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MY JOURNEY INTO A.D. 30



It is said that true spirituality cannot be taught, it can only be learned, and it can only be learned through experience, which is actually story—all else is only hearsay. It is also said the shortest distance between a human being and the truth is a story. Surely this is why Jesus preferred to use stories.


For ten years I dreamed of entering the life of Jesus through story, not as a Jew familiar with the customs of the day, but as an outsider, because we are all outsiders today. I wanted to hear his teaching and see his power. I wanted to know what he taught about how we should live; how we might rise above all the struggles that we all face in this life, not just in the next life after we die.


We all know what Jesus means for Christians on a doctrinal statement in terms of the next life, and we are eternally grateful. But we still live in this life. What was his Way for this life other than to accept his Way for the next life?


So I began by calling Jesus by the name he was called in his day, Yeshua, and I once again set out to discover his Way through the lens of a foreigner—a Bedouin woman who is cast out of her lofty position in the deep Arabian desert by terrible tragedy. Her epic, unnerving journey forces her to the land of Israel, where she encounters the radical teachings of Yeshua, which once again turn her world upside down.


As they did mine.


Although I grew up in the church and am very familiar with Christianity, what I discovered in Yeshua’s teachings staggered me. It was at once beautiful to the part of me that wanted to be set free from my own chains, and unnerving to that part of me that didn’t want to let go and follow the path to freedom in this life.


I grew up as the son of missionaries who left everything in the west to take the good news to a tribe of cannibals in Indonesia. They were heroes in all respects and taught me many wonderful things, not least among them all the virtues and values of the Christian life. What a beautiful example they showed me.


When I was six years old, they did what all missionaries did in that day and for which I offer them no blame: they sent me to a boarding school. There I found myself completely untethered and utterly alone. I wept that first night, terrified. I don’t remember the rest of the nights because I have somehow blocked those painful memories, but my friends tell me that I cried myself to sleep every night for many months.


I felt abandoned. And I was only six. I was lost, like that small bird in the children’s book that wanders from creature to creature in the forest asking each if they are his mother.


Are you my mother? Are you my Father?


I see now that my entire life since has been one long search for my identity and for significance in this life, though I was secure in the next life.


As I grew older, all the polished answers I memorized in Sunday school seemed to fail me on one level or another, sometimes quite spectacularly. I began to see cracks in what had once seemed so simple.


I was supposed to have special powers to love others and turn the other cheek and refrain from gossip and not judge. I was supposed to be a shining example, known by the world for my extravagant love, grace, and power in all respects. And yet, while I heard the rhetoric of others, I didn’t seem to have these powers myself.


During my teens, I was sure that it was uniquely my fault—I didn’t have enough faith, I needed to try harder and do better. Others seemed to have it all together, but I was a failure.


Can you relate?


Then I began to notice that everyone seemed to be in the same boat, beginning with those I knew the best. When my relationships challenged all of my notions of love, when disease came close to home, when friends turned on me, when I struggled to pay my bills, when life sucked me dry, I began to wonder where all the power to live life more abundantly had gone. Then I began to question whether or not it had ever really been there in the first place. Perhaps that’s why I couldn’t measure up.


So I pressed in harder with the hope of discovering God’s love. But I still couldn’t measure up.


And when I couldn’t measure up, I began to see with perfect clarity that those who claimed to live holy lives were just like me and only lied to themselves—a fact that was apparent to everyone but them. Did not Yeshua teach that jealousy and gossip and anxiousness and fear are just another kind of depravity? Did he not say that even to be angry with someone or call them a fool is the same as murder? Not just kind of–sort of, but really.


So then we are all equally guilty, every day.


How, then, does one find and know peace and power in this life when surrounded by such a great cloud of witnesses who only pretend to be clean by whitewashing their reputations while pointing fingers of judgment?


So many Christians today see a system that seems to have failed them. They have found the promises from their childhood to be suspect, if not empty, and so they are leaving in droves, leaving leaders to scratch their heads.


What about you? You’re saved in the next life as a matter of sound doctrine, but do you often feel powerless and lost in this life?


Think of your life in a boat on the stormy seas. The dark skies block out the sun, the winds tear at your face, the angry waves rise to sweep you off your treasured boat and send you into a dark, watery grave. And so you cringe in fear as you cling to the boat that you believe will save you from such suffering.


But Yeshua is at peace. And when you cry out in fear, he rises and looks out at that storm, totally unconcerned.


Why are you afraid? he asks.


Has he gone mad? Does he not see the reason to fear? How could he ask such a question?


Unless what he sees and what you see are not the same… Peace.


Yeshua shows us a Way of being saved in the midst of all that we think threatens us on the dark seas of our lives here on earth.


When the storms of life rise and threaten to swamp you, can you quiet the waves? Can you leave that cherished boat behind and walk on the troubled waters, or do you cling to your boat like the rest of the world, certain you will drown if you step on the deep dark seas that surround you? Do you have the power to move mountains? Do you turn the other cheek, able to offer love and peace to those who strike you?


Are you anxious in your relationship or lack thereof? Are you concerned about your means of income, or your career, or your status? Do you fear for your children? Are you worried about what you will wear, or how others will view you in any respect? Do you secretly suspect that you can never quite measure up to what you think God or the world expects of you? That you are doomed to be a failure, always? Are you quick to point out the failures of others?


I was, though I didn’t see it in myself. As it turns out, it’s hard to see when your vision is blocked by planks of secret judgments and grievances against yourself and the world. It was in my writing of A.D. 30 that I discovered just how blind I was and still often am.


But Yeshua came to restore sight to the blind and set the captives free. The sight he offered was into the Father’s realm, which is brimming with light, seen only through new vision. And in that light I began to glimpse the deep mystery of Yeshua’s Way, not only for the next life, but for this life.


His Way of being in this world is full of joy and gratefulness. A place where all burdens are light and each step sure. Contentment and peace rule the heart. A new power flows unrestricted.


But Yeshua’s Way is also 180 degrees from the way of the world and, as such, completely counterintuitive to any system of human logic. The body cannot see Yeshua’s Way for this life—true vision requires new eyes. The mind cannot understand it—true knowing requires a whole new operating system. This is why, as Yeshua predicted, very few even find his Way. It is said that nearly 70 percent of all Americans have accepted Jesus as savior at some point, but how many of us have found his Way for this life?


Yeshua’s Way is letting go of one world system to see and experience another—one that is closer than our own breath.


It is surrendering what we think we know about the Father so we can truly know him. It is the great reversal of all that we think will give us significance and meaning in this life so we can live with more peace and power than we have yet imagined.


In today’s vernacular, Yeshua’s Way is indeed the way of superheroes. In this sense, was he not the first superhero, and we now his apprentices? Would we not rush to see and experience this truth about Yeshua, our Father, and ourselves?


In the Way of Yeshua we will bring peace to the storms of this life, we will walk on the troubled seas, we will not be bitten by the lies of snakes, we will move mountains that appear insurmountable, we will heal the sickness that has twisted our minds and bodies, we will be far more than conquerors through Yeshua, who is our true source of strength.


It is the Way of Yeshua for this life that I found in A.D. 30. Whenever we find ourselves blinded by our own grievances, judgments, and fears, we, like Maviah in A.D. 30, sink into darkness. But when we trust Yeshua and his Way once again, we see the sun instead of the storm.


This is our revolution in Yeshua: to be free from the prisons that hold us captive. This is our healing, to see what few see. This is our resurrection: to rise from death with Yeshua as apprentices in the Way of the Master.


So enter this story if you like and see if you can see what Maviah saw. It may change the way you understand your Father, your Master, yourself, and your world.
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All teachings spoken by Yeshua in A.D. 30


are his words from the gospels.


(See appendix.)













PROLOGUE
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I HAD HEARD of kingdoms far beyond the oasis that gives birth to life where none should be, kingdoms beyond the vast, barren sands of the Arabian deserts.


I had lived in one such kingdom beyond the great Red Sea, in a land called Egypt, where I was sold into slavery as a young child. I had dreamed of the kingdoms farther north, where it was said the Romans lived in opulence and splendor, reveling in the plunder of conquered lands; of the silk kingdoms beyond Mesopotamia, in the Far East where wonder and magic ruled.


But none of these kingdoms were real to me, Maviah, daughter of the great sheikh of the Banu Kalb tribe, which presided over Arabia’s northern sands. None were real to me because I, Maviah, was born into shame without the hope of honor.


It is said that there are four pillars of life in Arabia, without which all life in the desert would forever cease. The sands, for they are the earth and offer the water where it can be found. The camel, for it grants both milk and freedom. The tent, for it gives shelter from certain death. And the Bedouin, ruled by none, loyal to the death, passionate for life, masters of the harshest desert in which only the strongest can survive. In all the world, there are none more noble than the Bedu, for only the Bedu are truly free, living in the unforgiving tension of these pillars.


Yet these four are slaves to a fifth: the pillar of honor and shame.


And upon reflection I would say that there is no greater honor than being born with the blood of a man, no greater shame than being born with the blood of a woman. Indeed, born into shame, a woman may find honor only by bringing no shame to man.


Through blood are all bonds forged. Through blood is all shame avenged. Through blood is life passed on from father to son. In blood is all life contained, and yet a woman is powerless to contain her own. Thus she is born with shame.


Even so, the fullness of my shame was far greater than that of being born a woman.


Through no will of my own, I was also an illegitimate child, the seed of a dishonorable union between my father and a woman of the lowest tribe in the desert, the Banu Abysm, scavengers who crushed and consumed the bones of dead animals to survive in the wastelands.


Through no will of my own, my mother perished in childbirth.


Through no will of my own, my father sent me to Egypt in secret so that his shame could not be known, for it is said that a shame unrevealed is two-thirds forgiven.


Through no will of my own, I was made a slave in that far land.


Through no will of my own, I was returned to my father’s house when I gave birth to a son without a suitable husband. There, under his reluctant protection, I once again found myself in exile.


I was a Bedu who was not free, a woman forever unclean, a mother unworthy of a husband, an outcast imprisoned by those mighty pillars of the desert, subject of no kingdom but death.


But there came into that world a man who spoke of a different kingdom with words that defied all other kingdoms.


Some said that he was a prophet from their god. Some said that he was a mystic who spoke in riddles meant to infuriate the mind and quicken the heart, that he worked wonders to make his power evident. Some said that he was a Gnostic, though they were wrong. Some said that he was a messiah who came to set his people free. Still others, that he was a fanatical Zealot, a heretic, a man who’d seen too many deaths and too much suffering to remain sane.


But I came to know him as the Anointed One who would grant great power to those few who followed in his way.


My name is Maviah, daughter of Rami bin Malik.


His name was Yeshua.













DUMAH
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“I tell you, do not resist an evil person.


If anyone slaps you on the right cheek, turn to them the other cheek also.”


Yeshua

















CHAPTER ONE
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THE DESERT knows no years. Here time is marked by three things alone. By the rising and the falling of the sun each day, to both bless and curse with its fire. By the coming of rain perhaps twice in the winter, if the gods are kind. And by the dying of both young and old at the whim of those same gods.


I stood alone on the stone porch atop the palace Marid, high above the Dumah oasis, as the sun slowly settled behind blood-red sands. My one-year-old son suckled noisily at my breast beneath the white shawl that protected him from the world.


That world was controlled by two kinds: the nomadic peoples known as Bedouin, or Bedu, who roamed the deserts in vast scattered tribes such as the Kalb and the Thamud, and the stationary peoples who lived in large cities and were ruled by kings and emperors. Among these were the Nabataeans, the Jews, the Romans, and the Egyptians.


Two kinds of people, but all lived and died by the same sword.


There was more war than peace throughout the lands, because peace could be had only through oppression or tenuous alliances between tribes and kings, who might become enemies with the shifting of a single wind.


One of those winds was now in the air.


I’d named my son after my father, Rami bin Malik—this before I’d returned to Dumah and become fully aware of the great gulf that separated me from my father. Indeed, the sheikh tolerated my presence only because his wife, Nashquya, had persuaded him. I might be illegitimate, she’d cleverly argued, but my son was still his grandson. She insisted he take us in.


Nasha was not an ordinary wife easily dismissed, for she was the niece of King Aretas of the Nabataeans, who controlled all desert trade routes. Truly, Father owed his great wealth to his alliance with King Aretas, which was sealed through his marriage to Nasha.


Still, I remained a symbol of terrible shame to him. If not for Nasha’s continued affection for me, he would surely have sent me off into the wasteland to die alone and raised my son as his own.


Nasha alone was our savior. She alone loved me.


And now Nasha lay near death in her chambers two levels below the high porch where I stood.


I had been prohibited from seeing her since she’d taken ill, but I could no longer practice restraint. As soon as my son fed and fell asleep, I would lay him in our room and make my way unseen to Nasha’s chambers.


Before me lay the springs and pools of Dumah, which gave life to thousands of date palms stretching along the wadi, a full hour’s walk in length and half as far in breadth. Olive trees too, though far fewer in number. The oasis contained groves of pomegranate shrubs and apple, almond, and lemon trees, many of which had been introduced to the desert by the Nabataeans.


What Dumah did not grow, the caravans provided. Frankincense and myrrh, as valuable as gold to the Egyptians and Romans, who used the sacred incenses to accompany their dead into the afterlife. From India and the Gulf of Persia: rich spices, brilliantly colored cloths and wares. From Mesopotamia: wheat and millet and barley and horses.


All these treasures were carried through the Arabian sands along three trade routes, one of which passed through Dumah at the center of the vast northern desert. Some said that without the waters found in Dumah, Arabia would be half of what it was.


The oasis was indeed the ornament of the deep desert. Dumah was heavy with wealth from a sizable tax levied by my father’s tribe, the Banu Kalb. The caravans came often, sometimes more than a thousand camels long, bearing more riches than the people of any other Bedu tribe might lay eyes on during the full length of their lives.


So much affluence, so much glory, so much honor. And I, the only dark blot in my father’s empire. I was bound by disgrace, and a part of me hated him for it.


Little Rami fussed, hungry for more milk, and I lifted my white shawl to reveal his tender face and eyes, wide with innocence and wonder. His appetite had grown as quickly as his tangled black hair, uncut since birth.


I shifted him to my left, pulled aside my robe, and let him suckle as I lifted my eyes.


As a slave groomed for high service in a Roman house I had been educated, mostly in the ways of language, because the Romans had an appetite for distant lands. By the time I had my first blood, I could speak Arabic, the language of the deep desert; Aramaic, the trade language of Nabataeans and the common language in Palestine; Latin, the language of the Romans; and Greek, commonly spoken in Egypt.


And yet these languages were bitter herbs on my tongue, for even my education displeased my father.


I scanned the horizon. Only three days ago the barren dunes just beyond the oasis had been covered in black tents. The Dumah fair had drawn many thousands of Kalb and Tayy and Asad—all tribes in confederation with my father. A week of great celebration and trading had filled their bellies and laden their camels with enough wares to satisfy them for months to come. They were all gone now, and Dumah was nearly deserted, a town of stray camels that grazed lazily or slept in the sun.


To the south lay the forbidding Nafud desert, reserved for those Bedu who wished to tempt fate.


A day’s ride to the east lay Sakakah, the stronghold of the Thamud tribe, which had long been our bitter enemy. The Thamud vultures refrained from descending on Dumah only for fear of King Aretas, Nasha’s uncle, who was allied with my father and whose army was vast. Though both the Thamud and Kalb tribes were powerful, neither could hold this oasis without Aretas’s support.


But my father’s alliance with Aretas was sealed by Nasha’s life.


In turn, Nasha alone offered me mercy and life.


And Nasha was now close to death.


These thoughts so distracted me that I failed to notice that little Rami’s suckling had ceased. He breathed in sleep, oblivious to the concern whispering through me.


It was time. If I was discovered with Nasha, my father might become enraged and claim I had visited dishonor on his wife by entering her chamber. And yet I could not stay away from her any longer. I must go while Rami was still offering prayers at the shrine of the moon god, Wadd.


Holding my son close, I quickly descended three flights of steps and made my way, barefooted, to my room at the back of the palace, careful that none of the servants noticed my passing. The fortress was entombed in silence.


Leaving my son to sleep on the mat, I eased the door shut, grabbed my flowing gown with one hand so that I could move uninhibited, and ran through the lower passage. Up one flight of steps and down the hall leading to the palace’s southern side.


“Maviah?”


Catching my breath, I spun back to see Falak, Nasha’s well-fed servant, standing at the door that led into the cooking chamber.


“Where do you rush off to?” she asked with scorn, for even the servants were superior to me.


I recovered quickly. “Have you seen my father?”


She regarded me with suspicion. “Where he’s gone is none of your concern.”


“Do you know when he returns?”


“What do you care?” Her eyes glanced over my gown, a simple white cotton dress fitting of commoners, not the richly colored silk worn by those of high standing in the Marid. “Where is the child?”


“He sleeps.” I released my gown and settled, as if at a loss.


“Alone?” she demanded.


“I wish to ask my father if I might offer prayers for Nasha,” I said.


“And what good are your prayers in these matters? Do not insult him with this request.”


“I only thought—”


“The gods do not listen to whores!”


Her tone was cruel, which was not her normal way. She was only fearful of her own future should her mistress, Nasha, not recover.


“Even a whore may love Nashquya,” I said with care. “And even Nashquya may love a whore. But I am not a whore, Falak. I am the mother of my father’s grandson.”


“Then go to your son’s side where you belong.”


I could have said more, but I wanted no suspicion.


I dipped my head in respect. “When you next see Nashquya, will you tell her that the one whom she loves offers prayers for her?”


Falak hesitated, then spoke with more kindness. “She’s with the priest now. I will tell her. See to your child.”


Then she vanished back into the cooking chamber.


I immediately turned and hurried down the hall, around the corner, past the chamber of audience where my father accepted visitors from the clans, then down another flight of steps to the master chamber in which Nasha kept herself.


She was with a priest, Falak had said. So I slipped into the adjoining bathing room and parted the heavy curtain just wide enough to see into Nasha’s chamber.


I was unprepared for what greeted my eyes. Her bed was on a raised stone slab unlike those of the Bedu, who prefer rugs and skins on the floor. A mattress of woven date palms wrapped in fine purple linens covered the stone. This bedding was lined at the head and the far side with red and golden pillows fringed in black, for she was Nabataean and accustomed to luxury. Nasha was lying back against the pillows, face pale as though washed in ash, eyelids barely parted. She wore only a thin linen gown, which clung to her skin, wet with sweat.


One of the seers of the moon god Wadd, draped in a long white robe hemmed in blue fringe, faced her at the foot of the bed. He waved a large hand with long fingernails over a small iron bowl of burning incense as he muttered prayers in a bid to beg mercy from Dumah’s god. His eyes were not diverted from his task, so lost was he in his incantations.


Nasha’s eyes opened wide and I knew that she’d seen me. My breath caught in my throat, for if the priest also saw me, he would report to my father.


Nasha was within her wits enough to shift her eyes to the priest and feebly lift her arm.


“Leave me,” she said thinly.


His song faltered and he stared at her as though she had stripped him of his robe.


Nasha pointed at the door. “Leave me.”


“I don’t understand.” He looked at the door, confounded. “I… the sheikh called for me to resurrect his wife.”


“And does she appear resurrected to you?”


“But of course not. The god of Dumah is only just hearing my prayers and awakening from his sleep. I cannot possibly leave while in his audience.”


“How long have you been praying?”


“Since the sun was high.”


“If it takes you so long to awaken your god, I would require a different priest and a new god.”


Such as Al-Uzza, the Nabataean goddess to whom Nasha prayed, I thought. Al-Uzza might not sleep so deeply as Wadd, but I had never known any god to pay much attention to mortals, no matter how well plied.


“The sheikh commanded me!” the priest said.


“And now Nashquya, niece of the Nabataean king, Aretas, commands you,” she rasped. “You are alone with another man’s wife who has requested that you leave. Return to your shrine and retain your honor.”


His face paled at the insinuation. Setting his jaw, he offered Nasha a dark scowl, spit in disgust, and left the chamber in long, indignant strides.


The moment the door closed, I rushed in, aware that the priest’s report might hasten Rami’s return.


“Nasha!” I hurried to her bed and dropped to my knees. Taking her hand I kissed it, surprised by the heat in her flesh. “Nasha… I’m so sorry. I was forbidden to come but I could not stay away.”


“Maviah.” She smiled. “The gods have answered my dying request.”


She was speaking out of her fever.


I hurried to a bowl along the wall, dipped a cloth into the cool water, quickly wrung it out, and settled to my knees beside Nasha’s bed once again.


She offered an appreciative look as I wiped the sweat from her brow. She was burning up from the inside. They called it the black fever.


“You are strong, Nasha,” I said. “The fever will pass.”


“It has been two days…”


“I could have taken care of you!” I said. “Why must I be kept from you?”


“Maviah. Sweet Maviah. Always so passionate. So eager to serve. If you had not been a slave, you would have been a true queen.”


“Save your strength,” I scolded. She was the only one with whom I could speak so easily. “You must sleep. When did you last take the powder of the ghada fruit? Have they given you the Persian herbs?”


“Yes… yes, yes. But it hardly matters now, Maviah. It’s taking me.”


“Don’t speak such things!”


“It’s taking me and I’ve made my peace with the gods. I’m an old woman…”


“How can you say that? You’re still young.”


“I’m twenty years past you and now ready to meet my end.”


She was smiling but I wondered if her mind was already going.


“Rami has gone to the shrine of Wadd to offer the blood of a goat,” she said. “Then all the gods will be appeased and I will enter the next life in peace. You mustn’t fear for me.”


“No. I won’t allow the gods to take you so soon. I couldn’t bear to live without you!”


Her face softened at my words, her eyes searching my own. “You’re my only sister, Maviah.” I wasn’t her sister by blood, but we shared a bond as if it were so.


Worry began to overtake her face. A tear slipped from the corner of her eye. “I’m hardly a woman, Maviah,” she said, voice now strained.


“Don’t be absurd…”


“I cannot bear a son.”


“But you have Maliku.”


“Maliku is a tyrant!”


Rami’s son by his first wife had been only a small boy when Nasha came to Dumah to seal Rami’s alliance with the Nabataean kingdom through marriage. My elder by two years, Maliku expected to inherit our father’s full authority among the Kalb, though I was sure Rami did not trust him.


“Hush,” I whispered, glancing at the door. “You’re speaking out of fever!” And yet I too despised Maliku. Perhaps as much as he despised me, for he had no love to give except that which earned him position, power, or possession.


“I’m dying, Maviah.”


“You won’t die, Nasha.” I clung to her hand. “I will pray to Al-Uzza. I will pray to Isis.”


In Egypt I had learned to pray to the goddess Isis, who is called Al-Uzza among the Nabataeans, for they believe she is the protector of children, friend of slaves and the downtrodden—the highest goddess. And yet I was already convinced that even she, who had once favored me in Egypt, had either turned her back on me or grown deaf. Or perhaps she was only a fanciful creation of men to intoxicate shamed women.


“The gods have already heard my final request by bringing my sister to my side,” she said.


“Stop!” I said. “Your fever is speaking. You are queen of this desert, wife of the sheikh, who commands a hundred thousand camels and rules all the Kalb who look toward Dumah!”


“I am weak and eaten with worms.”


“You are in the line of Aretas, whose wealth is coveted by all of Rome and Palestine and Egypt and Arabia. You are Nashquya, forever my queen!”


At this, Nasha’s face went flat and she stared at me with grave resolve. When she finally spoke, her voice was contained.


“No, Maviah. It is you who will one day rule this vast kingdom at the behest of the heavens. It is written already.”


She was mad with illness, and her shift in disposition frightened me.


“I saw it when you first came to us,” she said. “There isn’t a woman in all of Arabia save the queens of old who carries herself like you. None so beautiful as you. None so commanding of life.”


What could I say to her rambling? She couldn’t know that her words mocked me, a woman drowning in the blood of dishonor.


“You must rest,” I managed.


But she only tightened her grasp on my arm.


“Take your son away, Maviah! Flee with him before the Nabataeans dash his head on the rocks. Flee Dumah and save your son.”


“My son is Rami’s son!” I jerked my arm away, horrified by her words. “My son is safe with my father!”


“Your father’s alliance with the Nabataeans is bound by my life,” she said. “I am under Rami’s care. Do you think King Aretas will only shrug if I die? Rami has defiled the gods.”


“He’s offended which god?”


“Am I a god to know? But I would not be ill if he had not.” So it was said—the gods made their displeasure known. “Aretas will show his outrage for all to see, so that his image remains unshakable before all people.”


“A hundred thousand Kalb serve Rami,” I said, desperate to denounce her fear, for it was also my own.


“Only because of his alliance with Aretas,” she said plainly. “If I die and Aretas withdraws his support, I fear for Rami.”


Any honor that I might wrestle from this life came only from my father, the greatest of all sheikhs, who could never fail. My only purpose was to win his approval by honoring him—this was the way of all Bedu daughters. If his power in the desert was compromised, I would become worthless.


“He has deserted the old ways,” Nasha whispered. “He’s not as strong as he once was.”


The Bedu are a nomadic people, masters of the desert, free to couch camel and tent in any quarter or grazing land. They are subject to none but other Bedu who might desire the same lands. It has always been so, since before the time of Abraham and his son Ishmael, the ancient father of the Bedu in northern Arabia.


In the true Bedu mind, a stationary life marks the end of the Bedu way. Mobility is essential to survival in such a vast wasteland. Indeed, among many tribes, the mere building of any permanent structure is punishable by death.


In taking control of Dumah, a city built of squared stone walls and edifices such as the palace Marid, a fortress unto itself, Rami and his subjects had undermined the sacred Bedu way, though the wealth brought by this indiscretion blinded most men.


I knew as much, but hearing Nasha’s conviction, fear welled up within me. I wiped her forehead with the cool cloth again.


“Rest now. You must sleep.”


Nasha sagged into the pillows and closed her eyes. “Pray to Al-Uzza,” she whispered after a moment. “Pray to Dushares. Pray to Al-Lat. Pray to yourself to save us all.”


And then she stilled, breathing deeply.


“Nasha?”


She made no response. I drew loose strands of hair from her face.


“Nasha, dear Nasha, I will pray,” I whispered.


She lay unmoving, perhaps asleep.


“I swear I will pray.”


“Maviah,” she whispered.


I stared at her face, ashen but at peace.


“Nasha?”


And then she whispered again.


“Maviah…”


They were the last words I would hear Nashquya of the Nabataeans, wife to my father and sister to me, speak in this life.















CHAPTER TWO
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IT IS SAID among the Bedu that there are ghouls in the desert—shape-shifting demons that assume the guise of creatures, particularly hyenas, and lure unwary travelers into the sands to slay and devour them. Also nasnas, monsters made of half a human head, one leg, and one arm. They hunt people, hopping with great agility. And jinn, some of which are evil spirits, such as marids, who can grant a man’s wishes, yet compel him to do their bidding in devious matters.


It is said that these ghouls and nasnas and jinn prey on the weak, on children, and on women who are dishonorable. Although I wasn’t sure that such creatures truly existed, I sometimes dreamed of them and woke in fear.


The night Nasha left me I dreamed that I was alone with little Rami, wandering in the wastelands of the Nafud, that merciless desert south of Dumah. We were outcasts and without a kingdom to save us, and the gods were too far above in the heavens to hear our cries. Soon our own wailing was overcome by the mocking cry of ghouls hunting us, and it was with these howls in my ear that I awoke, wet with sweat.


It took only a moment to realize that the ghastly wail issued from the halls and not from the spirits of my dreams.


Little Rami slept soundly on the mat next to me, his arms resting above his shaggy head, lost to the world and the sounds of agony.


I sat up, heart pounding, and knew I was hearing my father from a distant room.


I rolled away from my child, sprang to my feet, and raced up the steps and down the hallway, uncaring that I wasn’t properly dressed, for it was too hot to sleep in more than a thin gown.


So distraught was I that I flung the door open without thought of seeking permission to enter.


My gaze went straight to the bed. Nasha lay on her back with her eyes closed and her mouth parted. Her lips had the pallor of burnt myrrh, gray and lifeless. No breath entered her.


My father, unaware of my entry, stood beside the bed with his back to me.


Here was the most powerful Bedu in northern Arabia, for his strength in battle and raids was feared by all tribes. Like all great Bedu he was steeped in honor, which he would defend to the death. Nasha was responsible for a significant portion of that honor.


His first wife, Durrah, who was Maliku’s mother, had been killed in a raid many years earlier. Filled with fury and thirsty for revenge, Rami had crossed the desert alone, walked into the main encampment of the Tayy tribe, and slaughtered their sheikh with a broadsword right before the eyes of the clansmen. So ruthless and bold was his revenge that the Tayy honored him with a hundred camels in addition to the life of their sheikh, of which Rami had been deserving.


Blood was always repaid by blood. An eye for an eye. Clansman for clansman. Only vengeance could restore honor. This or blood money. Or, less commonly, mercy, offered also with blood in a tradition called the Light of Blood.


It was the way of the Bedu. It was the way of the gods. It was the way of my father.


But here in Nasha’s chamber there was no sign of that man.


Rami was dressed only in his long nightshirt, hands tearing at his hair as he sobbed. He raised clenched fists at the ceiling.


“Why?” he demanded.


Tears sprang to my eyes and I wanted to join him in grief, but I could not move, much less raise Nasha from the dead.


He hurled his accusations at the heavens. “Why have you cursed me with this death? I am a beast hunted by the gods for bringing this curse to the sands. I am at the mercy of their vengeance for all of my sins!”


He was heaping shame on himself for allowing Nasha to die in his care.


“You have cursed me with a thousand curses and trampled my heart with the hooves of a hundred thousand camels!”


He grabbed his shirt with both hands and tore it to expose his chest. “I, Rami bin Malik, who wanted only to live in honor, am cursed!”


I was torn between anguish at Nasha’s passing and fear of Rami’s rage.


“Why?” he roared.


“Father…”


He spun to me, face wet with tears. For a moment he looked lost, and then rage darkened his eyes.


“She’s dead!” His trembling finger stretched toward me. “You have killed her!”


“No!” Had he heard of my visit? Surely not.


“You and the whore who was your mother! And Aretas! And all of this cursed desert!”


I could not speak.


He shoved his hand toward Nasha’s body. “Her gods have conspired to ruin me. I curse them all. I curse Dushares and Al-Uzza. I spit on Quam. All have brought me calamity.”


“No, Father… please… I serve you first, before all the gods.”


He stared at me, raging. “Six months! You have been here only six months and already the gods punish me.”


“She was a sister to me!” I said. “I too loved Nasha…”


“Nasha?” His face twisted with rage. “Nasha bewitched me in pleading I take you in. Today I curse Nasha and I curse the daughter who is not my own. Do you know what you have done?”


I was too numb to fully accept the depth of his bitterness. He mourned the threat to his power, not Nasha’s passing?


“Aretas will now betray me. All that I have achieved is now in jeopardy for the pity I have taken on the shamed.”


And so he made it clear. My fear gave way to welling anger and I lost my good sense.


“How dare you?” I did not stop myself. “Your wife lies dead behind you and you think only of your own neck? What kind of honor lies in the chest of a king such as you? It was you who planted your seed in my mother’s womb! I am the fruit of your lust! And now you curse me?”


My words might have been made of stone, for he stood as if struck.


“And you would rule the desert?” I demanded. “Shame on you!”


My father was no king, for no Bedu would submit to a king. Yet by cunning and shrewdness, by noble blood and appointment of the tribal elders, he was as powerful as any king and ruled a kingdom marked not by lines in the sand, but by loyalty of the heart.


His silence emboldened me. “Rami thinks only of his loss. I see Maliku in you.”


“Maliku?”


“Is he not your true son? Is not my son only a bastard in your eyes?”


“Silence!” he thundered.


But I had robbed the worst of his anger. Misery swallowed him as he stared at me.


He staggered to the bed, sank to his knees, and lifted his face to the ceiling, sobbing. I stood behind, my anger gone, cheeks wet with tears.


Slowly his chin came down and he bowed his head, rocking over Nasha’s corpse.


“Father…”


“Leave me now.”


“But I—”


“Leave me!”


Choked with emotion, I took one last look at Nasha’s stiffening form, then rose and walked away. But before I could leave, the door swung open. There in its frame stood Maliku, Rami’s son.


Fear cut through my heart.


Even so early in the day, he was dressed in rich blue with a black headdress, always eager to display his pride and wealth. He had Rami’s face, but he was leaner and his lips thinner over a sparse beard. His eyes were as dark as Rami’s, but I imagined them to be empty wells, offering no life to the thirsty.


He looked past me and studied Nasha’s still form. I saw no regret on his face, only a hint of smug satisfaction.


Maliku’s stare shifted from Nasha and found me. In a sudden show of indignation, his arm lashed out like a viper’s strike. The back of his hand landed a stinging blow to my cheek.


I staggered, biting back the pain.


His lips curled. “This is your doing.”


Neither I nor my father protested his show of disfavor.


“Take your bastard son and offer yourself to the desert,” he said, stepping past me to address our father. “She must leave us. We must place blame for all to see.”


Father pushed himself to his feet, making no haste to respond. Instead, as a man gazing into the abyss of his doom, he stared at Nasha’s body. Maliku was within his rights. But surely he saw my son as a threat to his power, I thought. This was the root of his bitterness.


“Father—”


“Be quiet, Maliku,” Rami said, turning a glare to his son. “Remember whom you speak to!”


Maliku glared, then dipped his head in respect.


Rami paced, gathering his resolve. If Maliku had been younger my father might have punished him outright for his tone, but already Maliku was powerful in the eyes of many. Truly, Rami courted an enemy in his own home.


“Father, if it please you,” Maliku said, growing impatient. “I only say…”


“We will honor Nashquya at the shrine today,” Rami said, cutting him short. “In private. No one must know she has passed. We cannot risk the Thamud learning of this. They are far too eager to challenge me.”


“Indeed.”


“Then you will take ten men, only the most trusted. Seek out the clans west, south, and north. Tell them to return to Dumah immediately. I would have them here in three days.”


I could see Maliku’s mind turning behind his black eyes.


“Three days have passed since they left the great fair,” he said. “It will take more than three days to reach them and return.”


“Do I not know my own desert? It’s our good fortune that many of our tribe are still so close. They will be traveling slowly, fat from the feasts. Take the fastest camels. Let them die reaching the clans if you must. Leave the women and the children in the desert. Return to me in three days’ time with all of the men.”


Father was right. Ordinarily the Kalb would have been spread over a vast desert, each clan to its own grazing lands.


“If it please you, Father, may I ask what is your purpose in this?”


Rami pulled at his beard. “I would have all of the Kalb in Dumah to pay their respects and mourn the passing of their queen.”


“Their queen? The Bedu serve no queen.”


“Today they serve a queen!” Rami thundered, stepping toward Maliku. “Her name is Nashquya and her husband is their sheikh and this is his will!”


“They are Bedu—”


“She is your mother! Have you no heart?”


Maliku’s face darkened.


“I would have my Kalb in Dumah!” Rami said. “To honor my wife!”


Rami stared at Maliku, then turned and walked to the window overlooking Dumah. When he spoke his voice was resolute.


“Bring me all of that might. Bring me twenty thousand Kalb. Bring every man who would save the Kalb from the Thamud jackals who circle to cut me down.”


“You are most wise.” Maliku paused, then glanced at me. “I would only suggest that she too be sent away.”


“You will tell me how to command my daughter?”


Maliku hesitated. “No.”


A moment of laden silence passed between them.


“Leave me,” Rami said.


We both turned to go.


“Not you, Maviah.”


I remained, confused. Maliku cast me a glare, then left the room, not bothering to close the door.


Rami, heavy with thought, turned away from the window. His world had changed this day, in more ways than I could appreciate, surely.


When he finally faced me, his jaw was fixed.


“I see in Maliku a thirst only for power. Jealousy, not nobility, steers his heart. Surely you see it.”


I hesitated but was honest. “I see only what you see.”


“My son is a selfish man who drinks ambition the way his stallions drink the wind at a full gallop.”


I still did not understand why he wanted to speak to me thus, for he rarely uttered a word to me.


“You will remain here in the fortress, beyond the sight of all.”


I bowed my head. “Yes, Father.”


“If there is any trouble, you will seal yourself in the chamber of audience with your son and answer to no one but me. Do you understand?”


“Trouble? What kind of trouble?”


“You will know if it comes. But you must do this. Swear it to me.”


As his daughter I had no choice. “Of course.”


“It is of utmost importance. The fate of all the Kalb may depend upon it.”


He stared at me for a long time, then dismissed me with a nod.


“Leave me then. I would be with my wife.”


I hurried from Nasha’s chamber and returned to my room, barely aware of my surroundings, too stunned to cry.


Little Rami, now awake, lay where I’d left him, staring in wonder at the dawning of another day. He smiled, then squirmed and fussed enough to let me know that he was hungry. Light streamed in from the window, but the room felt cold. So I lit an oil lamp, gathered my son in my arms, and let him suckle.


I could feel my life flowing into him as I stroked his cheek and cherished the heat of his small body against mine. In his world there was no knowledge of death. In mine, it seemed to be all I knew. For my son’s life, I would die.


Then tears came again, silently slipping down my cheeks. I could not stop them.















CHAPTER THREE
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TWO NIGHTS had passed since Rami tended to Nasha’s passing. I was not permitted to pay my respects at the shrine, but was confined to the fortress. Maliku had gone to find the Kalb after Nasha’s private funeral and the palace Marid was like a tomb, portending the fate of me and my son. Nasha’s sweet voice, once ringing through the halls with delight, now whispered only in my dreams.


Father had taken up residence in his tent just outside of Dumah with five hundred of his closest men. He often served tea to guests from the deep desert there, rather than in the fortress. Only after tea had been shared did they partake of the Bedu’s greatest pleasure: the sharing of the news.


Where do you come from? Who have you seen? Which clan is raiding? I have seen the tracks of the Tayy, seventy camels strong, traveling east from the well at Junga. My brother has seen a caravan in the west, south of Tayma, plundered by the Qudah tribe. He says more than twenty were killed and over a hundred camels laden with frankincense taken.


And then others’ opinions joined these words, each man explaining with unyielding passion his particular point of view, often the same view already expressed but in new words, for every man had a right to be heard.


A hundred times during those two days alone in the palace Marid, I imagined what news might be passing in my father’s tent now. No possibility offered me great hope.


The Bedu men told their stories much as they told their news, over and over with great theatrics and without tiring of the same tale, the rest listening as if they’d never heard it. The guest and host would exchange accounts of a time when the locust swarms blackened the sky and stripped the grazing lands of all that was green in Mesopotamia, plunging the region into famine. Or when they and their sons showed their great courage by standing up to a dozen of the Thamud in a raid that would have robbed them of all their women and camels. Surely embellishment was the norm.


But I feared that the stories told of what would soon transpire in Dumah, regardless of the outcome, would have no need for exaggeration.


That trouble came late in the afternoon. I was again high above the Marid, where I often retreated with my son to be in the open air but out of sight. Below the fortress, Dumah slept in silence. I saw the dust then, coming from the east, a silent line of boiling sand stretching across the eastern flat as far as I could see.


A storm, I thought.


Then I saw a speck leading that line. And I knew that I wasn’t seeing a storm at all. I was seeing a single camel followed by an army of camels. Far too many to be the Kalb, who would have come from all directions.


East. This was the Thamud. Saman bin Shariqat, ruler of the Thamud, was coming to Dumah.


War!


My breath caught in my throat and I stared at the scope of that army, unable to move.


A call from the slope east of the city jerked me back to myself. Father’s lookouts had seen. The call was taken up by hundreds as the warning spread throughout Dumah.


First a dozen, then a hundred and more of Rami’s men, mounted on horseback, raced down the slope, toward the trees at the edge of the oasis. They would engage the Thamud there, under the cover of the date palms.


Surrounded now by the sounds of great urgency, I held my son tight and flew down the stairs, thinking only of sealing myself in the chamber of audience as directed by my father.


I hurried down the hall clinging to little Rami, who managed a little laugh. But something in him shifted when I crashed into the chamber of audience, barred the door, and ran to the window. There he began to cry.


I was too stunned by the scene unfolding below to calm him. Like a stampeding herd, a thousand Thamud camels thundered over the crest toward the date palms of the oasis. Then more, flying the yellow-and-red banners of their tribe, flowing like the muddy waters of the great Nile in Egypt.


They were armed with sword and bow and ax and lance, bucking atop lavishly draped camels. The Thamud were a sea of flesh and color intent upon death.


Such a force would have quickly slaughtered Rami’s small army had he remained in the open desert. Only by drawing the Thamud into the palm groves and the city itself could his Kalb leverage any advantage of cover.


By riding horses, the Kalb held speed over the Thamud, who’d needed camels to cross the softer sands as quickly as they had. On the harder ground of the city, Rami’s horses could outmaneuver the larger beasts.


My father held only these small advantages. How could they possibly offset the superior numbers now swarming into Dumah?


Two days had passed since Nasha’s death. The Thamud stronghold in Sakakah lay a hard day’s ride east, requiring a full day to reach it and another to return. Now I understood Rami’s insistence that Nasha’s passing remain secret. The Thamud had surely already received Aretas’s blessing to vie for power if his bond with Rami was ever broken.


And now word of that break had reached the Thamud.


Maliku.


It only stood to reason. If the Thamud crushed Rami and the Kalb here in Dumah, the Thamud would give Maliku power as the new leader of the Kalb. Though he would not be a sheikh, his sword would enforce his power among his own people in alliance with the Thamud.


I stepped away from the window, heart in my throat, pacing, bouncing my son in my arms.


“You’re safe, Rami. Hush, hush… your mother’s here. You’re safe.”


He calmed.


The chamber of audience was large enough to hold a hundred men seated on the floor facing the seat of honor. The ornate camel saddle was placed upon a rise and covered by the finest furs and colorful woven pillows, which provided as much comfort as beauty. Drapes of violet silk hung from the walls, and the room was usually lit by a dozen oil lamps set upon stands.


But they were all dark now, like the rest of the fortress, lit only by the waning sunlight.


I could hear far more than I could see, for camels protest as much in battle as they do rousing from slumber. Their roars reverberated through the city without pause. Shrill battle cries from a thousand Thamud throats accompanied that thunderous camel herd. The punctuating sounds of men and beasts in the throes of death pierced my heart.


The eastern slope was strewn with fallen mounts, camels all of them, taken by Kalb arrows, for the Kalb are known for the bow above all weapons. The sand was weeping blood already.


A Kalb horse raced up a street near the center of the oasis, rider bent low over his mount’s neck. No camel could match such speed. And none did, because the fighting was sequestered in the groves along the eastern edge of Dumah, where Rami tested the limits of his every advantage.


I shifted my gaze back to the desert and watched as a camel carrying two riders—one facing forward with reins and one facing backward with full use of his hands—galloped across the slope’s open sand. The Thamud warrior at the rear slung arrows into the palms one after the other without pause. Where the arrows landed, I could not see from the palace, but I knew the Kalb were as wise as they were fierce and would not place themselves in the open for arrows to find easily.


A single arrow embedded itself in that warrior’s neck, and he toppled unceremoniously from the camel’s hump to land in a heap, grasping frantically at the wound. His body went still within moments. I could not deny the thrill of triumph that coursed through my veins at the sight.


And yet he was only one among far too many.


It was the first time I’d witnessed war. In Egypt I’d seen many fight hand to hand with blade or mace or hammer or net, though mostly in training, for my master traded in warriors who fought in an arena for Rome. A brutal business. Johnin, the father of my son, had been among the best, and he had shown me how to defend myself.


But that savagery could not compare to the butchery in Dumah.


Rami would retreat into the city, I thought. The Thamud would abandon their camels. The battle would be taken to the ground. And then to the palace Marid, where I stood.


I closed the shutter, rested my back against the wall, and slid to my seat, uttering a prayer to Isis, who had always failed to listen but might yet, even now. For my sake as much as my son’s, I pulled open my dress and allowed Rami to suckle.


Surely my father’s noble rule was about to end. Surely the Kalb would not prevail. Surely fate was landing its final, crushing blow.


Unless my father was more god than man.


I could hear the sounds of battle as they moved deeper into the city, closer to me. They ebbed and flowed and at times fell off entirely, and when they did, I would turn my head, listening for stretching silence, hoping against hope.


But then another cry would sound, and the roaring of more camels, and the wailing of another slain. Thamud, I prayed. May the Thamud all drown in their own blood.


Several times I considered fleeing, but I could not go. Even if I managed through miraculous means to make it to the desert, I would find no home in the sands, for I had no people but these in the palace Marid.


Night came before silence finally settled over the city. Even then I expected yet another cry. Instead a desperate pounding on the door shattered the stillness.


“Maviah!”


I immediately recognized my father’s voice. I quickly laid my sleeping son between two pillows and ran to the door.


“Maviah!”


“Father?”


“Hurry, Maviah, there’s no time!”


I lifted the board and drew the door wide. My father rushed past me, shoved the door closed, and dropped the timber back into its slot.


He’d discarded his aba and now wore only a bloody shirt and loose pants, shredded along one leg. His face too was red with blood, and his hands sticky with it. A long gash lay along his right arm.


“Father—”


“Listen to me, Maviah!” he interrupted, grasping my arm and pulling me from the door. “There’s no time, you have to listen to me very carefully.”


He pulled his dagger from its ornate sheath and held the blade out to show me an unmistakable seal etched into the metalwork near the hilt: a circle with a V and a Latin inscription, which I could plainly read. Publius Quinctilius Varus. And beneath it the image of an eagle.


“This dagger is from Rome and has great significance. It bears the seal of a once-powerful governor—Varus. It is very important that you do exactly what I say. You must swear it to me!”


“Yes! Yes, of course.”


“Swear it by your god!”


“Under Isis, I swear it.”


He took a deliberate breath. “You must take this seal from Varus to Herod Antipas, the Jewish king in Sepphoris. In Palestine.”


I was stunned by this command, unable to comprehend what he was suggesting.


“Take it to him and tell him we can give Rome direct control of the eastern trade route. The Kalb will be a friend to Rome. Tell him we can give Dumah to Rome!”


“Herod of the Jews?” I heard myself say, dumbfounded.


“Herod is the puppet of Rome.” He was speaking very quickly. “With this dagger, he will give you audience with Rome.”


Rome? The thought terrified me. Rami was beholden to King Aretas, not Rome.


“The king, Aretas—”


“Aretas has turned enemy.” He flung his arm wide and stabbed a finger at the window. “That is Aretas! He gave the Thamud his blessing should Nasha come to harm!”


I could not comprehend approaching this Herod on Rami’s behalf. It struck me as something ordered in a nightmare.


“Then you must send another!” My head was spinning. “I am a woman—”


“I must send my blood for there to be full trust, and Maliku has betrayed me.” I’d never seen Rami so crushed. “Shame has been heaped upon the Kalb. Five hundred have been slain; within our walls only the women and children live. We must call the clans to avenge ourselves and return honor to the name of all Kalb! We are thousands! We will rise!”


“Then you must go—”


“I cannot leave now—the Thamud won’t stop at Dumah. There is only you!”


“How will Herod hear a woman?”


“Because you are my daughter. And because you have this.” He held the dagger with a trembling hand. “We don’t have time now. Saba will tell you everything, then you will know.”


I knew Saba to be his greatest warrior and his right hand, a tall black man who spoke with his sword better than with his tongue. All men stood in honor of Saba, sworn servant to my father.


Rami was drowning in the great dishonor heaped upon him. Without honor, there was no life.


But I could not see how I might restore that honor in the world of kings and armies. I was ignorant of the shrewdness required to influence kingdoms and their powers.


My father saw my fear and took my hand, pressing the weapon into my palm. He was reduced to pleading, speaking in a low, rushed voice.


“You must trust me, Maviah. The Romans bend to Aretas only because they have no ally in this desert to match him. We will sustain them in the deadly sands and fight by their side if required. We can give them the Dumah trade route and let Aretas keep the ones along the sea. Today we spit on Aretas.”


“Aretas won’t allow this…”


“Aretas won’t make war on Rome. They are too powerful. You must go to Herod. You must restore the honor of your father and of all the Kalb.”


He caught his breath and pressed on.


“You are the daughter of Rami bin Malik, honored of Varus. You are educated and speak the language of the Romans. I will protect your son, who is now my own. I have no other…”


He wrapped my fingers around the dagger.


“Take it. Go to the cave where the eagle perches, north. Saba and Judah have prepared and will take you to Palestine. You know this cave?”


“Yes.”


“I trust both men with my life. Saba knows no defeat, nor Judah, who is a Bedu Jew and knows their ways. They wait now with camels.”


I knew already that I had to do as he said, for I was his daughter and slave to his honor. But I could not leave my son, despite the honor Rami bestowed upon him.


“My son goes with me. I am his mother.”


He stared at me, then nodded. “Then take our son. But you must hurry!” He strode to retrieve the baby. “Take the horse tied at the back. You can get out under cover of darkness. Follow the ravine…”


A thunderous blow sounded at the door and we spun as one. Rami invoked the name of Wadd under his breath.


Then another blow, louder still, shaking the wood to the frame while terror overtook us and we became like stone. There was no escape but through that door, because the window was too high above the street.


On the third strike, the wooden slat snapped in two and the door flew open. There in its frame stood a bloodied warrior dressed in the black fringed thobe of the Thamud. But more than this, the dark scowl on the warrior’s face marked him as the enemy.


Another Thamud with two behind him stepped past the first, wearing a red-and-yellow headcloth bound by a black agal. By the kaffiyeh’s pattern and the boldness in his eyes, I knew that this man was Saman bin Shariqat, leader of the Thamud, conqueror of the Kalb in Dumah.


I glanced at my son, still asleep on the pillows. My son, who was now Rami’s only true son.


My father stepped in front of me with one hand pressing me back and the other stretched out as if to hold the Thamud away.


“There’s been enough blood,” Rami said, his tone now even.


Saman bin Shariqat’s brow rose. “There is no more Kalb blood to shed in Dumah. I would not take the life of a sheikh when I can use it for greater gain.”


“The blood of ten Thamud mingles with the blood of every Kalb you have slain today,” Rami said.


“And yet you are defeated. Payment for many years of robbery, here in the seat of your defiled fortress.”


“I’ve taken only what was mine to take.”


“And now I do the same,” Saman said, mouth twisted with amusement.


These were words of honor and retribution, expected among enemies. Yet it was absurd that Saman should count this massacre as blood money for Rami’s control of the trade routes.


“I will allow you to live so that all Bedu may know my mercy,” Saman said. “But I swear in the name of King Aretas, whose daughter now lies dead on your account, that Rami bin Malik shall never again utter a word of command.”


“My Kalb will rise up and crush you,” Rami said, trembling with rage.


“And yet your son, Maliku, assures me that the Kalb are already mine.”


Rami remained silent.


“I now take what I have won,” Saman said.


Rami slowly dipped his head, then spoke, voice calm. “As is your right. My life is in your hands. Spare only the woman and her child.”


Rami showed no fear. He had been bested by treachery but even this was, in its own way, honorable. He would now accept his fate, wishing only to save me so that I might return his honor by going to the Jews and then to Rome.


But I too was at the mercy of these ruthless Bedu.


Saman’s eyes lingered on my face for a moment, then lowered to my right hand, which held the dagger of Varus.


“As the gods will. My son, Kahil, is going to show you my own will. With your blade.”


The man who’d broken through the door stepped past my father, took the dagger from my hand, and shoved Rami toward the corner. The two warriors who’d accompanied Saman grabbed my father’s arms and slammed him against the wall.


I watched, horrified, as Kahil lifted the very blade in which the hope of the Kalb now rested. I turned my face away.


Still, I could hear the grunts of the Thamud. The slap of flesh against flesh. There was no struggle because Rami offered none—not even an objection, for he was a man concerned only with his honor now.


“Take him away,” Saman said. “Keep him alive.”


Only then did I dare look. They held up my sagging father by his arms. He trembled with pain; blood flowed from his mouth into his beard. I could see Kahil shoving something into his belt.


Then I knew. They had cut out Rami’s tongue.


I would surely have thrown myself at them if I hadn’t feared for my son’s life. I had no love for my father, but Rami had offered himself for our safety. It was the first time he’d ever shown me any kindness.


He watched me as they dragged him toward the door. In his eyes I saw resolve and pleading both. To see the great sheikh so reduced filled me with rage, but I was powerless.


Saman took my father’s dagger from his gloating son, wiped the bloody blade on his cloak, and shoved it under his belt.


Already my mind was spinning with ways I might retrieve it. They were going to spare me and my son, but without the blade, I would have no hope of honoring Rami’s wishes. If I failed him, what would I be but bones in the desert, and my son with me?


My only hope rested in that dagger.


Saman strode toward the door, casting me only a passing glance. “Set her free. Take her out of my house.”


And then he was gone, leaving me alone with Kahil and little Rami, who still slept.


Kahil eyed me with interest. His lust for blood had been satisfied today, but men have many lusts.


“What is your name?” he asked.


“Maviah.”


Recognition dawned on his face.


“Maviah,” he said slowly. “So this is the woman they speak about. The whore from the tribe that crushes up the bones of carcasses and makes them into soup.” He spit to his side. “The Abysm are worse than dogs. And yet the Kalb keep one in their sheikh’s tent.”


I had no intention of upsetting him further, but I was pleased to see the desire washed from his face. His eyes now looked me over with disgust.


“How can such a beautiful woman come from the dogs? You defile my father’s house.”


I saw his hand only a moment before it landed a crushing blow to my face and sent me to the floor. I could have resisted. Though none in Dumah knew, in Egypt I had learned how to defend myself well. But resisting a man was the greatest of offenses.


Take his abuse, Maviah. Say nothing. Save your son. Save yourself.


When I pushed myself up, he was gone, and relief flooded my bones. I would gather little Rami and flee to the cave, where Saba would know what to do.


But then I saw that Kahil hadn’t left the room. He was to my right, over my son. Now grabbing him by one foot. Pulling him off the pillows as if he were a sack.


Terror found my throat. I screamed, blinded by rage and revulsion. I clawed at the floor and surged to my feet, throwing myself forward.


“No!”


But I was already too late. As if throwing out garbage, Kahil bin Saman pulled open the shuttered window and flung my baby into the night.


I could not breathe. I could not think. I could only scream and watch, knowing even as I lunged for the window that my son was falling and would never rise.


“Rami!”


When I thrust my head into the opening, it was too dark to see the ground.


“Rami!” I begged the gods for the sound of a cry, a whimper, any sound at all.


But I knew already, didn’t I? I knew that my son was dead. And yet my mind could not truly know this, because it was blackened with such torment that it could not make any sense of that dark world beneath me.


I had to save him.


I did not care about the monster who’d thrown him from the window. I was compelled only by the ferocious need of a mother to save her child.


I don’t recall running for the door.


I don’t remember tearing down the stairs, or rushing into the street.


I only recall seeing Rami’s still form on the stone as I raced to him. And then the feel of his warm skin as I fell to my knees and reached for his lifeless body.


A terrible groan issued from my throat and I felt anguish pulling me into the abyss. It could not be! It was a mistake. A nightmare borne by ghouls.


And yet it was real. I could see his broken head.


The greater part of me died then, as I lowered my head to his back, pressed my cheek against his still body, and clung to his little hands and feet, weeping.


I begged Isis to take me. I cursed the world for all its injustice. I despised every breath I took, and yet my weeping only grew until great sobs racked my body.


“My son is still a boy,” a low voice said to my left.


I thought it was my father, speaking to me from his spirit.


“And yours only an infant.”


I stilled at those words, confused. Then opened my eyes without lifting my head.


It was the Thamud leader, Saman bin Shariqat. He was mounted on a horse, only just leaving, holding a torch in his left hand to light his way. But his presence was of no consequence to the dead, and I was as dead to him as he to me.


Then the man grunted.


A single dismissive grunt.


The sound loosed a torrent of rage deep inside my chest. Though a part of me had died with my son, another part rose from the dead then, with that grunt.


Filled with the darkest storm, I slowly lifted my head and looked at him, not seven paces from where I knelt over my son’s dead body.


He shifted his gaze forward, as if to leave.


The moment he turned I was on my feet and sprinting toward him without a sound. My father’s dagger was still in his belt, lit by the golden light of the torch.


He clearly had not expected me to move. He had expected even less that I could move so quickly. And even less that I might attack with the ferocity and skill of a trained fighter. He could not know that the father of my son, Johnin, had been among the strongest and bravest of all warrior-slaves in Egypt.


Saman dropped the torch to the ground and was grabbing for his sword when I reached him. But he was far too slow.


I snatched my father’s dagger from his waist and thrust at his neck. He jerked back with a surprised cry, avoiding a wound that would have surely taken his life.


Without hesitation, I dragged the blade through his thigh as I dropped to a crouch, then spun and slashed the horse’s neck through to the jugular. I could not leave Saman with a mount to give chase.


The beast was already falling and Saman roaring as I sprinted for my son’s body. I had to take him with me.


But Kahil, the monster who’d thrown Rami from the window, had entered the street and was running for me. And behind him three others who’d been trailing Saman.


It took me only a single breath to realize that I could not retrieve my son and survive. I would be laden with his body. If I died, Varus’s blade, now in my hand, would be taken.


Most in Egypt believed that the body must be preserved for the soul in the afterlife, thus they buried their dead in stone tombs or pyramids, depending on wealth and stature. The Nabataeans also placed hope in great tombs. But neither the Bedu nor I had adopted such beliefs. I prayed now that I wasn’t wrong.


“Forgive me, my son.” I whispered the words with a last look at his tiny form.


Then I veered to my left, breathing a prayer to Isis for his well-being in the afterlife, and sprinted for the darkness behind the palace Marid.
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