,” the girl replied without looking in his direction.


  “Is that right?” he asked sarcastically. “There are hundreds of jewelers, but you chose this one in the market’s center.”


  “Excuse me, sir, please don’t upset my business,” the jeweler said, getting angry. When the girl calmed him down and finally turned to look at the stranger, she was beautiful, as far as beauty goes, with blue eyes immediately mesmerizing Dagan.


  “Well, sir,” she eyes him condescendingly. “It might interest you to know the palace gave me this specific address of the shop. You should tell your master to help you with directions while sending you to the market alone.”


  “But I don’t have a master,” he says with a proud smirk.


  “No, really?” she seemed a little confused.


  “You could say it’s my first day working directly for the viceroy,” he said. Now thinking he might earn some sympathy, or perhaps even a modicum of respect, from her. Although it was all true, she wasn’t buying any of it. “Look, I’m sorry if I offended you, but I am overwhelmed. Can we start over again?” as he shook her ring-studded hand. “I’m Dagan, the royal winemaker, and you are?”


  “My name is Sybella, and I’m new to this part of the country,” she says. They talked for a few minutes, and once directed to the correct shop, he purchased the chalices. He yearned to linger and engage in conversation with the enigmatic and captivating girl he encountered in the bustling marketplace. His aspirations were dashed, however, for the prince’s prospective bride and her entourage were expected any minute. He had to deliver the cups to the palace immediately with limited time traveling back from Persia. It turned out Sybella was looking for jewelry to wear to a wedding ceremony she planned to attend. If there is one aspect of Babylonian culture that is widely known and celebrated, it is undoubtedly their penchant for revelry and merrymaking.


  The ceremony began fairly late, as the bride and her family arrived at the palace a few hours later than expected. This worked out better for Dagan, as it was impossible for him to finish preparing the wine on time. Fortunately, all’s well that ends well, and the situation ultimately resolves itself positively.


  Everyone seemed pleased with the signing of the betrothal certificates. The viceroy invited Dagan to serve the wine to the guests, which he did. But as he was going to pour some for the prince’s fiancée, he couldn’t help but note how familiar she looked, and suddenly he remembered where he’d seen her before.


  It was Sybella with the same earrings he had seen her shopping in the market. Despite his attempts to capture her attention, she appeared to ignore him, even as their gazes met. He wondered if it would be better to wait until after the ceremony to confront her about her behavior.


  Chapter Three


  Dagan couldn’t bring himself to knock on the chocolate oak door in the upper chambers. He felt uncomfortable telling the prince’s soon-to-be bride how abrasive he was in public. After careful consideration, he offered her a bouquet as a humble atonement for his lack of courtesy.


  He prepared a flower arrangement, balancing his propriety with his desire to welcome the prince’s future queen. As the royal gardener, he knew he had every right to do so, yet he couldn’t shake off the feeling that it might be too soon after the betrothal ceremony. He knocked first, but it moved slightly ajar with the force of his hands. The door stood unlocked, beckoning him to enter, but he knew better than to barge in uninvited. He waited patiently, knowing that he could only step inside when she granted him permission to do so. “Who is there?” she called with a holler from within, unaware he could hear her whispers from the open door.


  “Flowers for my lady,” he said, mimicking the voice of a servant. She permitted him to come in, so he entered. He noticed the beautifully decorated bedroom was fit for royalty. She paid little attention to him, but it did not bother him. It appeared she was nose-deep, partially painting on the wall.


  “That is a beautiful orchard,” he said before leaving. He admired the careful detailing of each petal down to the last crumple.


  “Yes,” as she massaged her neck and admired her work from a distance.


  “I may know nothing about art, but I can recognize true beauty when I see it.” He reflected on his comment and realized it was inappropriate. He needed to change the subject immediately, so he said. “You know, I’m into gardening.”


  “Well, thank you. I needed the compliment,” finally looking towards him. The mesmerizing… what! Were those green eyes he was seeing? But he remembered seeing her with blue eyes at the market. He didn’t show his surprise, so he let her finish talking. “Can I speak freely with you, sir?” he nodded and closed the door behind him.


  “Do you see the thorns?” she asked rhetorically. “The way they deftly intertwined and twisted the flowers without causing harm to the delicate orchard was a sight to behold. And yet, the mere presence of their figures in the painting left a sense of unease in any beholder’s eye.” She paused for a second, letting out a silent sigh before she continued. “That is how I feel, like a beautiful flower trapped in harmless thorns.” Dagan was at a loss for words, although she expected a reaction.


  “I don’t know what to tell you,” he began, “from my knowledge of gardening, you shouldn’t keep a rose bush too long among thorn weeds. It would be a gradual process, but believe me when I say they would eventually suffocate the rosebush.”


  “Wow, for someone who only trims and waters, you know a lot about flowers,” she said, genuinely refreshed by his response.


  “Our family had a farming background before transitioning to gardening,” he smirked approvingly.


  “I guess that explains it, then.” She paused and stared, taking his every muscle into memory. “Wow, I don’t know why, but you look familiar.” He was about to remind her he was the same guy she met but then immediately cut him off. “Oh, you’re the one that served the wine the other day for dinner.”


  “Yes,” he said, with a minor disappointment in his tone. “I’m Dagan, by the way.”


  “Elated to meet you, Dagan; I’m Gula,” as she spoke, her eyes shone with a radiant brightness, and a smile stretched across her face.


  “Gula, like the goddess, right?” he asked in sheer confusion. Wasn’t her name “Sybella” as she told him at the market? Why did she lie to him then? Or was she lying to him now? Perplexed by the situation, he found himself at a loss for words. He decided to play along with the charade, silently wondering what was really going on. With a nod, he left her to continue her painting.


  Chapter Four


  Dagan was no stranger to the concept of beauty, having spent much of his life working in the viceroy’s favorite garden. The botanical gardens were a magnificent sight. The layout and overall ambiance of the place were so impressive that visitors couldn’t help but praise it as an architectural masterpiece. Every detail seemed to have been carefully thought out, and the result was a stunning display of design and craftsmanship.


  The Hanging Gardens, nicknamed by the locals, was an impressive height of eighty feet, extending three floors. King Nebuchadnezzar II built them as a gift to his wife, Amytis. She was homesick and missing the sight of beautiful vegetation and mountains of her native homeland of Media. The tower itself took up a remarkable four hundred feet of Babylonian land. It was complete with a well-drilled irrigation system that poured water directly from the Euphrates River. The water source was so abundant that it effortlessly nourished every plant life in the region, drawing people to the area with its natural beauty. The elaborate artwork, painted and plastered on the twenty-two feet thick walls of the building, was an added attraction that captivated visitors with its intricate details and stunning colors. Paintings filled the walls with different deities and heroes from the lands of Marduk, Ishtar, and all the Nebuchadnezzars that have ever lived. The images resonated with the lavenders and greens of the plants to give them an enticing hue.


  The lush greenery that surrounded the area was undoubtedly the major attraction, creating a tranquil and cool atmosphere that enveloped visitors with a sense of calm. Everywhere, there were trees, plants, and flowers of every shape and color, providing a natural respite from the hustle and bustle of everyday life. There was a reason for this modest garden to be visited several times. Each floor of the building comprised a different type of plant life. The first floor had only flowering plants and colorful bushes of various species as diverse as a typical night sky full of stars.


  Then on the second floor, there were only plants, short shrubs, and bushes of the most edible, medicinal, and sweet-scenting herbs. On the highest floor stood trees and orchards of the finest fruit and wood in the city. These were home to unique orchid species, almonds, rosewood, oak, olive, walnut, date, pomegranate, pear, fig, quince, and fig trees, as well as sweet grape vines.


  But the sight of Gula in a casual tunic, paying her first visit to his garden, surpassed any of the beauty he had been privileged to witness regularly. At first, he didn’t know how to act, nervous at the instance of her laying ambush on his territory. He never considered she might be curious regarding his life as a horticulturist. She asked for a tour, which he was happy to oblige. So, they walked around the garden, surveying and admiring every plant life in the area. As the day went on, their conversation turned to the intricacies of the different flower petals they were observing. They pointed out the unique shapes and colors of each one, discussing the science behind their formation, contributing to the overall garden’s beauty. These discussions eased Dagan’s nerves and made him comfortable around her.


  “And what might this little guy be called?” Gula asked, touching a pale-looking flower petal. “It’s amazing how the color, as pale as death itself, looks like an optical illusion.”


  “No, that is a red lotus, and it is dying.” He touches the soil as if looking for a temperature change. “But that is strange. I added dark soil just last week.”


  “Well, maybe you did not add enough,” she took a straightforward guess.


  “Well, maybe I didn’t,” he said, his eyes filled with genuine concern. “Can you wait a while here? I just want to get supplies. I promise ill make haste.”


  And with her permission, he left her there to look for farming supplies for his red lotus. He thought about how quickly she consented when he abandoned her there alone with the flowers, as if she also loved being in their presence as much as he did. Most women he’d met were terrified of being left alone in the gardens. It was as if the flora might come to life and capture them. It was invigorating to witness someone who showed sincere enthusiasm for his passion. He was surprised to see Gula wandering the streets when he made it to the royal store that housed all the supplies. So much for waiting for him, he thought and confronted her.


  “Salim,” he greeted and walked up to where she was standing. “I thought I told you to stay in the garden and wait for me.”


  “I’m sorry, sir, you have the wrong person,” ignoring him and continuing.


  “But Gula, it’s me, Dagan,” he said, taken aback by her abrupt shift in mood.


  “I’ve told you before, sir; I’m not GU… wait.” She gives him a long stare, as though searching for a memory. “It’s Dagan, right? The man from the market?”


  “Sybella?” Dagan noticed her blue eyes. “Okay, what is going on?”


  “Well, I’ve been looking for my sister, and you seem to know where she is?”


  “Gula is your sister?” he asked, still trying to wrap his head around this.


  “Since the day we were born. Now, where did you say she is?”


  He escorted her to the spot in the garden where Gula was waiting, and it was heartwarming to witness their reunion. Dagan couldn’t sleep that night, thinking about how hard his life was. Gula had slowly captured his heart, but she was already betrothed to the second, most powerful man in the empire. Sybella was a carbon copy of Gula and the only reason he got involved with either of them. He believed Gula was the one he desired, but sadly, she could never be a part of his life. The thoughts soon made him confused, so he decided it was best to cut ties with both of them. Gula’s wedding day would soon arrive, and she would marry, while Sybella would return to Persia. Until the Prince’s wedding, it was crucial for him to steer clear of any communication with either of them. He hoped that once the chaos subsided, his life would be back to normal.


  Chapter Five


  According to Prince Nurval, he spent his childhood on the back of a horse. He knew the right time to take horses out for a ride was afternoons. He rested and fed the horses hours ago, allowing them to digest and relax so they could run faster.


  Gula didn’t trust or have an interest in anything Nurval said. So strong was her desire to be at the hanging gardens that even the gods could sense it. She longed to listen to Dagan as he detailed the history and anatomy of each flower. He described the flora as if they were his beloved children whom he takes great care of. But even she knew it was a protocol dictated that when one’s husband summoned them, they didn’t decline. The prince had extended a gracious invitation for a leisurely ride, and though she harbored reservations, declining would be impolite. But if she were being honest, Prince Nurval wasn’t such an awful person as her lovey-dovey, unfaithful mind would want her to believe. From the moment she had graced the Palace’s archways, he had been nothing but kind to her, extending his hospitality with gentle care that belied his royal status. Perhaps it was the way he said it. How he spoke about the things he loved with such pride and arrogance is why she despised him. But the point wasn’t how much she didn’t love him, as people marry for different reasons. Despite her best efforts, she found herself unable to fathom a future with the prince that could rival the vivid images of a life she could envision with Dagan. And this realization bothered her into a never-ending state of guilt.


  As a result, when he invited her to accompany him for a horseback ride in the afternoon, she agreed on the condition of bringing someone. Her sister Sybella would be the best person to join them. She couldn’t possibly get through the afternoon without her by her side. Sybella proved to be far more adept than she at conversing on a multitude of topics, showcasing a breadth of knowledge and wit that left her feeling humbled in comparison. So, she invited her, and she accepted to help as a go-between. The day had arrived for the ride along the countryside’s rugged roads. Gula and the prince waited just outside the gate of Ishtar for Sybella to arrive. Though the prince initially hesitated at the suggestion, he soon realized that her unease at being alone with him was genuine and relented. He must go to any length to make her feel comfortable around him.


  Sybella arrived a little later than they had agreed, and when she arrived, she was walking alongside Dagan. Gula felt her throat get heavy at seeing him approaching the group. The prince didn’t have much of a problem with Dagan’s presence. In his eyes, Gula had already ruined the moment by inviting her sister.


  As they raced across the open fields, leaving the city behind, they came upon a canyon that was surrounded by several mountain caves. The sight was breathtaking, and they couldn’t resist the urge to explore the caves. Gula was terrified of the view from the canyon, so she tried to cling to Dagan’s horse. Dagan refused to comfort her and continued with his plan to ignore her every time she extended her hand. As their horses trotted briskly through the canyon, they heard a sound that raised the hair on their skins. It was a roar made by a saber-toothed tiger from atop the mountain. The faster they tried to run, the louder the roar became, until they felt as if they were being pursued. This triggered their horses, as they ran off in different directions, with only the prince having a good grip on his horse. The horses took off without turning back, heading deeper and deeper into the tunnel. Now in complete darkness, how do we get out?


  “What just happened?” Gula said as she dusted herself off while the horses ran deeper into the cave. She wasn’t sure who she ended up trapped with.


  “Are you alright?” Dagan sounded genuinely concerned for her by the sound of his voice. She was relieved to hear his voice, as he had not said a word their entire time together.


  “Well, maybe a little emotionally bruised lost. God knows where.” She had a habit of having a high-pitched voice when upset, making Dagan chuckle. “Yes, but aside from that, I’m doing great.” His laughter persists, directed at her without a hint of remorse. “What exactly is funny?” Irritated, she tried casting a shadow of him from the little light that filtered through a hole from outside.


  “You are funny when you’re worried,” he said, sitting on a flat surface stalagmite.


  “And you’re not?” she said, hitting two stones together at the sides. “I mean, we could both die here, and no one would know.”


  “But we won’t die,” he said, curiously watching the sparks fly from her hands. “Well, don’t you believe in the gods?” he asked as she searched for materials in her knapsack to use for a lamp.


  “I try my best to help myself when I can,” she said, folding her silk scarf into a cup and setting it on fire. “There, we can see to find our way out of here.”


  “Where did you learn to do that, a nobleman’s daughter?”


  “My father,” she paused, lost in a moment of reminiscence. “He taught us to hunt and make a fire for roasting when we were young girls,” she said with a smile, helping him up.


  “He must be a good man,” Dagan remarked, placing the lamp in front of them.


  “I believe he was better than most.” She inhaled after she spoke and then continued talking. “Better than those who suddenly ignore you for no particular reason.” Dagan knew she was talking about him, and he wished she would just stop, but to his shock, she kept going. “Are we good now, or are you talking to me because we may die?”


  “If I was still ignoring you, I wouldn’t hold this lamp and your hand as I’m doing now,” he said, squeezing her hand tighter than before.


  “Oh, so you agree you have been ignoring me, and I thought I was being paranoid,” she said, retracting her hand back.


  “Come on, Gula; it’s more complicated than that.”


  “Then explain it to me.” She halts him. “Explain how you’re the first person to understand me, even in this chaos. How could you abandon me like this?”


  “I can’t continue loving someone who is already engaged to a prince while knowing I am nobody.”


  “Look, there is light at the end of that tunnel.” He exhaled deeply and said, “I told you we would be fine.” And so they followed the light, walking the rest of the journey without another word.


  ***


  On the opposite side of the cave, Nurval and Sybella seemed trapped. As Sybella searched for a way out, the prince continued to grumble incessantly about everything. It perplexed Sybella how the prince’s priorities were so indifferent to reality. Gula and his horse were all that was on his mind, rather than their safety and survival.


  “I mean, I know it is all about duty with our relationship, but at least try to make it work, right?” The prince said lazily, moving the stones Sybella had asked him to.


  “I guess,” she said, not paying him any attention. “Yes, I know. I brought along a lamp.” She said, illuminating the wide space.


  “And I’m trying to make her happy. I really am,” he says, “but she’s just not into what I am.” Weary from picking up stones, he rested for a moment. “She intentionally invited you to come along today, even though I wanted to be alone with her. Then, she stayed in the back with that garden boy.”


  “Sheesh,” she interrupted his line of thought, “do you see that?”


  “What?”


  “There’s a goat!” The prince noticed the animal grazing on a patch of wild moss. “Looks like a way out here.”


  “Were you even listening to a word I was saying?” He inquired, ignoring all she had just said.


  “With due respect, your majesty, I’m more worried about our survival than your relationship with Gula.” She hissed in a way that anyone could pick up on her sarcasm.


  “You know you don’t have to be rude,” he stated, defeated. “I just need your advice because you are sisters.”


  “Do you want my honest advice?” He nodded yes, discarding the stones he had left to move.


  “I’ve known Gula my entire life, and she’s like nobody else I know. So, if you want a chance with her, match wits. As it stands, you’re not even close.” He was speechless, with nothing to say in response. Even as they followed the goat out of the cave, her words had no lasting impact on him.


  He believed Gula belonged to him legally and was determined to gain her love by using any means possible.


  Chapter Six


  Although five days have passed since the incident at the caves, Dagan still feels as though it occurred less than an hour ago. He is grappling with the notion of how he can lead a happy life after betraying not only the prince but also the entire empire. He kissed his betrothed and told her everything he felt for her. But it wasn’t the worst of it. The worst part was that she shared his sentiments. Even if his feelings died unexpectedly, there was no turning back for him. She made a habit of going to the gardens after evening prayers. A tour of the royal flowers was only a ploy for a chance to continue their forbidden relationship.


  They knew very well that what they were doing was not right. They did it anyway because they felt the aristocracy system and laws had wronged them, hindering them from enjoying true happiness. One could say it was a kind of anarchy against authority. The mere prospect of getting caught added an exhilarating element of danger, intensifying the illicit and scandalous nature of their love. On the day it caught up with them, she used the same excuse she had been using for the past five days. They hoped whatever they experienced with each other would last a lifetime. Everything would be alright if they kept things as normal as possible, and their secret remained hidden. Gula would tell her assistants she was praying at the temple, which was true. Immediately after the prayer, she would head to the garden’s second level. Dagan would wait for her with unwavering patience, never faltering in his devotion. She would knock on the garden storage door three times before entering like a secret code. He would open the door slowly and welcome her with a kiss.


  “Did I take too long?” she would ask as he held her in a steamy embrace, and then he would reply. “No, every time I see you, it feels like time stands still.”


  It was the end of a hectic week of festivals for its citizens. Everyone headed either back to work or home to spend time with the family. In the spirit of the festivities, the prince took advantage of spending time alone with his fiancée. An opportunity to show his good qualities rather than the nasty rumors spread about him.


  He had meticulously crafted an itinerary for an exclusive imperial tour, complete with a tantalizing array of sights and flavors to savor. It was a surprise tailored only for her, but its success hinged on one crucial factor—finding her. He searched everywhere, including her usual hang-out spots. She was nowhere to be seen. That’s when Sybella suggested he check out the garden because she knew how much her sister loved the flowers.


  He observed them frolicking in public without the civility of hiding behind closed doors. Their level of comfort had grown to where their behavior was disrespectful. They had predicted that since it was a festival day, the garden would be quiet, so there was not much chance of getting caught. They did not know how wrong they were.


  The prince saw them from a distance, being careful not to intrude or make his presence known. He walked away and immediately prepared a decree for Dagan’s arrest. In his younger days, he would have asserted his dominance with force, but as he grew older, he attempted to be more politically correct in his actions. The time for acting like a gentleman was over, and will not be made a fool of.


  Chapter Seven


  “Why did you do it?” Sybella walked into the prince’s chambers without knocking. Women in skimpy outfits were dancing erotically in front of him as he sat there like a mannequin chugging his sixth mug of beer. In her mind, she had conjured up an image of him as an arrogant or cruel individual. However, the notion of him being a tyrant who would imprison someone without just cause had never crossed her mind. Maybe this was what he was, as it never occurred to her about his true character. Was it his intention all along? He may act like a naïve young man, but under the exterior, he is a ruthless individual. Whatever it was, she would not tolerate it as the rest of the realm had done. “Tell me, in Marduk’s name, what he did?” Nurval stared at her from head to her toe, surprised by the audacity. He signaled the two guards to send the entertainment away.


  “Have you had some breakfast this morning? Trust me, it’s delicious,” he asked, but she wasn’t having any of it.


  “Do not evade the question, Nurval.” What? How dare she call him by his given, as only his parents ever called him by name? Something within him liked the idea of her demeanor, a gorgeous yet highly dictatorial woman.


  “But I’m not the one you need to be asking those questions to,” he said, reclining on his king-sized bed. “You should ask your sister what she did.”


  “What do you mean by that?” she asked, puzzled but still angry.


  “Oh, so you didn’t know?” he said, genuinely concerned. “Your sister and that garden brute have been having an affair. I guess it started in the mountain cave, being alone together.” Nurval expected to enjoy the look of surprise on her face, but only felt pity. It hurt her to be kept in the dark regarding this affair. He longed to comfort her, to hold her close and reassure her he understood her pain, but his pride kept him at a distance, only allowing him to watch from afar.
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