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  Preface




  The Temple Culture of ancient Malta, which flourished for a thousand years (from 3600 BC to 2600 BC) left behind dozens of magnificent and extraordinary megalithic temples. The architecture described in this novel, the geographic locations, and the general history, are true to the region. I have taken some liberties, such as transposing the spirals from the altar at Tarxien to the altar at Ħaġar Qim, and using some modern place names. The quoted mythical texts are translations of the Canaanite tablets found in the ancient city of Ugarit, and the love poem lines are from the “Song of Songs.” The statues, spiral altar, and shell necklace can be viewed in the National Museum of Archeology, Valletta, Malta. Beyond these details, this is a work of fiction. Consult a professional wise woman herbalist before using herbs to treat health conditions.




  Name pronunciations:




  Nuriya—pronounced “Noor-ee-a”




  Ilobaal—pronounced “Ee-lo-ball”




  Temple pronunciations:




  Mnajdra—pronounced “Im-Nai-dra”




  Ħaġar Qim—pronounced “Ha-jar Eem”




  A Glossary can be found at the end of this book.




   




  [image: ]




  1.




  HEALER’S APPRENTICE




  Malta, 728 BC




  Nuriya balanced a pot of water onto the cook-stones then stood, opening her arms to the Great Mediterranean Sea. Yonder, merchant galleys sailed, slicing through turquoise waters toward far-flung ports of call. Nuriya closed her eyes and let the sea wind lick the sweat from her skin, dreaming of the handsome seafarer she would one day marry. Together they would sail to Tyre—the homeland she had never seen—find her father, and be welcomed into the bosom of her true family.




  She opened her eyes to see her teacher, Korba, climbing the hill from Mnajdra, the ancient temple that was the healer’s passion and devotion. An empty waterskin swung in front of Korba’s body as she bent to her walking stick; her apron and cheeks were smudged rust-red with ochre. Nuriya ducked into the cool of their dwelling, delighting, as always, in the fragrance of drying herbs. In the back was a storeroom, whose walls were the sloping limestone of a natural dry cave. This cave alone had been Korba’s dwelling before a neighbor helped her build the thatch-roofed anteroom with its wooden door. Inside the storeroom, baskets of vegetables, berries, and seeds were stacked alongside jugs of honey wine and jars of grain. Nuriya selected dried mushrooms and two turnips, and picked up a covered bowl of soaked grain.




  When Korba arrived, she began washing at the outdoor basin, while Nuriya, her apprentice, cut vegetables for their pottage.




  “Heal-er!” A high, thin cry turned their heads.




  A boy was running toward them from the Standing Stones, another ancient temple, further up the hill, crying “Fetch the healer. Hurry! Hurry! My sister’s hurt!”




  Korba managed to calm the boy enough to determine his need. She directed Nuriya to pour steaming water into a small wineskin, to which the healer added crushed poppyheads. She packed several wrapped herb bundles into her traveling kit, which Nuriya carried, and they set off at a steady pace—up to cliff trail, right toward port, then inland through terraced fields. The healer could be heard chanting her prayers, while the boy fretted and hurried them, racing anxiously forward and back. Nuriya picked plantain as she found it along their route.




  They found the boy’s young sister, resting on her side under a makeshift lean-to, which provided her a bit of shade. A group of men were working in a nearby wheat field. One broke from his work and approached them. The man’s expression was grim; one moment, his daughter and son had been playing next to him on the bench as he drove a heavy-laden ox-cart, and the next moment, his daughter was pushed off and into its path, her foot crushed under a turning wheel.




  Nuriya sat beside the girl, smoothing brown locks that tangled across her forehead, feeling the chill of her skin even in the intense summer’s heat. The girl gazed up, her expression pleading and scared, and Nuriya resisted the urge to close her eyes, to not see her pain. She glanced around, hoping the girl’s mother would appear, but neither the boy nor the father were looking for anyone to come, and neither was the child; she was looking to Nuriya. The healer’s apprentice took hold of the girl’s hand. Petite, clammy fingers clung hard and tears spilled from the young one’s eyes. At this moment, more than anything in the world, Nuriya wanted this child to be well. Korba had taught her how to pray, and though she did not know if the Great Mother heard her prayers or what She chose to do with them if She did, Nuriya silently and fervently prayed as she was taught: “Great Mother, source of all life, guide my hands and my heart to bring Your healing to Your daughter.”




  The girl’s name was Tian. She did not speak out loud but she did respond to Korba’s questions: “Does it hurt a lot?” Tian gave a brave, grave nod. “Can you feel my touch?” Korba brushed the bloody toes poking from under a crude bandage with her own ochre-tinged fingertips and watched confusion spread across the child’s features. “Can you move your toes?” The girl shook her head then hid her face in the crook of Nuriya’s wrist.




  The healer felt the pulse at Tian’s free wrist then gently turned her face to feel her forehead and temples. The healer closed her eyes for the space of a breath then unwrapped the bandage of cloth and leaves. She poured from her waterskin, washing the injured foot, the water trickling into a bloody puddle, revealing what had clotted and what had not. Korba pushed herself to standing and addressed the father. “Where is your dwelling?” He pointed to a reed roof peeking above a nearby hill. “I need to get Tian out of the sun. You carry. We’ll follow.”




  The man hesitated oddly then nodded, awkwardly picking up his daughter and leading the way, clenching and unclenching his jaw with each step.




  Inside, the rubblestone field hut was a chaos of unwashed pots, mats, and clothes. The boy made a place for his sister and Korba used a mound of clothing to prop her legs. She left Nuriya to comfort the girl and went to find embers in the ash-filled fire ring, pulling out two cooking bowls, and setting to work.




  Nuriya had lived with the healer since she was as young as the girl before her. Now she was almost fifteen, almost a woman. Korba had taught her how to gather herbs and prepare medicine, how to massage away pain, and how to hold her hands over injury with a healing intention when touch was not appropriate. Nuriya held her hands over the swollen mass of Tian’s foot, trying not to picture the bones, broken and twisted, under the bloody flesh. It hurt her that such pain existed, that this tender child should suffer. She reminded herself, as Korba often did, that the power which grew Tian from an infant into a bright young child was the same power which could, perhaps, heal her mangled foot.




  When it became too difficult to think healing thoughts, Nuriya hummed a lullaby and stroked Tian’s hair. Korba came in, handed her a jar and went back out. Nuriya pried open the stopper and dabbed her finger into sweet bee nectar. Cradling Tian’s head, she made up a song, “Honey, honey, sweet little girl, a special, special, bee made this just for you,” and she enticed her until Tian sucked. Then she offered more.




  Korba came in again, felt Tian’s forehead, looked into her eyes, and handed Nuriya the wineskin of steeped poppy-heads. “Two sips,” she said and Nuriya nodded, propping the girl’s head higher. The healer went out and returned with her medicine bowls. She rechecked Tian’s eyes then announced, “I’m going to examine your injury, Tian.” She held the heel in one hand and the lower leg in the other, testing the ankle, then cleansed the injury with medicinal tea, trying to reopen the wound as little as possible. Tian squeezed Nuriya’s hand hard, whimpering but not drawing away. Korba noted the distortion of the foot but there was too much swelling to see how many bones were involved. She applied plantain leaves mashed in honey, wrapped the foot with more leaves, then secured them with cloth. Turning her attention to the father, Korba asked, “I will show you how to make medicine for pain. Who will help?” Korba was prying, of course, for everyone on Malta, save the odd exception of she and Nuriya, lived in clans, not in isolated field huts.




  “No one.”




  “Well, come along. And we’ll need crutches made.”




  It was late in the summer’s long afternoon when they packed up. Nuriya, wishing she could stay, looked back at Tian, one wadded, mess of a foot propped next to its perfect partner. The healer said she would be back the next afternoon. “If there’s trouble, fetch me sooner. A flag on the post says I’m home. I’ll leave word with Bon in Wied Filfla if I’m away.” The father offered to pay in wheat “when the harvest’s done,” and the healer said that would be fine.




  They walked home with Nuriya brooding moodily, staring down a few paces in front of her. When they reached the fork, the sunset had become a red-orange glow over a silvery sea, a band of indigo marking the horizon. Nuriya retied the welcome cloth and started up the path. Before she got two steps, however, Korba put a hand on her shoulder. “Talk,” Korba said.




  Turning, Nuriya pressed her lower jaw into her front teeth. “I’m sad,” she burst out, with a tone more angry than sad.




  “Tian’s foot?”




  “That. And everything. That she will walk with a limp. That she doesn’t have her mother. I’m just sad. Why couldn’t we do more?”




  “It’s time for Tian to rest and for Great Mother to do Her part.”




  To Korba, every healing outcome was in Great Mother’s hands but Nuriya was not eased by such words; she suffered until every patient was well. It wasn’t her intention to offend Korba—she was the best healer on the island and deeply devoted to the Great Mother—but Nuriya couldn’t hold herself back: “If the Mother’s so great, why does She let these things happen?”




  She saw the hurt in Korba’s expression. Nonetheless, her teacher answered evenly, “It is not given us to see through Her eyes.” That was as much retort as Nuriya might expect and she turned away to stare toward the sea. The bright stars of the Scorpion poked through the twilight, the red heart and pinchers. The Temple Mnajdra was a silhouette against the fading light. “I know you wanted to do more,” Korba said. “It was hard to see Tian hurting.”




  Nuriya bit her cheek to suppress a reply she would regret.




  “Will you make offering in the morning? You’ll feel better.”




  Nuriya nodded, to appease Korba, and they walked up the path in silence.




  At dawn the next day, Nuriya’s first thought was of Tian. Then the questions flooded in: How much pain was she in? Were the herbs working? What if she needed the bones set and Korba waited too long? She followed Korba to the garden, where the healer picked a sprig of plejju mint and a handful of beans, saying, “Bring something, Nuri.”




  The towering rosemary outside the garden wall caught Nuriya’s attention. She snapped off a blue-green sprig, thanking the stately plant. They walked down the rocky slope, absorbed each in their own thoughts. The sea this morning was the color of slate and the great clouds resting on the horizon were outlined white gold with the sun they veiled. Mnajdra looked stunning, her limestone glowing pink with the dawn light.




  Every morning for the past thirty years, Korba brought an offering to the main altar of this ancient building. As a youngster, Nuriya accompanied Korba, though she rarely did anymore for too often she squirmed at the healer’s emphatic devotions to her God. This morning, Korba spoke a restrained few words of prayer then stepped back, saying, “Tell Her what is in your heart, Nuri. Ask Her for help.”




  Nuriya felt a flash of irritation even now but she was so full of feeling for Tian she could hardly breathe. She had to speak to someone. Despite her cynicism, she trembled as she set the rosemary sprig between the water bowl and the statue of the Goddess. She closed her eyes, moving her lips in silent prayer. “Please don’t make Tian suffer. Help her heal, if you can. I want the swelling gone, and her foot to be well. Please, if you can do this.” After a few moments, Nuriya opened her eyes. The altar looked lovely—the painted bowl, the plump statue of the Goddess and the rosemary sprig with its gallant blue flowers sitting atop the altar that Korba had been painting with red ochre spirals. Nuriya’s eyes stung with unshed tears, but she did feel less agitated.




  As she tended the chickens and fetched the water, Nuriya carried her concern for Tian like a stone in her gut. Sometimes, it pushed itself, unbidden, into her throat and her jaw would tighten with the effort to push it back down. She joined Korba, mending mats indoors, out of the summer sun, and in that quiet activity, the images came again—the mangled foot, the brave little girl. She couldn’t wait to return.




  It was not the busiest time of year for the healer. Summer herbs had been gathered and put up to dry or infused into oil. When the last of the beans were picked, the garden would lie dormant until the first fall rain. Any time was time for birthings or broken bones, but no new trouble sought them that day, and after a morning of quiet mending, the healer and her apprentice set off to tend their patient.




  Tian was dutifully resting inside the cluttered hut with her foot elevated. Korba unwrapped the bandage and examined the foot, commenting, “good, good,” and “not yet.” After changing the poultice the healer directed Nuriya to clean the outdoor fire ring, while she had a private chat with the girl.




  Later, Korba met Tian’s father as he came in from the fields, speaking to him sharply, “Your daughter needs her mother even if you do not.”




  “It’s not your business.”




  “Your affairs are not my business, but your daughter’s healing is.” Korba gave new instructions, making them a good deal more complicated than necessary, and muttered her annoyance under her breath for much of the walk home.




  While Nuriya was at chores the next morning, their neighbor Bon stopped by to see if they needed anything from the market. Korba put together a packet for him to deliver to the spice vendor, Kepi, then gladly accepted his offer of an ox-cart ride to Tian’s.




  When they arrived, a woman with chestnut hair and sorrowful eyes was there to greet them. It was she who gave Tian her cherub features, and Nuriya reproached a pang of jealousy even as she noticed Korba’s gratified smile. Already Tian’s mother had cleaned and aired the room, hung clothes to dry and was mending tunics.




  The swelling of the foot had diminished considerably, and the distortion of its shape was clear to see. Korba warmed her poppyhead brew, adding honey, and Tian drank it while her mother held her, murmuring soothing encouragements, and singing to her until she slept. Korba whispered instructions to her apprentice then poured her concentration into manipulating the delicate bones. Even sedated Tian cried, “Mommy, mommy,” and Nuriya had to use both hands to hold down her bucking leg. Finally, Korba nodded that she was pleased with her result. She poulticed and splinted the foot, then the women went outside to talk, while Nuriya stayed with Tian, making sidelong glances through the open doorway every moment she could.




  That evening after supper, Nuriya faced the sea, listening to the crickets beckon the night. Small animals skittered in the dried grass and a breeze rustled her hair. Evenings had once been a time of teaching for healer and apprentice but these days Korba took up her pipe after supper and retired early as befit an old woman. Nuriya followed with her eyes the drunken, darting dance of the bats then watched the first stars reveal themselves—the blue Pearl—the orange star of the Herdsman—the red heart of the Scorpion. Gradually those first lights became immersed into the magnificent starry array; there would be no moon tonight to dim their radiance or their number. Thinking of Tian curled into her mother’s arms, Nuriya turned her head toward the east, the direction of port town. Nuriya had lived there once…she had a family once…




  Nuriya’s father had been the assistant to the Overseer of the Dock at the Phoenician settlement at Marsaxlokk Bay. Phoenicia was a land of five kingdoms on the far eastern shore of the Mediterranean Sea, bordered by the Kingdom of Israel to the south and Assyrian Empire to the east. The Phoenician settlement at Marsaxlokk was called a colony, but the only Phoenicians living there at that time were the Overseer, the dozen men who served as dockworkers as well as guards for two warehouses, a good-natured family that ran an inn, and Nuriya’s own small household.




  Nuriya’s mother died during a pox epidemic that spread throughout the western Mediterranean. Nuriya had lived with the healer ever since, for her father had returned with his Overseer to their home port of Tyre, Phoenicia. Nuriya tried to keep alive a few memories of her father—his handsome, long face and dark-lashed eyes—the way his voice rumbled in his chest when he was angry. Whenever she saw a particularly elegant merchant ship, she would imagine that the captain looked like her father, and she dreamed of marrying such a man, who would take her to Tyre one day, to find him.




  In the ten years since Nuriya lived at port, everything about the Phoenician colony had changed. Several hundred people resided there now. There were worker’s barracks (they used to live in camps), warehouses, and rows of dwellings for market workers and craftsmen. There were two taverns besides the inn, a meeting house, and a residence for the Phoenician Magistrate. Merchants persuaded to stay year round had built homes and brought their families. A market bustled every day during trading season and every fourth day throughout the winter, and last spring, a Tyrian war ship, boasting an impressive purple sail, had been stationed there.




  People from all over the Mediterranean passed through Malta now: Libyans from Africa, Elmyans from Sicily, men from Iberia, and from all the kingdoms of Phoenicia. The common tongue at port was the Canaanite language of Tyre, the varieties of peoples each speaking their uniquely accented versions. Nuriya loved being at port on market days, hearing the language of her youth and the accents from faraway places. She loved the flashes of purple and red cloth, the smells of foods spiced with her childhood memories, the clink of scales, the calls of vendors, and the trinkets from all around the Great Sea.




  When Nuriya was young, Korba took her to port often, walking half the morning to get there so she could mingle with the innkeeper’s children. Afterward they would watch ships from the west unload tin and silver into the warehouses while galleys from the east offloaded wine and oil, then stacked precious ingots into their hulls to transport to Tyre. As Nuriya grew, however, Korba became evermore reluctant to spend time at port.




  In case the canny healer could read her thoughts, Nuriya moved to a rock near the signal post, resting her chin onto her palm. How would she find a husband to take her to Tyre if Korba whisked her away whenever a sailor looked at her? The fruit vender’s son gave her free figs, and the way he brushed her hand made her giddy, but he wasn’t a sailor and she doubted that he or his father would ever be able to buy their passage home.




  Nuriya went back to gazing at the stars, seeking the Wanderers, those privileged stars which moved independent of the design of the night. Behind her in the sign of the Fishes, the Wanderer called Bright Star of Wisdom shone brilliant and distinct, and before her, the Beauty Star slung low in the west. Nuriya liked to imagine that her mother lived inside the Beauty Star, her favorite star in all the night sky. She spoke aloud her mother’s words for I love you, “Ana bahhebek,” and imagined her mother saying back, “Kesi Nuriya, ana bahhebek.”




  The next morning when Nuriya awoke, she immediately noticed that something was different. The moodiness that had shrouded her for days was gone. Even her eyes felt different. In the faint light seeping through the doorframe, the rock wall before her looked like it was breathing, coming close, receding, and close again. She wondered if she was still dreaming and closed her lids, feeling the tranquility of sleep calling her back.




  “Sleeping late this morning are we?” Korba asked in her semi-stern voice as she shook out her sleeping mat, already dressed in her customary apron and tunic.




  “Good morning, Korba-ma,” Nuriya greeted using her term of endearment. “I feel… interesting today.”




  The healer pushed wayward hair from her face and peered down with a quizzical smile. “Very nice to hear it, my sweet, but you still have eggs to collect before it’s too hot.” Korba turned then and pushed open the door. Summer heat poured in. “And we need a haul of water this morning,” she stated to the day as she stepped out into it.




  Nuriya didn’t mind the reminder of her duties this morning; it was just her guardian’s practical manner. But, she lay back with a sigh, she would take her time in getting up just this once.




  Korba had already placed her temple offering and had water warming on the fire when Nuriya stepped outside, pulling her shift over her hips. She bent over the healer’s silver hair to kiss her crown. “Thank you, love,” Korba said with a note of surprise.




  Nuriya popped back inside and out again with a pot of soaked grains. Korba stirred in a cupful of hot water and poured the rest into their drinking mugs, half filled with herbs steeped the night before. The two worked companionably, as they had for years, healer and apprentice, foster mother and foster daughter.




  Nuriya gathered eggs to a chorus of indignant squawks then shooed the flock out to find their morning scratch. Mostly the chickens stayed inside the rubble-walled yard, but she checked several times a day if she was home to make sure none were touring the countryside. Water topped, she hopped up to sit on the wall. The sun was heavy upon her head, already washing color from the landscape. Nuriya lingered on this wall nearly every morning. The last few days all she could think about was Tian; now she squinted out toward Filfla, the tiny uninhabited island, reliving her childhood dream of visiting its terns and seals as her first stop on an adventurous journey to Tyre.




  A galley with a milk-colored sail and a brightly painted eye of Osiris rounded the bluff, sailing west. Surely this ship boasted a handsome, dark-lashed captain, and just as surely it sailed for that great city of Carthage, where wealthy men built homes as large as palaces. Nuriya imagined crowds of women at the markets in Carthage, wearing beautiful robes, with servants fussing over them. She patted her unkempt hair, picturing it braided atop her head and on her chest the heavy jewelry of a high-born lady. A surge of longing rose in her heart, tugging her dangerously back toward blue. She jumped to the ground, brushing off thoughts like so many crumbs.




  She called to Korba that she was going for water and headed uphill with an empty jug and a thick carrying strap, picking her way rock to rock, round bunch grass and dried thistle flower. She had a feeling that she was being watched and looked around, but there was no one she could see, not even a falcon overhead. She shrugged and ran the rest of the way, dropping down, panting, at the rim of the cistern. Immediately her heart jumped to see two eyes peering.




  She chided herself for being silly and then contemplated her own reflection, wondering what people saw when they looked at her, why they looked twice. Korba and she were obviously not related, so that was something. Korba was a hand-span shorter than Nuriya, with silky, silver hair that hung past her shoulders. Her eyes were dark and perceptive, like mouse eyes Nuriya thought when in an ungenerous mood. Korba’s face was tanned to leather from years in the sun, but even sun-browned her skin was lighter than the color of Nuriya’s fingertips. Nuriya’s summer color was that of roasted carob and her hair, the black of kohl. Her face was wide through the forehead, different from other Phoenician women, and her eyes were too large. The Egyptian vendor called her ‘Miut’ and Nuriya cringed every time she heard it because Kepi was likening her to Bastet, her beloved cat Goddess.




  Nuriya frowned. Even if she had a proper gown she would never be mistaken for a merchant’s wife, and all her musings these days ended with this same dropped heart. She would always be an outsider. Not that she wasn’t grateful to Korba, but living here, with no mother, no father…just an old woman for company. Her throat got tight. Her reflection, distorted from the puckering that precedes tears, was plain ugly. A tear splashed the dark water and ripples fanned out. The surface cleared and her face reformed. Still ugly. Another tear splashed her reflection at the place where her brows bunched close, making her blink. It felt like something touched her there, and it began to cut, wedging inward. Sharp! Her hands flew to her face and she rolled from the rim. Behind Nuriya’s eyes were flashes of light, each flash a jabbing knife. She had the vague awareness of the sun burning overhead and of an ache deep in her bowels, but overwhelmingly she was paralyzed by a violent show of lights. Finally the lights abated, leaving throbbing head pain in their wake.




  The sun was approaching its zenith. Nuriya dragged herself into the private shade of the carob tree and sat with her back to it, waiting for the pain to go away. How she longed for her mother to be with her, her real mother! Korba had taught her that whenever she was hurting or lonely she should pray to the Great Mother, “Who was the Mother of all things,” but that would never comfort like flesh and blood, like Tian’s mother, holding her so sweetly.




  A breeze whispered around Nuriya’s ears; she was glad for that comfort at least. The pain in her head had dulled, but she still felt unsteady, like she couldn’t walk if she stood, like she was teetering even as she sat. She reached her hands to rest them on solid ground and had yet another strange sensation—it was as if the earth rose up as a spirit and entered her body. Her legs filled with density as if made of clay, and they felt enormous, like the statues of the Great Goddess. The sensation spread throughout her body until Nuriya felt mighty with it—she, the motherless child, felt like a Great Mother. There was a heat too, deep and low inside her, like an ember burned there, and in her mind’s eye she watched the ember burn a path into the ground. It was strange, but it was wonderful—her body like a mountain, her belly like a volcano. Nuriya wanted to stay that way forever—part earth, part fire…not the always-wanting woman-child…only earth, only fire…




  Then the pain returned. A hot knife hacked as if to split her head, to break it apart. She wanted to smash herself into the rocks, and had the tiny, ironic image: the healer’s apprentice, dead from headache.




  In the next instant, something equally improbable happened. Just when she thought she could not bear the pain, Nuriya saw her mother before her eyes—her real mother, as she was on the day she died, vivid and beautiful, kohl-smudged eyes red from crying, forehead wet from fever, skin drawn from illness and pocked with sores. Her mother gazed with such love and sorrow that Nuriya was overwhelmed with a longing greater than any physical pain. She willed with all her heart to reach out to her mother and take hold. Suddenly what was inside, moved out, and Nuriya didn’t have a moment to react, because what moved out kept on moving, and took her witnessing with it. She fell upward, into swirling blackness.




  “Welcome back, daughter.” Korba spoke the words the moment her apprentice opened her eyes.




  Nuriya tried to smile. “I’m thirsty,” she croaked.




  Korba brought the waterskin to her lips. “How do you feel?”




  “My eye…” she trailed off. “What happened?” She sat up and found the back of her shift crumpled and red-stained. “Oh, no,” she groaned.




  “It won’t be the last time you stain your tunic, Nuri,” Korba said. “Welcome to your womanhood. It’s a holy day for you.” Korba kept her tone light but she was worried. It had been years since Nuriya last had a seizure and Korba was troubled to think that her first moon time could have caused them to return.




  When Nuriya had been gone too long, Korba went looking and found her, her body tremoring and eyes unseeing, under the carob tree. Korba ministered to her, holding the points on her forehead and feet, and praying for her safe return. Now the sun was high in the sky, roasting them through the deep shade of the carob. A breeze might bless them soon if they were lucky. “Do you feel well enough for me to get a clean tunic?”




  Nuriya nodded, but reached out as Korba pushed to standing. “What happened?”




  Korba pulled the waterskin off her shoulder and handed it over. “We’ll talk.”




  When Korba returned with two bundles, she asked again, “How are you feeling?”




  “My head feels like it’s full of rocks.”




  The healer opened one bundle and handed Nuriya a small vial of oil infused with lavender flowers then began rummaging for her pipe, saying, “And I have mint to smoke.”




  “Just the lavender, please,” Nuriya replied grumpily as she rubbed the oil into her temples. Korba helped her pack a girdle with lamb’s wool and adjust it around her hips then shook out a fresh shift. “What happened?” Nuriya asked again as she settled the shift over her girdle.




  Korba hesitated, lips pursed.




  “Tell me.”




  “You had a seizure.”




  “Why?”




  “Do you remember when your father brought you to me?”




  “No.”




  “Your mother died of the pox and you were very sick.”




  “I know that. My father couldn’t care for me. You asked if I remembered it,” Nuriya said irritably.




  Korba continued, carefully choosing her words, “Your fever caused you to have seizures.” She would not, could not, tell the whole story. Nuriya’s father brought her to Korba, not for treatment, but for exorcism. With no priest on the island, he had sought out Korba, who was called “the witch of Mnajdra” by the men at port. Korba explained to him, repeatedly, that her seizures were a result of illness, not spirit possession. The man was an idiot and a fool, and Korba scowled, remembering. She had initially been sympathetic for what must have been a terrible ordeal, but came to understand that the man was more concerned about his reputation than the wellbeing of his child. He left his daughter with Korba, visited her one time, then departed the island without coming back for her.




  “It happened more than once?” Nuriya asked uneasily.




  “Yes.”




  “How many times?”




  “Six, or eight.” Korba spoke like it hurt her to say.




  “Eight? How come? Was I still sick?”




  “You had seizures after you were well.”




  “Why?” she whined.




  “It seemed…maybe when things upset you. I always thought if you would talk about it, it would help. Do you remember anything at all this time?”




  Nuriya did remember. She remembered seeing her mother and losing her in a vast, swirling darkness. She didn’t want to speak it. She shook her head and stood; the headache was no worse standing. For distraction she nudged the other bundle with her foot. “What’s this?”




  “Something that I saved for you for just this day.”




  Nuriya dropped to her knees. “What is it?”




  Korba took a leather pouch from the bundle and proffered it. Anticipation and trepidation mixed in the younger woman. “Go on.” The healer dipped her head but held Nuriya’s gaze.




  Nuriya set the pouch on her knees and unfastened the cords to reveal a tangle of gold, silver and ivory. “Oh,” her breath whooshed out. With exquisite care she picked out a bracelet of ivory beads, the symbol of the ankh carved into the largest. “I remember this,” she whispered, seeing the memory of her mother stirring porridge over a brazier, the ivory beads adorning her slender wrist. She lunged toward Korba, squeezing her tight. “I miss her,” she said, trying to control the quaver in her voice. It was something she had not said out loud for a very long time.




  “I know, dear.”




  Nuriya took a breath, sat up, and then pulled from the pouch a tarnished silver chain. Hanging from one link was a swirling silver snake clasping a blue stone of lapis lazuli. The design was startling. She studied it, set it aside and pulled out the last item, a gold bracelet, each end forming the shape of a woman. “I remember the bracelets,” she said, slipping the beads around her wrist and the gold above her elbow. “But I don’t remember the necklace. Was it my mother’s?”




  “I imagine so.”




  “Where did you get them?”




  “Your father gave these as payment. I kept them for when you became a woman.”




  Nuriya picked up the snake and turned it over. Symbols were etched into the flattened back. “Did you see this?”




  Korba nodded. “It looks Egyptian.”




  Nuriya’s skin pricked. “I wonder what it says.”




  “I know whom you could ask.”




  Nuriya made a face at the comment then confided, “My mother could write like that.”




  “Oh?” Korba tried to sound nonchalant, but this was just the kind of thing that fascinated her.




  Nuriya did not elaborate, but she was seeing it in her mind: her mother drawing symbols on her hand with kohl, telling Nuriya to wash off the marks, and bidding her to drink the wash water. Nuriya felt strange remembering it, and for a moment was afraid she might tumble out of herself again. “I miss her,” she said again to break the tension.




  “Of course,” Korba said gently. “Now let’s see that beautiful necklace on you.” She slipped it over Nuriya’s head.




  “How do I look?”




  “Beautiful as the Goddess. Your mother would be proud.”




  Nuriya felt exquisite wearing her new adornments. As she twirled and curtseyed before the healer she became keenly aware of her guardian’s absolute plainness, not only her lack of adornment but her life devoid of any luxury. “Korba…”




  “Yes?”




  She tried to put on a brave face. “My father said these were payment. Maybe we should trade them.”




  “Absolutely not. As far as I am concerned these are gifts directly from your mother to you.” Korba spoke with sternness but there were tears in her eyes. “You, Nuri, are the daughter I never had, and I am proud of the woman you have become.” She patted Nuriya’s arm and looked away to the horizon, struggling with rare emotion. When Korba turned back, she said brightly, “When you’re ready we’ll go for a bath. Then we’ll have ourselves a feast.”




  They stopped by the dwelling for a rabbit snare and collecting basket and as they made their way across the slope below Mnajdra, Korba set the snare in one of her most reliable locations. She would not let Nuriya help because the feast was in her honor. They wound down a steep trail to the sea; their bathing spot was a small protected cove bound by perfect sunning boulders.




  After they bathed Nuriya stretched out, feeling relaxed and dreamy, with only her girdle for clothing. Korba hunted for mussels then found a place to lean back and watch the sea birds dive through the shimmering aqua and silvery white. They both dozed, lulled by the gentle, steady slap-slap of water on rock.




  It was late afternoon when they headed back and while they climbed the trail, Nuriya pondered the dream she’d had of a beautiful woman, wearing the necklace of the silver snake, standing in a room of polished stone.




  Korba quickened her pace as soon as she spotted her snare and she began to sing a prayer chant. She snatched up the hare, unwound its noose, and drew her knife without altering the rhythm of the chant. She brought the animal to a flat rock and cut through the underbelly, leaving the entrails for the foxes. She laid the hare on top of the mussels and began to praise it as they continued home, thanking it for feeding Nuri on this first day of her womanhood, saying that its blood and meat would nourish her all the days of her life. Korba cooked at Mnajdra’s fire ring, chanting or praying all the while, the hare over the fire and the mussels wrapped in seaweed, nudged into the coals. Nuriya was so altered by the events of the day that not one complaint about Korba’s continual praying entered her mind. Their feast was delicious.




  Korba gave her apprentice the next day to herself so that she could “ponder the miracle of blood,” but what Nuriya spent the day pondering were the gifts from her mother and the dark, handsome man who would one day admire them on her.




  Despite her aversion to the Egyptian vendor, Nuriya did want to show Kepi her jewelry and so, two days later, as soon as the eggs were collected, the women started out. The morning was cooler than it had been of late, with puffs of cloud roaming the sky like herds of freshly washed sheep. The women walked steadily but not hurriedly along cliff road toward the grotto, then inland along Wied Filfla until they reached the well-worn village track. They passed terraced hills and fields of emmer wheat, through the oak grove and up to the fishing village situated above the magnificent three-lobed Marsaxlokk Bay. By mid-morning they were on the far side of the bay, the Phoenician side.




  The market was bustling. Close by the fork, where the wide alley split off and sloped down to the docks, sat a scribe with his shekels, scrolls and scales. He was a government official who answered to the Magistrate. Farmers lined up in front of him with carts of wheat or barley in season and afterward sat on the low walls on either side of the dock alley to compare their take. Next to the scribe wagons of wine and olive oil were brought up from the warehouses, and sometimes a cart of luxury items such as glass vials or ivory plaques. Down the street could be found merchants of fresh and salted fish, alongside vendors offering almonds, fruit and dates. There was a merchant who traded hemp cloth, and another who traded only the fine purple wool of Tyre and soft-colored Sidonian linen. Locals spread blankets piled high with carob pods and pulled wool while their children ran roughshod up and down the lane.




  The women headed straight to the spice vendor’s stall. Kepi was an enormous woman, broad and tall, sitting like a queen upon her reed-covered bench, presiding over her spice bowls and the less identifiable items that were her trade as the market’s only amulet maker. Her hair was henna dyed, for surely it would be white by now, and she wore an expression that let you know she thought quite highly of herself. Kepi was fluent in three languages, her native Egyptian, Canaanite and Maltese. She clucked her tongue over Nuri’s jewelry, saying, “Tell me, Miut, who was your mother?”




  “I don’t remember her,” Nuriya said, squirming under Kepi’s intimidating visage.




  “What was her name then?” Nuriya looked toward Korba but the healer shook her head. Kepi picked up the snake. “Very fine,” she purred. The vendor’s own arms were armored wrist to shoulder with hammered metal and colored beads. “I wonder how a woman with adornments as fine as these ends up here.” Pity and curiosity mingled in her tone. “Ah well. I knew you were one of ours, Miut.”




  “But…”




  “Korba never met your mother,” Kepi cut her off, casting a glance toward the healer, challenging her to deny it. “And I tell you, your mother was Egyptian.” She turned back to the necklace, saying, “I am glad the Nubian King conquered the delta lords, but how many were tossed out before he succeeded? Look at me.” She threw her head back and cackled.




  Kepi relished her own story, though it had nothing to do with Nubian Kings or delta lords. In order to take a younger wife without returning her dowry, Kepi’s husband had accused her of infidelity. Rather than move in with a son-in-law she despised, Kepi took as many treasures as she could stitch into her ample robes, packed up her spice trove, and found the first passage out of Memphis. She spent two years on Crete before making her way to Malta. The weather suited, she said, and the men left her unmolested.




  Who would be bold enough to molest Kepi? Nuriya asked herself whenever Kepi repeated that particular comment. “I wanted to know about the writing,” she ventured, for this was her reason for showing Kepi the jewelry.




  The vendor fixed Nuriya with a haughty stare. “I am a clever woman but that doesn’t mean I was taught the symbols.” With an imperious “hmph,” she held the necklace away from her eyes and squinted. “Maybe I can recognize something…”




  “Nuri’s mother could write,” Korba said and Nuriya shot her a stricken look for boasting her private memory.




  “Your mother could write?” Kepi sounded galled. “Miut, you must know who she was.”




  “I don’t,” Nuriya stammered.




  Just then a man approached the stall seeking an amulet for his wife and Kepi turned the force of her attention toward him. Korba gave Nuri’s arm a squeeze. “Go on. I’ll talk to her.”
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