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            My Journey into A.D. 33

         

         TRUE SPIRITUALITY cannot be taught, it can only be learned, they say, and it can only be learned through experience, which is actually story—all else is only hearsay. 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 home deep in the Arabian desert by terrible tragedy. Her epic journey forces her to the land of Israel, where she encounters the radical life and teachings of Yeshua, which 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 life and 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 the 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. My parents 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 other nights because I have somehow blocked those painful memories, but my friends tell me that I cried myself to sleep for many months.

         I felt abandoned. And I was only six. I was lost, like that small bird in the children’s book who wanders from creature to creature in the forest, asking each if she is 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 power 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, causing 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 that boat, which you believe will save you from 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.

         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 that 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. 33 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 opposite 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 that we can truly know him, which is to experience him intimately, because this is living eternal life now. It is the great reversal of all that we think will give us significance and meaning in this life so that 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, born of his blood, risen with him? 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 present in A.D. 33. Whenever we find ourselves blinded by our own grievances, judgments, and fears, we, like Maviah, 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 and experience your Father, your master, yourself, and your world.

         —Ted Dekker
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            All teachings spoken by Yeshua in A.D. 33

            are taken directly from the New Testament.

            (See appendix)

         

      

   


   
      
         
            DUMAH

         

         
            “Love your enemies

and do what is wonderful to those who hate you.

            Bless those who curse you

and pray over those who take you away by force.”

         

         
            Yeshua

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

         

         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.

         It is said 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 men.

         Even so, the fullness of my shame was once far greater than 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, Rami, mighty sheikh of Dumah, 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 in the majestic oasis of Dumah, I once again found myself in exile.

         Through no will of my own, my father was betrayed by my half brother, Maliku, and crushed by the warring Thamud tribe in the great battle of Dumah.

         Through no will of my own, Kahil, the prince of the Thamud, threw my infant son from the high window of the palace Marid onto the stones below, where his head was crushed. And with it, my heart.

         Filled with shame and dread, I obeyed my father’s command that I go to Herod in Galilee and beg for audience with Rome, which had great ambition to conquer Arabia for its spice trade. I crossed the Nafud desert with Saba, the mighty warrior who could not be broken, and Judah, the Bedouin Jew whom I came to know as my lion. Our task seemed beyond reason and our trials unbearable, fraught with fear and betrayal at the hands of kings.

         We did not find audience with Rome. Instead, at Judah’s zealous insistence, we found audience with one far more powerful.

         His name was Yeshua.

         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 he was a Gnostic, though they were wrong. Some said he was the 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 Son of the Father from whom all life comes, a teacher of the Way into a realm unseen—a kingdom that flows with far more power than all the armies of all the kingdoms upon the earth joined as one.

         One look into his eyes would surely bend the knee of the strongest warrior or exalt the heart of the lowest outcast. One whisper from his lips might hush the cries of a thousand men or dry the tears of a thousand women.

         It was Yeshua who showed me how fear and judgment darkened my world; how shame deceived me, causing me to stumble in a stupor. It was Yeshua who told me that I was the daughter of his Father and that I too could find peace in the storms that rose to threaten me with their lies.

         It was Yeshua who gave me the sight to see the sovereign realm when I was blind, and the mind to become as a child, in perfect peace through faith. It was Yeshua who gave me the power to prevail in the arena at Petra before King Aretas, an audience of many thousands who sought my demise, and his wife, Shaquilath, who had sent Judah, the man I loved, into captivity among the Thamud.

         It was because of Yeshua that I was set free into Arabia with Saba at my side to gather any who might pay heed, and to liberate Judah and restore the livelihood of all those oppressed by the Thamud.

         For two years I traveled from clan to clan with Saba at my side, offering the presence of Yeshua and a message of hope in the face of Kahil’s sword.

         At first they cried out against me because I was a woman, suited for bearing children, not for leading men.

         But I returned their anger with a gentle, unyielding spirit. One by one, they began to spread word of my strength and compassion.

         One by one, they joined me.

         But I dared not approach the stronghold in Dumah until we were as many as the sands in the tallest dune.

         Now, over two years later, that day had come. And now, following in the Way of Yeshua, I would save my lion from his dungeon.

         For Yeshua came to set the captives free.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter One

         

         THEY STOOD deep in the bowels of the palace Marid, the two most powerful warlords in all of Arabia, and if not, certainly the most brutal.

         Maliku son of Rami, called the betrayer, because he had deceived his father, Rami, ruler of the mighty Kalb tribe, and led their enemy into the gates.

         Kahil son of Saman, benefactor of that betrayal, whose sword had led the Thamud tribe’s butchery of Dumah, and of untold thousands throughout the desert.

         A single torch cast amber light through the dungeon, revealing a third occupant who slumped in the corner of the expansive chamber. Rami, Maliku’s father, once the powerful sheikh of Dumah, now a mere skeleton dressed only in sagging flesh.

         Wielding bloodied swords, the Thamud army had forced all resistant sheikhs to their knees, and yet one now rose from the sands to bring them to their knees willingly.

         She was not a sheikh, nor did she bear a sword.

         She was a queen and she would threaten them with peace.

         “There is only one way to defeat her,” Maliku said, watching Kahil pace. “We cannot use force, unprovoked, or our honor will be stained for all of eternity.”

         “Honor.” Kahil cut him with a cold stare. “This from a prince who betrayed his own people only two years ago?”

         Indeed. But Maliku had long ago accepted this stain on his heart. He cast a gaze at his ruined father, whose head hung low, unmoving.

         “Maviah must not be allowed to live,” Kahil snapped. “This sister of yours—this dog who calls herself queen—she leads twenty thousand now, camped only six hours south. If we allow her to live, they will be fifty thousand within the year.”

         “That day will never come. We will crush her, but not until we have cause.” He took a deep breath. “You must stay your hand and allow Maviah to take our bait.”

         “And if she does not?”

         Maliku had underestimated Maviah once, and she’d humiliated him before the king of Petra and all of his subjects.

         Never again.

         “As much as I swore to you that I could deliver my father, I swear that Maviah will come upon us herself with all the fury of the gods.” He turned to Kahil. “And then you will have your blood, and I, my revenge. We must appear to be at odds before your father, Saman. Only play your part until I deliver her to you, brother. It’s all I beg of you.”

         Kahil studied him with a dark stare, then grunted and yanked his dagger from his belt. He crossed to the slumped form of Maliku’s father, jerked his head back, and slashed the old man’s throat.

         Blood silently spilled down Rami’s bare chest.

         Kahil shoved him to one side and strode toward the door.

         “Never call me brother.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         I PATIENTLY listened to our council of twelve, the only woman among sheikhs, as they argued as only Bedu men can—with great passion, as if each word was their last. They sipped tea and leaned against saddles and emphasized their words with dramatic gestures. I sat both with them and apart from them on a nearby camel hide, legs drawn to one side, leaning on one arm.

         We were gathered under the spacious black tent of our eldest member, Fahak bin Haggag, in the Garden of Peace, the small, verdant oasis that sat a mere six hours south of Dumah, where my father had once ruled.

         Those present in this tent were the most revered leaders from among the Bedu tribes who had survived the Thamud slaughter. For two years they had heeded my counsel and resisted Kahil bin Saman’s tyranny. But they bowed to no king, and though they followed me as a queen, I would never rule them. This was neither their way nor my aim.

         They had gathered to me because they heard the tale of my victory over the traitor Maliku, my brother—a victory granted to me by the power of Yeshua.

         They had followed me because I offered them Yeshua’s hope and power in the face of Kahil’s sword. Though the Thamud had orphaned hundreds of children and seized our every resource, I made them a promise: as people of Yeshua’s kingdom we would have nothing to fear. We would be restored.

         But today the doubters raised their voices.

         There were no lavish appointments in our camp. None among us could afford silk or drink from silver or sleep upon thick pillows. The sheikhs were all dressed in plain, well-worn robes, showing their status and tribes only by the colors in the agals wound around their headdresses. My own dress was the color of the sand, and I rarely pulled my blue shawl over my head save to protect my long dark hair from the wind and sun. My sandals were made of goat hide, bound by leather thongs around my ankles, and my wristbands from stained skins cut into thin strips and woven together with cords from the red reed.

         Most everything else of value we had long ago traded for food and for she-camels, whose milk provided much of our sustenance.

         The contrast between our meager Bedu means and the lavish courts of Herod and Aretas, where I had lived for many weeks, could not be overstated. Our camels, our tents, and the oasis with its spring and small spread of date palms and pomegranate—these are what allowed us Bedu, who could wring life from a rock, to survive in the middle of the forbidding sands that had defeated many an army from the north.

         Fahak lifted his cup from the flat stone beside his saddle and took a noisy sip of the hot tea. His frame was thin and his hair clung to his head and chin as if it were pasted there by mud, waiting for a stiff breeze to blow it all away. Then he carefully set his cup back down, just managing to keep it from spilling, and cleared his throat.

         “Do I not know the greatness of Maviah? Was I not the first to accept her among all sheikhs? Though Thamud, did I not decry the violent ways of my own tribe for her sake? Did I not single-handedly save her from the jaws of the mighty Nafud so that she might bring back the power of her new god, Yeshua, to join with our gods, Wadd and Isis and Shams and Dushares?”

         Much of what he said distorted the facts, and no amount of explanation seemed to help Fahak understand the truth of what gave me strength. He would only listen to me with a blank stare, then dip his head in agreement and praise his god for bringing such a woman with her new god to help him overthrow the enemy.

         “But Maviah does not carry a sword. To march upon Dumah is to march with the sword. And so, however grateful we are to Maviah, the time for men has now come.”

         He let his words sink in.

         “The sword is not the issue, Fahak,” the sheikh Niran said.

         “Of course it is! Do you think Kahil would not slaughter eight thousand men who come to defy him without swords?”

         “And do you think eight thousand armed men on haggard beasts can stand against Saman’s army of thirty thousand?”

         “No man can defeat me!” Fahak cried. His cry faltered and ended with only a raspy breath, followed by several rattling hacks from his worn lungs.

         “We must wait for more men to join our number,” Niran argued. “Another month.”

         “We do not have the food to wait another month,” another sheikh said. Habib. “In two weeks the camels will begin to starve and we will need to slaughter them for food, thus compromising our mobility.”

         “Then perhaps we march in two weeks, when we are at the end of our food but have more men,” Niran said.

         “More men will only require more food,” Habib countered. “To go when we are weakest is not the Bedu way. Nor is it our way to confront the enemy without a sword.”

         A fourth sheikh, Jashim, the youngest of the leaders, spoke evenly. “We must go in peace. There is no other way to restore Rami’s honor and liberate Judah, who is unjustly imprisoned.”

         “We must go with the sword and demand restitution for the Thamud plunder!” Fahak snapped. “We are free to couch camel and clan where the sands offer grace. This is the right of all Bedu for as long as man has set foot on the earth. And yet Saman’s butcher son would slaughter us all. If not with the sword, then with starvation and poverty.”

         “A ruler without subjects is no ruler,” Jashim said. “Our deaths are not in Saman’s interests. Who would remain to attend to the many spice caravans that pay his taxes? Or deliver the food and wares the city requires? Dumah is the jewel of the deep sands, but it cannot stand alone.”

         “No? Except for your desire to disarm us you speak with a sane mind.” Fahak jabbed his forehead with a thin finger. “But Saman is mad. His son, Kahil, is worse. Are we to hope that the jinn who have eaten his brains will now spit those same brains back into his skull so that he might come to reason?”

         The only member of our number who was not a sheikh, besides me, was Arim, servant of Fahak, who had helped save me from the deadly Nafud desert two years earlier. He had since sworn to protect me from any jackal who sniffed at my tent.

         Seated behind the circle of elders, Arim raised his voice.

         “Maviah wishes we march in three days’ time to rescue my blood brother, Judah, and it is my wish—”

         “Silence, Arim!” Fahak snapped up a trembling, bony finger in warning. “Do you now speak for the sheikhs with your wishes?”

         “I only say—”

         “It is time for sheikhs to speak and for boys to be silent!”

         “Yes, Fahak. Forgive me. And yet you challenge her wishes to—”

         “Not another word!”

         Arim bowed his head. “Forgive me, mighty Fahak, most wise one. I speak out of turn.”

         “This is not news,” the old man said, then coughed again.

         Under other circumstances I would have offered a glance of courage to Arim, whom I loved like a younger brother, though I knew he sought affection of a different kind from me. He was perhaps eighteen, long since a man.

         And I would have smiled at Fahak’s antics, because, although he led the council, he did not seem to know the weakness of his aging bones.

         Immediately the debate resumed, back and forth, around and around, bound by tradition and a pride that ran deeper than marrow. Should we go to Dumah in peace or with swords? Should we negotiate with Saman for restitution or seize it? Should we march in three days or in three weeks?

         In my corner of the tent I held my tongue as they worked the fear out of their blood with words of bravado. Had I not known such anxiety many times? Did I not feel it even as I heard their doubts? Fahak was right: Saman’s son, Kahil, might well slaughter us without thought.

         Kahil, the one who’d thrown my infant son to his death upon the rocks.

         Kahil, the one who’d once blinded me.

         I closed my eyes and let my fear swell. I did not rest it. This would only fuel the offense. Accept. Turn the cheek.

         Had not a storm once threatened to crush me on the Sea of Galilee? Had not I faced my own death in the arena at Petra? And yet I had followed the Way of Yeshua and emerged unharmed.

         Still I felt fear, for now twenty thousand had put their trust in me. Kahil, who’d taken the life of my first son, would now surely threaten the life of my second, Talya. And of all the orphans gathered to safety here.

         Judah’s life was also at stake. Judah, my warrior and my lover, fading in the dungeons of Dumah.

         Judah, my lion. My heart ached for him.

         Talya, my little lamb. Forgive me. I would die for him.

         Saba, my tower, stand by me. Yet he was not here to calm me.

         Yeshua, my master, speak to me.

         Peace. Be still…

         I took a deep breath. Stillness came to my mind and I lingered there, drawing strength.

         “…Maviah, our queen.”

         Arim had spoken. I opened my eyes and saw that he faced me, standing.

         The council turned to me.

         “Speak to us, Queen Maviah,” Arim said. This time Fahak made no attempt to silence him. My time had come.

         I gathered my dress and slowly pushed myself to my feet. I let my gaze rest on their faces, then bowed my head in reverence to Fahak.

         “You are most wise, my sheikh. I am honored to be the queen of such powerful men who have seen the Light of Blood in my eyes and followed a path of bravery rarely known, even among the Bedu, subjects of no kingdom but the kingdom that reigns in the heart. It was you who saved me from the desert.”

         Fahak dipped his head. “Yes, it was I who saved you.”

         “Indeed. It was you who believed in me.”

         Another nod, but with some caution this time, because he’d often found himself cornered by my gentle words.

         “The first to believe,” he said.

         “You, Fahak, were most wise for having believed in my name.” My voice soothed like oil. “For I was the daughter of Rami, who was the greatest of all sheikhs among the Banu Kalb. And as the daughter of Kalb, I found the power of a new Father in the name of Yeshua, in whose name I believed. Is this not true?”

         His response was slow. “It is.”

         I paced to my left, arms loose by my side, looking through the open flap at a gathering of children fifty paces distant, knocking about a ball of dried dung with sticks.

         Unless you become like children…

         “Tell me, Fahak,” I said, turning back to him, “what does it mean to believe in the name of someone?”

         He glanced at the others, because the answer was plain among all the people of the earth.

         “To trust and so align with them,” he said. “Am I so old that I cannot understand what is known by all?”

         “Your age only makes you wise, mighty sheikh. To believe in one’s name is not merely to acknowledge that they are who they say they are, or to know of their status. It is, as you say, to put your trust in the authority that comes with the name. And so to align yourself with them.”

         “So are alliances made and bonds forged,” Fahak said.

         “Indeed. And do you still put your faith in my name, Maviah, daughter of Yeshua?”

         Again he hesitated, perhaps only now seeing where I was taking him.

         “I do.” He lifted a finger. “But only so long as what you say follows my own proven understanding.”

         “And yet I am here only because I surrendered my own understanding to Yeshua’s Father, who is also my own.”

         “He is not my god.”

         “And because I trusted Yeshua’s Father, though it was beyond any common sense, he gave me the sight and power to prevail in Petra. You see? Common sense is for the masses. Only the wisest depart from it.”

         His eyes narrowed slightly. But rather than ask him for his submission—for this would be too much to ask of an old Bedu warrior such as Fahak—I turned to the others and made my case.

         “You are right when you say that Kahil has lost his mind and would not hesitate to slaughter every man who marched on Dumah, whether or not we go with swords. And you are also right when you say that we did not come to die. So then, we cannot march with eight thousand men in three days’ time.”

         They watched me, surely having expected other words.

         “She speaks the truth,” Fahak said.

         “Kahil would kill all of our men,” I said. “But Saman will not allow his son, however mad, to kill twenty thousand Bedu.”

         “Thus he has not come against us,” Jashim said.

         “Then we might, instead, go to him. All of us.”

         Silence stretched long in the black tent.

         Habib appeared confused. “You are suggesting that we take women and children as well?”

         “We came together as one, did we not? In three days’ time we might go twenty thousand strong to Dumah, unified and without a single sword, so that all may see our intentions for peace, not war. We must restore Rami to his people. We must free Judah. And we must negotiate for honorable compensation for our losses. Saman and Kahil may have hearts of stone, but the Thamud people, even their warriors, are not beasts. They too have wives and children.”

         “Among all Bedu it is forbidden to take the life of the desert’s offspring,” Jashim said, standing. “She speaks the truth.”

         “We cannot take women and children to war!” Fahak cried.

         “It is not war!” Jashim returned.

         Fahak looked dumbfounded—what I suggested was unheard of. But then his face began to settle.

         “You suggest we leave the Garden and march to Dumah as one?” Fahak said. “All of us.”

         I dipped my head in respect. “Is this not wisdom, mighty sheikh? It was you who first put your trust in me.”

         For a long time the old man stared at me. Would he dare openly put his confidence elsewhere, after publicly declaring he trusted in me?

         He turned to the others, then lifted one hand as if to silence them, though there was no need.

         “In my eyes, made wise with age, I have seen a way. Like an eagle high in the sky, peering beyond the tallest dune, I behold that we might march on Dumah in three days’ time. All as one. Without a sword.”

         Silence.

         I don’t remember who voiced the first objection, nor the impassioned exchanges that followed and would surely continue for hours.

         I don’t remember, because in hearing my own mind spoken so clearly by Fahak, I knew the decision was already made.

         The fear I had felt earlier returned with unexpected strength, like the scream of a demonic jinn in the middle of the night.

         I was putting the lives of every man, woman, and child who’d followed me into the hands of the monster who’d killed my infant son.

         Into Kahil’s hands.

         And yet I had another plan.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         JUDAH BEN MALCHUS. It was his former name—he could remember that much, but darkness had swallowed the rest. Like a distant howl in the desert night, his old identity often haunted him, mocked him, then faded back into the void.

         He was no longer son of Malchus of the Kokobanu tribe, those distant stargazers filled with wonder for the heavens and for the one who would, indeed had, come to save all of Israel.

         He was now only son of bitterness, a man with no identity in which to place his hope or trust.

         Judah lay unmoving in the pitch darkness next to a rough stone wall, only barely aware of the shackle around his ankle. The bars at the front of the dungeon were beyond his chain’s reach—a security measure put into place after he killed two guards when they entered to tend the head wound he’d received in Petra.

         The floor was muddy except for the strip where Judah now lay. They dumped the food through the gate, just within reach if he pulled his chain to its end and stretched out on his knees. A wooden bucket collected his waste and was emptied only once each week.

         But his misery came from the darkness. Nothing could torment any Bedu accustomed to sun as much as two years of perfect darkness. No torches lit the chamber, nor the passage beyond, except when they came with food.

         In the beginning, he was confused by the nourishment they served him and the care they took when disease took root in his body. Only after many months did he understand their intent.

         Kahil meant to keep Judah’s senses sharp and drive his mind into madness. Kahil inflicted no pain. No one discouraged Judah’s obsessive strengthening or spoke words of confrontation. Darkness and solitude and utter silence were Kahil’s tools of abuse. And these were unfamiliar enemies to Judah.

         Realizing Kahil’s purpose, he spoke to himself often and filled his mind with graceful memories of the past, reliving each over and over.

         The liberation near Mudah, on the southern Nafud, where, at barely sixteen, he’d single-handedly tracked twenty camels stolen from his tribe, cut down two Tayy warriors on the outskirts of their camp, and skillfully avoided pursuit in delivering the camels back to his tribe. The elders learned then that Judah was not a common man among stargazers.

         The day Rami bin Malik had taken Judah into his tent as his second in all matters of war. They had slaughtered ten goats and two camels that night, singing his praise until the rising of the sun.

         Fighting by Saba’s side in battle, knowing always that together they equaled twenty warriors. Were they not legend already?

         Many such memories kept Judah occupied for weeks as he waited for deliverance, knowing that it would come in time. Saba was surely alive and free. Nothing could stop Saba.

         The mighty sheikh, Rami, was also in captivity, but Judah had heard nothing of his fate. He served Rami still, but more, he served Maviah.

         Maviah…

         Nine of ten memories lingered on the woman he loved. Memories of her seated behind him after her camel had been swallowed by the storm in the Nafud. Her arms around his chest and her hot breath on his neck as he pointed out the stars that guided them by night.

         Memories of her soft voice in his ear, asking him far too many bold questions for a woman. How he loved her for them all.

         Memories of her lips upon his own, of her body pressed against his, seeking comfort and courage. Of her walking confidently into Herod’s court, however unsure her heart. Of rescuing her from Brutus. Of her standing tall before King Aretas. Could anyone deny that she was a queen?

         These and many other recollections were Judah’s only companion for so long. These and his memories of Yeshua, the king who would liberate his people from Roman tyranny.

         Yeshua, who had come with a sword to divide the people from their oppressors.

         But in time, speaking became futile and the memories began to fade. Soon he could no longer recall what Maviah looked like without considerable effort.

         Bitterness crept into his mind then, like a poison that at first fueled him, then began to eat away at his sanity.

         Why had they not come? Or had they come, only to be defeated? But Saba would die before accepting defeat. So then, was Saba dead? The Thamud were still in control of Dumah. So then, had Maviah failed? And if so, was she still alive?

         Eventually, the questions themselves drifted off into the darkness and he let them go, because he could not endure the pain they brought him.

         It was then that Maliku started coming to his cell. There by the light of the torch, it had taken Judah a minute to recognize Maviah’s half brother, the man who had shown his true colors of betrayal by leading the Thamud into Dumah to crush his own father, Rami.

         Maliku returned to Judah’s cell periodically after that, rarely speaking more than a few words, asking only if he might offer any comfort. In a show of mercy, he ordered the guards to place straw on the mud and empty the bucket of waste every day.

         Judah was tempted to ask Maliku if Maviah was still alive, but he didn’t think he had the strength to learn of her fate should she be dead.

         Maliku continued to come, and Judah began to wonder if the man’s Kalb blood had finally prompted regret for his betrayal. To live in such terrible guilt might be a fate worse than a dungeon.

         Only yesterday a new thought crept into his mind. If Maliku suffered such dreadful guilt, what might have triggered it? Maviah’s death. What else would cause such a turn in the man?

         Maviah, the woman he cherished, was dead.

         With that thought, Judah once again felt truly alive. For the first time in many months he could feel deeply. But the emotions crushed him, robbing him of breath so that he begged for his own death.

         
              

         

         “JUDAH. You are needed.”

         The voice was still far away in his dreams. Maliku’s voice.

         Iron grated against iron and Judah slowly opened his eyes to see the amber light beyond the bars—torches held by three warriors dressed in black tunics and leather battle armor. Between them stood Maliku, watching him through the opened gate.

         “If you would see Maviah, then you must come peacefully.”

         Judah blinked. Maviah? They had her body? Or she was alive…

         “You must come in peace.”

         He pushed himself up, pulse surging. They were going to take him from the cell?

         Maliku turned to the guards. “Free him.”

         They hesitated, then came in, and when Judah made no sign of resistance, they bound his hands behind his back, unshackled the heavy chain from his ankle, and hauled him to his feet.

         Judah cleared his throat. “Your sister is alive?”

         A moment of silence hung between them.

         “Maviah has never been more alive,” Maliku said. He nodded at the guard. “Bring him.”

         Surrounded by warriors, Judah walked down the corridor in silence, mind crawling back to life, filled with an urgent hope. Maviah was alive.

         At the passage’s end they were joined by two more guards, who led the procession up a flight of stone steps. Judah knew them well from his days as Rami’s warrior, when the palace Marid had been ruled by the Kalb sheikh.

         They passed into light. A ray of sunshine through a window both unnerved and mystified him. He’d forgotten what sunlight felt like. And yet, they would surely return him to the darkness below.

         Then they were at the door leading into the chamber of audience, and then they passed into the large room where Rami bin Malik had once conducted his business with sheikhs from all corners of the desert.

         But his power and wealth now belonged to Saman bin Shariqat, great warrior sheikh of the Thamud. The massive chamber’s walls were covered by long silk drapes fashioned in the colors of the Thamud, yellow and red on black. Thick new carpets from Persia and India softened the fortress floor amid three elaborate pillars.

         The tables were heavy with carved chests, overflowing with jewels and gold coins. Silver trays with matching tea sets from afar were on prominent display, likely gifts from merchants and rulers who’d passed through Dumah on their way to Petra or Egypt or Rome. Exquisitely stamped and appointed leather saddles, each separated by polished swords, daggers, and lances, lined the walls.

         But silver and gold meant nothing to Judah now. He longed to see only one thing.

         There was no sign of Maviah.

         There was only Saman, dressed in the black fringed thobe of his tribe and seated on a large wooden chair banded in silver. On his head, a black agal bound a red-and-yellow headdress. Thick pillows with golden tassels rested on the floor, where those who came for audience would be seated. It appeared Saman had abandoned the customs of the Bedu for the ways of the kings.

         Kahil bin Saman, the son who knew no mercy, stood at the window, hands held loosely behind his back, gazing out at the oasis of Dumah beneath the tall fortress. Judah wondered if this was the same window where he’d thrown Maviah’s son to his death.

         Like a coming storm, Judah’s anger began to gather. And with it, nausea.

         “Leave us,” Maliku ordered.

         The guards left them behind closed doors.

         “Hold your tongue,” Maliku said under his breath. “Trust me.”

         He pushed Judah forward, and with that shove Judah knew the man wore two faces in this room—both Kalb and Thamud.

         Saman watched Judah with piercing eyes, chin planted on the palm of his hand. Kahil turned and walked toward him, studying his frame.

         “I’d nearly forgotten we still had you in the dungeon,” Kahil said. “You are what I do with dung collected on my boot. I can only hope that you will fully appreciate the sound and sight of twenty thousand dying women and children.”

         “Enough!” Saman stood, glaring at his son.

         Kahil dipped his head in respect and backed up.

         Saman stepped off the platform, eyes on Judah.

         “To raid and overthrow is a sheikh’s right in the sands. Did I not crush Rami and take all of his wealth? In the desert did I not subdue those who resisted my power? Am I not the rightful overseer of all the caravans that flow through my city now?” He spoke with sweeping gestures. “Answer me.”

         Judah offered the sheikh a nod, because this much was true.

         “And yet even now they hover, twenty thousand beggars of all tribes, camped like stray dogs in the southern oasis. For a month now. On which winds did this illness infect the desert?”

         “An illness that must be eradicated,” Kahil said absently.

         Maviah. It had to be! No one else could have gathered so many.

         “She calls herself the queen of the desert,” Saman scoffed.

         Judah’s heart pounded.

         “She is no more than a fly to be swatted,” Kahil said.

         Saman’s brow arched. He retreated to his chair, sat heavily, and sighed. “You see what I have,” he said to Judah. “A son who cannot lay down his sword long enough to enjoy his spoil, and a traitor who would give me council.”

         Judah looked at Maliku. What standing did the man have among the Thamud now? A traitor was a traitor, even in the eyes of those he’d benefited.

         “Maliku claims that she will come unarmed.”

         “This is the expectation of our informant,” Maliku confirmed.

         “Only fools would come unarmed.” Kahil sneered. “But let them come—it will save us a march.”

         “Cutting down twenty thousand unarmed Bedu, twelve thousand of whom are women and children, might be”—Maliku searched for the right word—“misunderstood.” He turned to Saman. “Would you have their blood on your hands, my sheikh?”

         “We’re already drenched in blood!” Kahil said. “What is a few more?”

         “Peace will change the story that is told about the Thamud,” Maliku said. “It will change the tale for generations to come. Peace offered by Saman bin Shariqat of the Thamud. Not by Maviah, who is Kalb.”

         But peace was not in Kahil’s blood.

         “Do you think they will simply vanish into the sands because we offer them peace?” Kahil demanded.

         “They need some compensation for their loss. Many of their sons and daughters have been slain. But this might be a small price to pay for a legacy among the Bedu.”

         Kahil’s face darkened. “They won’t stop until they’ve retaken Dumah!”

         “I only offer my opinion to the great Saman.” Maliku bowed before the sheikh.

         Something had tested and changed Maliku, Judah thought. Here stood a wiser man, tired of bloodshed. Could he be trusted?

         Saman spread his hands. “To slaughter or not to slaughter. What do you, mighty warrior of Rami, have to say to this? Maliku insists that you are the prize Maviah would seek.”

         Judah stared at the sheikh. To think they’d brought him into audience for his advice was absurd. Something else was afoot.

         “Well? Have they cut your tongue out as well?”

         Judah cleared his throat. “Though Maviah is a warrior, she has no thirst for blood.”

         “And what of you?” Saman asked.

         “I only say what I—”

         “Do you have any thirst for blood?”

         Did he? An old, seething rage churned in his bowels. But he dared not betray it.

         “If there’s any thirst left in me, it’s for the blood of those who oppress my people in Palestine.”

         Kahil grinned, brow raised. “And the woman who calls herself queen? You have no thirst for this whore?”

         The rage in Judah’s gut rose, heating his face. But he would not lash out, not until the day when he could drain the blood from both Kahil and his father. That day would come.

         He spoke in a soft tone. “Am I to be ashamed of my love? To sit by the fire once again with a song in my heart and Maviah by my side…I would trade all the swords in the world for one night of peace with her.”

         “You are a fool.”

         “Do not underestimate him,” Saman said. “Bedu like Judah know only how to seek revenge.”

         The sheikh sagged in his seat of power, eyeing Judah with suspicion as he absently twirled strands of his beard.

         “There cannot be two rulers in this desert.” He paused, lost in thought. “We will march tomorrow.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         TWO THOUSAND black tents covered the rolling slopes of sand beyond my tent. I watched tendrils of smoke rise to the sky as women tended fires fueled by camel dung. Beneath a layer of coals and sand they would bake unleavened breads to be spiced, buttered, and rolled with dates. Few men were in sight; they were behind a partition in those same tents, doing what Bedu men did when not hunting or raiding: exchanging embellished news of their past exploits and fearlessly proclaiming the imminent defeat of the Thamud.

         I had to find Saba now. Saba, my tower of strength, who was with my son Talya, now eight. I’d adopted Talya after coming upon him abandoned among the Banu Abysm tribe, the same tribe of my mother, who was now dead.

         If Saba wasn’t by my side, he could be found in the hills alone or with Talya, who had become like a son to him. Politics and conflict offered him no intrigue.

         I descended a sandy slope and approached the small, spring-fed pool that brought life to the reeds and green palms and bushes. The camels were bunched around the drinking trough just south of the spring, or strewn across the sands, searching for stubborn tufts of grass, or sleeping in the sun.

         During the last month, we had slaughtered more than a hundred of the male camels, each drawn by lot. The owner was awarded the most prized meats—liver and head—and the rest was divided among that family’s clan.

         My own she-camel, whom I’d named Zahwah, as white as the brightest sand, would be near my tent, for she loved me and never strayed far. If she was selected for slaughter I would weep, then gratefully give her life to save the children.

         The moment the little ones saw me, they ran to me, leaping with arms swinging high. “Maviah, Maviah, Maviah!” There was Sayd and Salim and Mona and others—I knew them well, most younger than my Talya and so perhaps even more trusting of those who cared for them.

         “Leave her!” Jalilah cried. The old woman’s stained dress was ragged, made of finely woven camel hair worn thin by years of use. Her feet were bare, soles thickened by a life on the sands. With one hand, she steadied a heavy skin of water on her back; with the other she waved at the children, scolding. “Maviah isn’t a goat to be played with!”

         “Let them come, Jalilah.” I smiled and her scowl softened, but I had countered her authority and immediately sought to repair her pride. “Only a moment before you chase them away,” I said, lowering myself to one knee to receive the children.

         Mona reached me first and flung herself into my arms. I kissed her dirty cheek, wondering how many days since she’d washed herself.

         “How beautiful you are, Mona!” I said, kissing her filthy hair. “You are like the morning sun.”

         Then the other children reached me, clambering for as much love and affection.

         “Salim is killing his goat tomorrow,” little Mona said, eyes bright. “We’re having a great feast because Salim is slaughtering the goat!”

         “Oh?” I grinned at Salim, who wore his age with pride, for he was the eldest here, perhaps seven—already a warrior in the making. “Salim has a goat to slaughter?”

         The young boy shrugged, knowing he’d spoken more than he could deliver. “It’s my uncle’s last goat. He says we will eat it soon. And I will kill it with my knife.”

         “Well, won’t that be the day! I will feast with you, Salim. We all will.”

         “Now leave her!” Jalilah scolded, shooing them with her free arm. “You’re children and know nothing! Leave, leave!”

         I gave Salim a nod.

         They scampered away, knowing not to test Jalilah. I felt the full weight of so many lives upon my shoulders.

         I found Saba alone with Talya beyond the spring amid five staggered boulders, arms crossed, shaded by a date palm stripped of its fruit.

         Saba had long ago traded his battle dress for a loose tunic and pants, which looked whiter than they were next to his black skin. His bald head towered over the frame of a small boy with dark curls, dressed nearly identically to his teacher.

         My heart leaped at the sight of Talya. The new name I had chosen for him meant both “child” and “lamb” in Aramaic, the language of Yeshua, because he was small, even for an eight-year-old. And precious.

         I pulled up short on the slope, realizing they hadn’t yet seen me.

         “And what do we call it?” Saba asked in his soft, rumbling tone.

         “The kingdom,” Talya said.

         How sweet was Talya’s young voice. I slipped between two boulders and watched, unseen, treasuring these gifts of mine to love.

         “Which kingdom?” Saba settled back against one of the boulders, arms still folded.

         Talya answered without pause, having learned Saba’s teachings well. “The kingdom of heaven. There are two—the realm of heaven and the realm of earth. But only the realm of heaven is eternal, with no beginning or end.”

         “And where is this eternal realm called heaven?”

         “Everywhere,” Talya answered, using his little arms to demonstrate. “Inside, outside, high and low and wide and deep.”

         “Even among the Thamud?”

         “Yes, but they cannot see it. They are blind.”

         “Why are they blind?”

         “Because they see only with the little eyes in their skulls. They are blind like Hamil.”

         “Hamil is blinded only by old age and too much sun. Perhaps he sees the kingdom of heaven better than any of us. But blind, yes. Excellent!”

         Saba clapped once, straightened, and tossed Talya a date from his pocket.

         “And how sweet is this gift of earth, for which we are eternally grateful.”

         Talya stuffed the date in his mouth, then clapped as well. “How sweet it is!”

         Saba chuckled. “But not nearly as wonderful as Talya, who has opened the eyes of his heart so he may see more than the realm of earth.”

         A lump gathered in my throat.

         Saba had become a new man in the two years since we’d left Petra to gather the oppressed in Arabia. While I tended my place as mother to all, Saba often retreated to the sands to quiet his mind in prayer and contemplation. In this way he exchanged his own understanding of the world for a deep intimacy with the Father. This was his process of repentance, the way of attaining metanoia, which is a changed mind—a mind transformed and made greater.

         He was obsessed with the path to truly know the Father and his realm. This, Saba believed, is what Yeshua meant when he spoke of entering the eternal realm of heaven.

         He often called this path the forgotten Way of Yeshua, because that Way into the realm, so opposite the ways of the world, was difficult to keep in mind, even for those who had once seen.

         Saba paced, hands on his hips, gazing at the horizon, wearing a track in the sand.

         “As I have often said, to follow in the Way is to find salvation from the storms that rise to crush us. So this demands a question. How?”

         “How?”

         “Yes, how does one now walk in the eternal kingdom of heaven, which sets us free from anxiety?”

         “By believing in Yeshua,” my son said.

         “Yes. But what does this mean? Tell me.”

         Talya absently mirrored Saba’s pacing, though with far shorter strides. The sight of them together in this way melted my heart.

         “To believe in is to trust,” Talya said most seriously. “To have faith.”

         “To have faith in,” Saba said, accentuating in with a raised finger.

         “Yes, to believe in,” Talya returned, finger also raised.

         Saba flattened his hand, palm down, and swept it to one side. “Not merely to believe about. Even the demons believe that Yeshua is the Son of the Father, for surely they have ears.” He spat to one side.

         “To believe only about Yeshua is nothing,” Talya said, spitting.

         “A small first step in the right direction, perhaps,” Saba said.

         “But this is not the Way.”

         “To believe in Yeshua gives one the power to find peace in the storms of this life. This is the work of the Father, to believe in the one he has sent. This is eternal life, to know the Father. This is what Yeshua taught. Now tell me, how does one know if or when they are believing in Yeshua as opposed to just about Yeshua?”

         “We know we are believing in him when we are in peace, without worry or grievance.”

         “Yes, peace. If you have a grievance against any threat, such as a storm or an illness or a brother or even an enemy, it is only because we are putting our faith in the power of the storm, rather than in Yeshua and the realm of the Father.”

         “But putting our faith in Yeshua makes us the greatest of all warriors, able to move mountains and calm the storm,” Talya said.

         “Indeed.”

         Saba stopped his pacing and tossed another date to Talya, who deftly caught it and threw it into his mouth.

         “And how sweet it is.”

         “How sweet it is.”

         I almost walked out then, so strong was my longing to sweep Talya from his feet and embrace him. But Saba spoke.

         “So then—and now we are almost finished—if this kingdom is our only obsession, like a treasure in a field or a pearl of great price, and if faith is the path into such a place of great beauty and power, what is the means to this path? How will you find such a narrow path called faith?”

         He was explaining it all in terms a child could understand, and I was filled yet again with wonder, though I already knew the answer to Saba’s question.

         “By seeing with new eyes.”

         “Perception! Perception is the means to true belief. Because the eye is your lamp. If your eye is clear you will see light. If not clear—if it is blocked with a plank of offense and judgment—you will remain blind. You will be trapped in the darkness of grievance, offense, and judgment.”

         I heard the voice of Yeshua in my heart. Do you still believe in me, Maviah? Are you saved from darkness?

         Yes, I thought, because right now I trusted in Yeshua and felt no anxiety.

         “Listen to me, Talya.” Saba lowered himself to one knee. “All grievances are as destructive to you as murder, and they arise only from fear. Fear will render you blind. Yes?”

         “I want to see.”

         Saba nodded once, satisfied. “And so you will. Do you understand what I have told you?”

         “Yes, Saba.”

         “Of course you do.”

         He stood and spread his arms. “Of course you do!” he said with more volume, gazing at the sky. “You understand because you are a child, and unless you become like a child you cannot follow the Way of Yeshua!”

         Saba then lifted his face to the sky and closed his eyes. “You too will calm the storms that rise against you in this life!”

         He was speaking as a sage, I thought, and my heart pounded like a drum.

         “As a child you, Talya, will lead them. With faith you will move the mountain. They will know you for your love and for the peace that passes all understanding. You too will walk upon the troubled waters of this life and help the blind to see. The captives will be set free and all of heaven will invade earth as no army can, for you will bring light, not darkness, and you will show them the Way of Yeshua!”

         A heron chirped in the bushes behind me. The air felt thick. My heart had gone quiet.

         My son finally spoke in a soft voice, full of wonder.

         “If I will move the mountain later, can I move a stone now, Saba?” A beat passed. “Can you move a stone?”

         Saba lowered his arms, hesitating. “Not yet,” Saba said. “But I am less of a child than you. To begin, think of moving the stones that block true sight into the realm of Yeshua.”

         “And how can I remove the stones that blind me?”

         Now Saba was even slower to respond. This was the question that had often bothered Saba. If clear vision was required to see the path of faith into the kingdom, by what means could one’s sight be restored? We would one day return to Yeshua to uncover the mystery of this question.

         “You can only see this path by taking your eyes off of all other paths,” Saba said.

         Talya thought about this for a moment. “How?” he asked.

         “When the time comes, you will know how,” Saba answered, but I didn’t think the response particularly helpful.

         I could not contain myself a moment longer. I stepped out from between the rocks and hurried toward them.

         Saba turned his eyes toward me, then lowered his arms. Seeing Saba’s gaze, Talya twisted back, saw me, and raced for me, face lit like the stars.

         I stooped down, flung my arms around him, and swept him into the air, twirling.

         “What a big boy you are!” I said, kissing his neck and his cheek. “I love you more than life itself.”

         “Saba is teaching me, Mother! I will move the mountain. The Thamud cannot stand against me.”

         I set him down and I pushed my fingers through his tossed curls, wiped the dust from his cheeks. “Of course you will move the mountain, my dear. With a single word!”

         His eyes were the color of almonds beneath long lashes. Not a mark scarred his tender, smooth skin. He’d come from my mother’s tribe—scavengers who were the lowest in standing among all of the Bedu. Compared to the first five years of his life in the sands, our paltry existence was, for him, like living in a grand palace.

         How little it took to give an orphan a new life. Surely, this was Yeshua’s Way.

         Saba watched us with approval. “You must only follow everything Saba teaches you, and you will be the mightiest stallion in all the desert.”

         “A stallion who can fly,” Talya said.

         I laughed, setting him down. “A stallion who can fly through the heavens.”

         Talya skipped away, arms stretched like wings, then scrambled up the nearest boulder.

         Saba dipped his head. “My queen.”

         I returned his greeting with my own. “My strength.” I walked up to him, smiling. “You are taking your student far, I see.”

         “He has far fewer lies to unlearn than any grown man.”

         “Perhaps too far for a little lamb. ‘A child will lead them’?”

         He searched my eyes. “The meek will inherit the earth. Only as children can we follow or lead.”

         Strange, to hear such words from the strongest and most skilled warrior in the desert. His entrance into any tent always commanded attention, for it was well known that he could take on twenty of the best in any camp and leave them all bloody on the sand if he chose.

         I looked toward Dumah, six hours distant.

         “The council has reached a decision,” Saba said.

         “Yes.”

         “And yet I see concern in your eyes.”

         I glanced up at Talya, who balanced along the rock.

         “We will march in three days’ time,” I said, “with all the people and no weapons, to camp at Dumah’s gates. If Saman refuses our request, I will offer myself in Judah’s place. He will set Judah free and take me in his stead.”

         So…there it was.

         When no response came, I turned back. Saba stepped forward and took my arm, nearly frantic.

         “No, my queen! I cannot allow this!”

         I was taken aback by the force in his voice. Saba the peaceful sage had fled.

         “Saman will put you to death!”

         “He will not,” I said, breaking Saba’s grip on my arm.

         Surely Saba knew this. Saman held Judah hostage because of my love for him, but his life hung in a precarious balance because Judah’s death would not inflame the rage of the desert.

         Killing me, the one revered among so many Bedu, on the other hand, would make me a martyr whose legend would outlast Saman’s, a fact that could not escape the Thamud leader.

         Once I was in chains, word would spread through the desert and many thousands would come to join our peaceful revolution. In the end, Saman would reconsider, surely.

         And if not…

         I gently placed my hand on his chest. “Listen to me, Saba. You must not fear for me. You must only think of restoring Judah to his full strength. You must think of the orphans and the lost tribes who have entrusted themselves to us. You must keep Talya in perfect safety, no matter what happens. I will need you to lead, and only you. Tell me you will not waver from this duty.”

         He spoke slowly, at a loss. “I will not waver.”

         I stared down the slope at the sprawling sea of black tents dotting the white sands.

         “I have seen death,” he said.

         I looked at him.

         “My death?”

         “Many deaths, like locusts upon the sand. Who is among them, I cannot say.”

         My mind spun with visions of battle and bloodshed, for this was the Thamud way. I pushed the images away.

         “Are you saying that going to Dumah is a mistake?”

         “No.”

         My irritation flared.

         “What’s your intent in telling me this? If we die in peace, we die for generations to come.”

         “Yes.”

         That was all. Just yes.

         “Then what is your point?”

         He faced me, and I saw his eyes misty with emotion. Fear, that ancient familiar enemy I’d held so long at bay, approached me.

         “If I am to be slain, or you,” he said, “then know that I would gladly give my life for yours. I have found my life because of you and would trade it for yours without a thought.”

         I studied his eyes for a long moment, seeing there an honor he had never given me before. More than honor. Losing Saba would be as painful as losing Judah.

         The thought surprised me. I couldn’t deny how close we were—after so much time with him by my side, I depended on him for more than guidance.

         But I loved Judah.

         I removed my hand from his chest.

         “Forgive me, Saba. Forgive me.”
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“Ancient settings, believable characters, and
high-octane story lines . ..fiction of the highest caliber.”

/ —Library Journal starred review of A.D. 30





