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			Saba (The biblical kingdom of Sheba in present-day Yemen)

			989 BC

			The hour of my birth, my mother burned incense to Shams, goddess of the sun, thinking in her innocence she, of any god, might understand a girl born under the brilliance of the Dog Star—a light so powerful that its first appearance just before sunrise in Saba invokes the floodwaters of the Nile in faraway Egypt.

			What they do not say is that in anything but the clearest sky, the Dog Star radiates confusion, muddling the minds of men at best—and portending ill omen at worst. 

			The morning I was born it is said the midwife cried out at the double misfortune of the star’s hazy glow and my having been born a girl. That summer was the hottest in memory for a generation. Crops withered in the field and animals died of thirst. 

			My mother argued my innocence against the tribal elders, who, I am told, craned to peer at my face even as she tried to shield it with her hands so they might not call such loveliness in a child unnatural. But men are easily swayed by fear. And so I grew up with the burden of a beauty that cannot be celebrated because of its potential, at any moment, to kill.

			I was five the first time I laid eyes on Prince Agaziah. He and his siblings had returned with their retinues to Sirwah, the old capital, to escape the summer heat of Marib on the edge of the desert. 

			I didn’t think much of the runtling, as he was called within the tribe. He had screwed up his face upon entering the cool mud-brick of our home with his nurse and I was sure he had just been crying. He was two years older than I, or so they said, but I thought he acted like nothing so much as a baby.

			“Ismeni,” my mother said and pulled me forward by the wrist. “This is your kinsman.”

			I found this hard to believe. Firstly, he was not a man. Second, no male kin of mine would ever be seen recovering from tears.

			But he was the youngest son of the king, who was cousin to my father. And so I was made to bow before him as though he were the king himself. When my mother’s hand left the back of my neck and I was allowed to straighten at last, I found him staring, woe forgotten, at me.

			I shrank back as my older brother tried to lead him out to play now that the forced introduction was over. But the prince pulled away and ran back to peer, unblinking, into my face.

			At last his gaze fell to the carved camel in my hand. A gift from my father, who sold stock to the king’s traders for their caravans.

			“Give it to him,” my mother whispered, leaning over me.

			I clasped it tighter. I had all of two friends in this life, and the camel was one of them. The other was my brother. My mother pulled my arm but I would not yield and was rewarded with a sharp tug of my hair. But I would not cry in front of this boy. I hurled the camel at his feet and ran into the other room.

			The king kept a stable in the old capital of Sirwah, and in it, an Egyptian mare brought by way of Punt across the sea. I was awestruck by the animal with the great globe eyes I imagined to be more all-seeing than even a long-lashed camel’s. I trailed after my father and brother to the door of the stables to peek at her before they sent me back, and snuck off to gaze at her in secret when they would not.

			One early afternoon in spring, I slipped into the cool shade of the stable while the grooms were at rest after the midday meal. There she was, her great head hanging out over the low wall of her pen, the dark earth of her coat like ebon in shadow. I peered from around a post and then dared myself to move closer—one step, two, crooning to her as I had heard my father and brother before, imagining she heard in the sound some language more eloquent than any word.

			“Her name’s Aneksi,” a voice said behind me.

			I spun, cheeks burning. A couple steps away stood a boy a few years older than me: my kinsman Wahabil, whose father was master of this stable.

			“They say she pulled the Pharaoh in a golden chariot.”

			I didn’t know what a chariot was, but at seven years old I knew the meaning of being in trouble. I backed up a step, casting about for some excuse.

			“Do you want to feed her?” he said, moving past me. 

			I hesitated, staring at the back of this boy as he pulled something from the pouch at his waist. When I came closer I saw it was a date. He bit it in half, spit out the pit, and then took my wrist and laid both halves in my hand.

			“Hold your fingers back, like this,” he said, curling them open with his thumb. He pushed my hand higher, holding tight when I tried to snatch it back in fear. The mare lipped the pieces from my palm with a wet tickle. I exhaled an incredulous laugh.

			“She likes those, doesn’t she?” he said, more to her than me, scratching her neck.

			I fed her a second and third date from his pouch, and then dared to touch the coarse hair of her mane as she nosed at Wahabil’s cheek.

			In all this time, Wahabil had hardly looked at me as he chatted about the horse and the way the grooms wrapped her ankles to ward off the biting flies, and the colts she had produced for the king’s stable at Marib. He said it all as though we were friends already. I was grateful for his simple company even more than his ready supply of dates. 

			I didn’t notice the voices coming toward the stable until they were just outside the entrance. The moment I heard them, I looked at Wahabil in panic. I wasn’t supposed to be here any more than I was to be near the fields in planting or a woman in childbirth. Everyone knew this about Ismeni, born beneath the Dog Star. 

			He gave one glance at my stricken face and grabbed my hand. Together we ran past five prized camels worth their weight in incense and out a small side door. My heart was pounding by the time we ducked through a maze of tack, shovels, and fodder to emerge from a gate near the city wall. We bent forward, heaving for breath, and he looked at me and grinned.

			In that moment, I might have been any girl born beneath the most mundane of skies.

			I found Wahabil every chance I could that spring and summer.  

			In early fall, the mare took ill. She would not come even when we offered her sweets, but lay at the back of her pen breathing hard against the wall.

			I had never seen a boy’s face drawn in such worry.

			“She won’t eat, hasn’t eaten for days. None of the physicians know what to do,” he said. 

			I thought of the mare all that night. 

			The next day I found Wahabil curled against the low wall of her pen, his face in his hands. The mare was nowhere to be seen. 

			“Wahabil?” I said, squatting down in front of him. I said his name again, but he didn’t seem to hear me. I shook him by the shoulders. “What happened? Where is she?” Only then did he lift his head. His pale eyes, an uncanny shade lighter than the black of my kinsmen, seemed more rare than ever.

			I sat down beside him and said nothing. I was afraid—very afraid—he might feel compelled to confess I had been here. Because I knew in my heart the star had worked its malignant magic once more.

			I held my breath until my head pounded as he stared bleakly ahead.

			“Go, Ismeni,” he said at last.

			“Wahabil—”

			“Go!” 

			I swallowed and got to my feet and then tore from the stable, bare feet slapping the earth. 

			The year I turned twelve, I made my first pilgrimage to Marib to observe the sacrifices at the great temple complex to the moon god, Almaqah.

			I had prayed fervently to Shams I might bleed and don the veil of my peers, many of whom were already shrouded from sight. I even claimed earlier that year that I had, feigning shy pride—until my mother sent for the midwife and I was forced to confess the lie. 

			To my surprise, my mother consented when I begged a veil for the journey, though I had no call to wear it so prematurely. Finally, in the throng of pilgrims, the omen of my birth might be obscured from every eye but the gods’, who saw the stain on every soul but never saw fit to cleanse it.

			The capital was more verdant than I imagined, her canals glimmering with the water of the mighty dam that fed her twin oases east of the city. Compared to Sirwah, Marib was a lush and wild thing—a garden presided over by the palace, the moons of her alabaster windows set like serene suns high in her walls. They shone their muted light on the Hall of Judgment, near-translucent by day and orange as a host of harvest moons at sunset, glowing out over the many-storied houses of Marib at the foot of the mountain.

			Two days before the ritual feast, I stood with my family in the mob of the temple yard to stare at the terrible figure of the high priest as his crescent knife flashed out over the throat of the first ibex, camel, and goat. The king was also there, or so I overheard, preparing in solitude for the feast, at which time the slaughtered animals would be served to nobles and their retinues, pilgrims, and the wayfaring poor.

			I craned for the mystery of that bloodletting as priests divined bloody entrails and a priestess ranted before a bowl of blood. Her hair was disheveled and twice she cried out before falling into the wide-eyed stare of one who looks not on this world but that of the horrific gods. I wondered what spirit caused her to retch until she slumped over sideways, unmoving. A moment later, two priests unceremoniously hauled her from the yard. 

			I stayed long enough for the procession of animals to begin as they were led to their stations in efficient and deadly succession, and the altars had become not tables of the god but an endless line of slaughtering blocks. Blood was everywhere—on the priests’ arms, the altars, spilling over the altar troughs like the macabre canals of a grisly wadi—acrid in the nostrils, the tang of it so thick in the open court I thought I might vomit.

			I fell backward through the crowd, the heat of their bodies rank in the stifling morning. Someone called my name—my mother—but I was barging through the dense forest of pilgrims behind me, stumbling and catching myself, nearly knocking over an older woman half a head shorter than me. She caught at me and I spun away, my veil tearing free as I plunged through the massed tribesmen who had made the journey to the capital from every corner of Saba’s federated kingdom.

			Two hands grabbed me by my arms.

			“Ismeni!”

			I looked up, stark-faced, into the pale eyes of Wahabil.

			He took me by the hand, pulling me through the last of the clot toward the hallowed ground of the mausoleum. Here the faces of kings and queens, princes and princesses, children not even a month old, and nameless babies who had not survived the day of their birth stared out from the monuments of their death, their stony eyes and full, cold lips frozen for eternity.

			I fell forward, hands on my knees, gulping for air. He held out a water skin, and I took it, lifted it to my lips. The water was warm, but sweet.

			“You must think me a coward,” he said.

			I squinted up at him then, wiping my mouth with my fingers. I had seen him only in passing since that last day at the stable. He was taller now—far taller than me, which wasn’t saying so much—a thin beard sooting his face.

			“Why do you say that?” I asked, bewildered at the sight of him.

			“I don’t like watching it. The killing. Not like that, so many.”

			“It takes many sacrifices for the gods to hear prayers,” I said, repeating the adage. The sacrifices would go on all day, tribesmen milling across the causeway from the oases into evening as blood flooded in the gutter leading away from the line of altars to the fields beyond. On the other side of the temple grounds, enormous butchering stations were in full production, percussive knives splintering bone as smoke rose from the massive pits beyond. Tomorrow the nobles of Saba’s five kingdoms would gather to renew their oaths to the king, to propose new alliances in exchange for trade terms, canal waters, and positions in the king’s service for their sons. 
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