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CHAPTER 1
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I was born during a sandstorm. Momma said no one heard her screams as she squatted on the mat in the mud-brick house and pushed me from her womb. Fierce winds burst open the door, and before Momma could swaddle me, a fine layer of sand had already clung to my sticky newborn skin.


“You didn’t breathe.” Momma always touched her throat during this part of my birth story. “So I breathed my life fire into you. Once. Twice. The third time your tiny mouth opened, and you inhaled so furiously I thought the sand in the air would choke you.” Here, Momma always gasped for effect. “But you were a determined babe, and you wailed to the heavens. In seconds your face changed from purple to the golden color of resin from the myrrh tree.”


“What happened next?”


“The next day a Wise Woman walked out of the desert to tell me that my daughter, Bilqīs, was destined for Greatness.” Momma kissed my forehead at this point of the story.


“Was she afraid of you?” I did not ask this particular question until I was a child not yet half as tall as Momma.


“Probably.” My beautiful, dark-haired, ebony-skinned Momma had pressed me to her abundant bosom and stroked my hair. “She must have recognized the spirit of my smokeless fire. Knew I could snap her neck in an instant. Or hurl her back to whatever desert hovel she came from.” Then Momma would always lift me high and spin me over her head.


My birth story was our special ritual. I never tired of listening to it. Momma never seemed tired of retelling it.


As a child, I squealed whenever Momma spun me above her head, half afraid of the speed at which my body whirled, half thrilling in the sensation. When I was older, I begged Momma to twirl faster.


Spiraling, whirling, my surroundings blurred, what could be more exhilarating than the world slipping into the capricious realm of the divine? Or at least, that’s what it felt like.


Momma spun me over her head until the day I finally became a woman.


“No more spinning, Bilqīs,” she said when I showed her the blood smeared between my thighs. My first blood came later than was usual for the village girls, but not for a half jinni like me.


“You’re a woman now.” Momma reached into a basket of rags. “And as a part jinn woman you have no equal.”


“Why? I didn’t inherit your traits.” Not the ones I wanted. Those that mattered most.


“Being jinn is more than speed and strength.” Momma wound a strip of thick fabric around my waist and through my legs, folded it back and forth. “We possess other advantageous qualities.”


“Like what?” I asked with a bit too much sass as Momma tightened the fabric girdling my pelvis.


Momma’s dark eyes flashed fire, then melted as though holding back a delicious secret. “Another jinn trait is our intense sensitivity to the sensual world. It’s an advantage, unless you allow it to control you, in which case it becomes a terrible weakness.”


I rolled my eyes. Momma tended to talk in riddles.


Momma stood back. “Did you see how I did that?”


I looked down at the wrapped wool. “Yes, Momma.”


“Change and rinse the wrapping when the blood soaks through. Tell me when the bleeding stops.” She turned and walked out the door.


I dropped the hem of my long linen dress and followed her outside, sitting beside her as she wove a new basket. I was desperate to know about these other jinn traits, but I knew better than to question Momma further. She would tell me more when she was ready.


Frowning, I set my own incomplete, misshapen basket on my lap. I had held my first palm frond not long after I started walking, attempted imitating Momma’s weaving a few months later. I hadn’t improved much since. I found basket weaving tedious and never understood why Momma got so much enjoyment from it.


Momma’s jinn qualities meant she made many baskets and more beautiful baskets than human women. Traders came from all over the kingdom of Saba to buy Momma’s intricately designed baskets. No one, however, knew the speed of her weaving.


Momma kept her jinn ancestry a secret. Too dangerous, she said. Some kings enslaved jinni by clamping irons around their limbs and necks. Others wanted them killed, and put a price on their heads.


Momma’s skill and speed gave us a better life than most. We lacked for nothing and always had food. If grain was overpriced and the widyan dry, Momma simply flew to the Red Sea, where she snatched a fish from the water. Or she might leap up and grab a cluster of fruit from the tallest date tree. Or run down a hare. Or steal honey from a hive without disturbing the bees. Of course, Momma made certain no one witnessed these superhuman feats.


Momma spoiled me, lavishing me with expensive linens and perfumes after a profitable sale. After a dignitary from Ma’rib bought every one of Momma’s baskets, she bought me a gold bracelet. A goddess wears gold, she had said, slipping the shiny circle around my wrist. I wasn’t a goddess but I loved staring at the gold gleaming bright against my tawny brown skin.


Father’s skin. Momma was an earth-dark beauty.


Father’s identity was a mystery. Or a secret. Probably both. Momma told a different story about my father every time I asked. One day he was the king of Ophir, the next a chief minister, or an Assyrian rug trader, or a handsome merchant traveling through town, or even a high priest of Almaqah.


“Stop asking about your father,” Momma snapped. “He doesn’t put food in your belly, clothes on your back, or gold on your wrist. All you need to know is that he was a clever human.”


“Was?”


Momma squeezed my chin between her strong fingers and glared. “Don’t ask again, Bilqīs.”


I never did. In my heart I just knew Father was once king of Ophir and Momma his queen. I was a sassy, curious young woman, hungry for answers. Like the answer to my next question.


“Momma, why do you go into the cassia bushes with men and tell me not to follow?”


Momma wiggled my nose between her knuckles. “Bilqīs, you’re incorrigible.” She lifted the basket in her lap. “Weaving baskets makes my soul sing. Men make my body sing. You will understand one day.” It was Momma’s first attempt at explaining sex.


Singing? My face puckered as though I’d bitten into a sour grape. The few times I had snuck after them when they disappeared around a terraced hill or thicketed gully, I heard mostly grunts and moans. Except at the end. Momma would throw back her head and praise the sky with a long cry that was almost song-like.


I didn’t always watch, but when I did crouch unnoticed nearby, I found Momma astride the man, her body bouncing up and down so fast she was a blur. The man appeared in agony, groaning as his head rolled from side to side. This never went on too long because Momma would stop bouncing and let the man grab hold of her breasts and suckle like a babe. Then Momma would start bouncing again. Eventually, Momma would arch her back, look up, and praise the sky with her long, loud cry.


She often praised the sky more than once. Especially when Momma’s legs were draped over the rutting man’s shoulders, or when she sat on his face. I did not crawl away until the man proclaimed himself “drained dry” and Momma, sweaty and panting, rolled off him. I had yet to decide if this was a fun activity or not.


It was these secret woman things I thought about when Momma laid the palm fronds side by side on the ground a few days later. “The bleeding stopped?”


Her question roused me from my memories. “A few days ago.”


“Good, it’s time you learned how to make your body sing.” Momma wove the fronds into her signature complex design.


“I’m not ready.”


“Nonsense. You’re a woman of marriageable age now.” Momma looked up, her fingers moving in a blur as the basket took shape. “You’re part jinn. This is who we are, part of our needs. You must experience the joys of sex. My mother introduced me to its pleasures at the same age.” Her hands stopped moving. “We are spirits of fire. Here.” Momma touched her head. “Here.” She tapped her heart. “And here.” She pressed her hand between her legs.


It was no use reminding Momma that I was only half jinn. Since I did not have her strength and speed, perhaps I did not possess this three-pronged fire spirit. After all, we were different in many ways. Momma’s skin was almost as dark as obsidian; mine cinnamon hued. Her eyes were dark; mine golden. Her lips brown, mine the color of red agate. Her night-black hair coiled into a thousand spiral curls. Mine was a dark-brown frizzy confusion that needed oil to be tamed. “What do I have to do?”


Momma picked up the basket. “Don’t think. Let your body absorb each and every sensation.” She tugged on my thick plait. “You worry too much. It must be a human trait. Your father’s perhaps. Don’t think. Feel. Let the sensations wash over you.”


That didn’t sound too difficult. “Like floating on my back when the wadi flows?” Twice a year when the monsoon filled the wadi, I waded into the water and floated. The swirling water and warming sun stirred my senses, carried me into a divine realm of serenity.


“Different. Better. Much better,” said Momma. “The feeling defies explanation.”


Six months passed without any more mention of my initiation into womanhood. Momma had forgotten, which was fine by me.


Another month passed. I forgot all about it.


Until a young man, his arms swinging in time to his purposeful stride, walked up the steep, narrow path to our home.


Like other men in our village, his curly hair was close cropped, his beard trimmed, and his short tunic open to the waist. And yet I suspected he was a foreigner because he tucked neither a long blade nor knife into his corded belt. He was broad shouldered, with lean muscular legs, and his skin was the color of the dark-brown stripes of a sand cat.


Feeling like prey, I felt my pulse quicken and my limbs tense. Perhaps it was his predatory stalk through our uncultivated highlands, but somehow I just knew that he was the one who had come to initiate me into womanhood.




CHAPTER 2
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Momma set down the half-finished basket and rose to meet the stranger. “Stand up, daughter.”


I stood on shaking legs and hid behind Momma.


“Ekene, at your service.” He flashed a wide, handsome grin of perfect white teeth.


Momma nudged me. “It’s time for your body to sing,” she whispered.


I stumbled forward, my feet heavy as rocks, my eyes darting from the ground to the beautiful man before me. “Momma…” My voice croaked like a frightened child’s.


Momma wrapped her comforting arms around my waist. “Like floating on a river.” Her breath tickled my ear. “Don’t tell him your name.” She gave me a quick squeeze before walking past him and taking the narrow path to the canyon beyond our house.


I watched Momma’s retreating figure until she disappeared around the bend.


“It’s okay to be nervous,” Ekene said when I stole a shy look at him.


“How long will it take?” I rasped, my voice dry as the desert.


The quick wince of disappointment passed so quickly over Ekene’s face, I might have imagined it.


“Pleasure is not measured in time.” Ekene held out his large hand. “Let’s sit together.”


I took his dark hand in mine. Warm. Dry. Confident. Solid as a walnut shell.


We walked through the doorway and into the mud-brick house where we sat on the rug. “Tell me about yourself, Young Woman With No Name.”


“I have a name—”


Ekene’s hand sprung out like a snake, his fingers sealing my lips. “Don’t tell me. Your momma did not want me to know either of your names. It’s a condition of the job.”


I was a job? A nameless job? I bristled and wrinkled my nose.


Ekene pressed his lips together in dismay. “Will you permit me to give you a name for today?” Ekene spoke with the deference of one addressing a queen. “I think it will be best for us both.”


“Um…” I stared at Ekene’s biceps. They were so large I thought his armband might pop off. Surely, they were twice as big as any of the men in the village. “Okay,” I said, my fingers impatient to run over his muscular curves. “Give me a beautiful name.”


“Mmmm…” Ekene scratched his beard. “I will call you Destiny.” His brown eyes dilated with warmth. “Because your momma said you have a great destiny.”


His peaceful manner eased my nervousness.


“That’s more portentous than beautiful,” I said.


Ekene’s brows lifted. “Gorgeous and clever.” He tucked fisted hands under his chin in thought. “A great destiny is beauty,” he said after a few moments.


My cheeks flamed, his studied gaze making me shy. I lowered my eyes, intent on the circles I drew on the carpet.


Ekene scooted close. Not close enough that our bodies touched, but close enough that I smelled his maleness and the mint on his breath.


“Do you have any questions?” He slid off the leather cord securing my braid and threaded his fingers through my tresses.


His intimate touch and ardent gaze set my body aflame. I burned from toe tip to head top. For the first time, I understood the heat of my smokeless fire heritage.


Questions? I had a thousand, yet I asked only one. “Is this your profession?”


“A small part of it.” With my hair now unbound, Ekene’s fingers massaged my scalp, sending pleasurable shivers down my neck. “I have a confession to make. I’ve never had the privilege of servicing a woman of your exquisiteness before.”


“I doubt that,” I said, despite leaning into his relaxing ministrations.


His fingers kneaded the base of my head. “I speak the truth. When I first laid eyes on you, my loins stirred and my heart quickened. The closer I got, the more charmed I became. There is a radiant destiny in your golden eyes, shining brighter than any star. I feel it in your presence…the glow of your inner strength. You have an exotic beauty, the smile of the sphinx, and a magical radiance that dazzles like a gem. There is nothing more captivating and dangerous than the perfect union of inner and outward beauty.”


I swayed farther into his caresses. “Dangerous?” Momma told me I was beautiful all the time, but that didn’t count.


With a featherlight touch that tickled my lips, Ekene traced the line of my jaw. “Men will swoon at your feet and do your bidding just to be in your presence. Jealous women will despise you for the power you have over men.” His lips whisked across my cheek.


I trembled with anticipation, the strange quivering in my body making me eager for more. I turned my cheek and my lips met his. Their soft warmth sent a thousand butterflies aflutter in my belly.


Ekene stroked my cheek, his lips and fingertips as light as a breeze. He parted his lips. I did the same, inhaling his breath. Ekene caressed my face, and then his finger brushed my earlobe before trailing down my neck. His mouth pressed harder, grew more insistent, until his tongue pushed inside.


I gasped. The quick flick sparked new quivers through my body. His tongue grazed back and forth, emboldening me to participate in the dance.


I licked, tasted, and then savored the feel of this slippery orifice. Our mouths smashed together, thrusting and probing, the flirting dance gliding into a delicious battle.


Smooth, hard, wet, heat, wanting; I was lost to sensations drenching my body like a rainstorm floods the dry earth. I didn’t want him to stop. And then . . .


His hand brushed across my sheathed breasts. New tremblings raced up my thighs.


I inhaled, but it was his breath I gulped. His mouth held me captive. I thrust forth my bosom as his fingers swept back and forth, my nipples ripening like fruit with his touch.


Ekene slipped my dress over my shoulders, and it gathered in folds at my belted waist. Released from the linen, my breasts yearned for the warmth of his skilled fingertips.


Panting, I broke the kiss to watch.


His gaze fixed on my breasts, he cupped each one and lifted. “They are exquisite. Perfect. Meant to be worshipped.” He lowered his head and blew across them.


My nipples stiffened, pointed toward him. I heard each of my breaths. Felt each of his. Cool. Hot. The whole world was my breasts. They waited for his next exhalation.


“Do you like that?” Ekene asked. “Want more?”


“Yes, yes,” I breathed. I wanted more. Lots more. But of what, I had no idea.


Ekene did.


His thumbs skimmed across my pointed nipples.


I moaned, an apex of pleasure gathering at the tips. “More,” I whispered, and I planted my mouth on his.


Ekene was an obliging lover. An excellent teacher. His thumbs brushed back and forth until he sensed I needed yet more. He withdrew his tongue, trailed it down my neck and over my clavicle to the narrow valley between my breasts.


His wet trail made my skin tingle with yearning. I pushed away the edge of his tunic and ran my fingers over his chest of short dark curls. I pinched his small brown buds, which stiffened with my touch.


“That’s how you want it then?” he murmured between my breasts. He returned the squeeze.


I groaned, arrows of pleasure shooting down my torso and hitting their mark in my woman’s core.


His hand slid to the base of my head and his mouth covered mine, urging me back until I lay prone beneath him.


“Much better.” Ekene kissed my eyes, cheeks, nose, and chin.


He moved downward, sprinkled kisses on my neck and shoulders until his chest pressed tight to my belly, his mouth hovering over my breasts.


Ekene looked up, his eyes dilated with lust. “Do you feel a tug between your legs?”


I felt more than a tug. I pulsed with a heated ache that demanded something be done. “Yes,” I whimpered.


“That means your body is hungry for my cock.” Ekene’s hand snaked down my torso, over my hips, and wedged between our bodies.


“Put it in.”


“No, Destiny. You’re not hungry enough. You can’t have my cock until you’re ravenous.” His hand lay softly on my dress, above my coiled mound. “Have you ever seen a cock?”


“Not up close.”


Ekene grinned and got on his knees. He removed his tunic and untied his short kilt.


My eyes bulged. “It’s…” Huge! Thick as a giant cobra and long as a sand cat’s tail. “That will never fit inside me.” I pushed out my bottom lip. Momma should have found a man with a smaller cock.


“It’ll fit.” Ekene arched his back.


My cunt pulsed harder and faster as Ekene guided my hand to his length. The skin was smoother than I imagined, softer than my inner thigh. I felt his length, traced the ridge encircling the rounded smooth summit, and flicked my finger across the tiny slit. When I looked up, Ekene’s eyes were clouded and his breath came heavy.


“By the gods—Athtar, Hawbas, Almaqah, dhāt-Himyam, and dhāt-Ba’dan—your touch is unlike any woman’s I’ve ever known.” He was panting, gaping at my hand as though it was magic. He uncurled my fingers, swaying a bit as he did so. “Your touch!” He wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead. “Are you part goddess?”


Part jinn, but I didn’t tell him that. “I’m just me.”


Ekene took a deep breath and untied the twisted cord around my waist. He kissed my belly button, plunged his tongue inside until I giggled. He tugged my dress over my hips and stared at my womanly whorls.


“Gorgeous.” He wove his fingers through the curls, then pulled my dress past my legs and over my feet. On all fours, he loomed over me and kissed the tip of my nose. “Perfection.”


“Do you put it in now?” I asked, my hips rising off the rug.


“Not yet.” He lowered his head to my breast and circled my nipples with his tongue.


My hips lifted and lowered, the space between my thighs wet as a delta after the rains. I ran my fingers through his close-cropped hair as he licked each breast and sucked each nipple.


“Slow down,” Ekene murmured as his tongue trailed down my stomach.


I spread my eager thighs. “Do it. Do it.”


Instead, Ekene’s tongue snugged into my valley.


“Oh Almaqah!” I cried out and clenched his curls as his tongue swirled into my folds. My hips tilted off the rug and moved to an ancient rhythm. My skin sparkled with pleasure. “Oh oh oh!” My feet flexed and my toes curled.


Pleasure gathered like storm clouds around a mountaintop. A mounting thrill flowed into my delta, which swirled in an agitated eddy of bliss. His tongue went deeper, flicked harder, circled around my swollen bud.


“I need your cock.” My fingers dug into his shoulders.


He shook his head. And his tongue flicked faster.


Another sensation coursed through me, slowly at first, building into a tension that flowed fast and deep, like a stream gushing from a deluge. I was lifted, tugged, dragged powerless into its raging current.


It came like a waterfall. My body pushed over the rocks into a free fall of bliss. My core surged, rippled, flowed into paradise. I cried out—my spirit and senses singing to the sky.


Ekene did not stop. His tongue continued lapping at my gate. The tension rose again, higher this time. I scratched at his back, my hips pushing into his face. I was heading over another waterfall. And then he stopped and lifted his glistening face.


In one swift move, Ekene thrust his eager cock past my virgin seal. I yelped, the pain of his entry merging with my fall into bliss. My song, so clear and loud, ripened into low grunts. Each thrust catapulted me over more cataracts. His hands on each asscheek, he guided me into a rhythm, let me feel the fullness of his cock deep inside, feel its length glide out.


My tender cunt grabbed hold, hugged tight, and pulsed around his cock.


“You’re so tight I can’t hold back much longer.” Ekene slowed his pace.


My cunt throbbed against his cock as yet again I was swept into a swelling bliss.


Ekene moaned like he was in agony. He thrust. Once. Twice. Three times. He hollered to the sky, drove his cock into me. My nethers spouted with glorious release.


I sang to the heavens and wiggled my bottom onto his cock to feel the whole of him.


Skin dewy with sweat, Ekene rose on his elbows, his cock still inside me. “I’ve deflowered many virgins,” he said, his heavy eyes glazed with contentment. “But none has ever made me lose all control.” He pulled out and rolled to the side, one hand tracing my body’s curves. “You look human enough, but you feel like a goddess.”


“That’s because you made me feel like one.” Sex was paradise. I looked out the doorway, surprised to see the long shadow cast by the myrrh tree. “Is your job done?”


Ekene hugged me tight. “No, Destiny, I am well trained. My cock is ready for more.” He thrust his tongue into my eager mouth.




CHAPTER 3
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Ekene sent me to paradise many more times. By the time he left, my cunt was sore and yet I was bursting with energy. I waved good-bye to Ekene, who plodded on weary legs down the path.


Just as the brightest stars appeared in the sky, Momma rounded the bend with a plate of cucumbers, olives, and flatbread in one hand, and a pitcher of well water in the other. “Hungry?”


“Ravenous.” I laughed at myself, the ignorant virgin. A few hours ago I thought only a belly could be hungry. Now I knew a body could hunger. I took the plate from Momma and snapped off a cucumber chunk.


Momma dug into the fist-sized leather pouch she wore crosswise over her body and strode inside. She sprinkled dried leaves into water in a clay pot and heated it over the fire.


“When is Ekene coming back?” I stuffed a bite of flatbread into my mouth.


“Never.” She stirred the leaves, bending low to sniff the tangy aroma.


“Why? I like him.” My body grew warm thinking about his body’s heat.


Momma scowled. “Did he make your spirit sing?”


“Yes.”


“Then he did his job.” She took the pot from the fire and ladled the liquid into a cup. “Drink this.” She thrust it toward me. “It keeps a man’s seed from being planted in your womb. A baby will prevent your journey to Greatness.”


I sipped the bitter brew and wrinkled my nose. “How do you know this Wise Woman spoke the truth?”


“Because her prophesies rang true.”


I cocked my head. “There was more than one? How many were there?” I knew of only one proclaiming my Great Destiny.


“Two. Now finish the cup and no more questions.”


“But—”


“Another visitor will come to educate you on your path to Greatness.”


“Who?”


Momma’s lips thrummed with aggravation. “Patience, daughter.”


I did not possess that trait. Patience seemed like a weakness, a misnamed virtue the old used to control the young. But no matter how much I pleaded, Momma refused to tell me any more about the Wise Woman’s prophecies or this mysterious path to Greatness.


A few days later, a traveling stranger we met by the well made us forget about mystical prophecies.


“Is this your well?” The slump-shouldered woman stepped back, her shadowed eyes wide with fear. “I need water. I don’t think I will make it to the village.” The clay ladle shook in her hand.


“Drink,” said Momma. “The well is shared by all.”


The woman gulped the water. She was about Momma’s age—or the age Momma appeared to be, since jinn can live an eternity—and might have been pretty but for the jagged angry scar from ear to nostril and the years of sun engraved on her face.


She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand, then dragged it dry on her long frayed dress. Her feet were dust covered, her thong sandals worn. She touched her braid, patting it down as though embarrassed by her unkempt appearance. “I’m a long way from home.”


“You look hungry.” Momma, who was always generous to strangers—you never know their real identity, they might be a god, a powerful marid, or a ghoul, she often reminded me—pulled a few figs and husked walnuts from her pouch. “Where are you from?”


“Ma’rib.” The woman gobbled down the walnuts.


“Do you have relatives here?” Momma pointed to the walled village cresting the terraced fields of millet, wheat, and coffee berries.


“A distant one. She probably won’t remember me. And if she does, she will remember why our families don’t speak.” She stuffed the fig in her mouth. “My name is Ife,” she said while chewing.


“I’m Ismenie and this is my daughter. Spend the night with us. I know what it’s like to travel far from home.”


Ife turned her head and spit. “Ma’rib is no longer my home. It’s an evil place.”


Momma’s ears perked up at the mention of the Sabaean capital. “Why do you say that? What happened?”


Ife gulped more water from the ladle. “King Hasan happened. Oh, he had everyone fooled, that one. Handsome and kind faced. Those are the dangerous ones, you know. Their sweet faces hide the depravity inside. King Hasan’s greed knows no bounds.” Her teeth tore another fig in half. “He taxes us to death, or as close as you can come to death. He hires cruel guards and gives them free rein to whip and beat anyone—man, woman, or child—to death for the slightest infraction.”


“What sort of infraction?” Momma’s voice was honeyed disbelief. I knew the tone well. I’d heard the sweetly veiled suspicion whenever villagers told outrageous stories of surviving an encounter with an efrit, a powerful, fire-breathing jinni.


About to plop another fig in her mouth, Ife paused, her sun-wrinkled brow furrowing into a hundred despairing lines. “I know what you’re thinking. A thief’s small infraction is a victim’s tragic crime.” A single tear rolled down her cheek. She wiped it away, the wet smudge revealing the lustrous ebony beneath her travel-dusted skin. “Hear my story and judge for yourself. My husband and I were walking through Ma’rib’s marketplace. We were neither poor nor rich, but had enough to buy those small treats that bring a smile to your face. Anyway, we were at a stall looking at a silver bangle—not near as fine as your daughter’s golden one—and my husband held it up to admire the etchings when the king’s guard shoved my husband aside and claimed he wanted that particular one for his wife.”


I looked down at my bracelet. Who would have thought such a harmless trinket could ruin a woman’s life?


“My husband is…was a logical man,” said Ife, “and he pointed to all the bangles of equal if not better price and design. The guard knocked my husband to the ground, and shouted, ‘Thief, thief!’ The guard snatched the bracelet from the ground and kicked my husband in the head. Then he asked the silversmith to confirm the theft. The silversmith shook so much he could only stammer a nonsensical reply, which the guard took as proof. Before the silversmith found his tongue, the guard hacked off my husband’s head.”


I yelped and grabbed Momma’s arm.


Ife ran her finger along the scar running from her ear to nose. “He sliced me too. A warning, he said, never to oppose the king’s guard.” She sighed. “I left Ma’rib the next day and decided to return to the village of my ancestors north of here. I’m done with Ma’rib, the greedy king, and his militia of vile guardsman.” She spit on the ground again.


“You’re a smart woman,” said Momma. “King Hasan will have no one left to tax if his guards kill everyone. What happened to the previous king?”


Momma’s question surprised me. She usually did not care for the world of kings, courts, and ministers.


Ife shrugged. “There was a drought many years ago. Hasan rode into town wearing a golden tunic and promised he had the power to summon the rain.”


“The drought was ten years ago.” Momma glanced at me. “You were too young to remember.”


Ife placed the ladle on the well. “Some folks think Hasan was the old king’s bastard who had come to seize the throne. Who knows? Maybe it’s gossip. I do know the women swooned when they first saw him. Hasan is a fine-looking man with a sun-shining smile, straight nose, strong chin, and shoulders like a mountain. So handsome and so evil! A devil’s trick. The next day he stood on the palace steps and proclaimed himself king. No one saw the old king ever again.”


“He killed him.” There could be no other explanation.


“Yes, child,” said Ife. “But since the dam was low, all the widyan dry, and the people hungry, no one cared.”


“Did he summon the rain?” I asked.


“The very next day.” Ife frowned and shook her head. “For two rainy seasons everyone praised him, but that stopped when he taxed every household, merchant, and smith double.”


I did not understand taxes. I only knew that a few times a year Momma poured silver into the tax collector’s palm. Some he put in one bag. Some in another.


“Taxes pay for the dam’s upkeep and keep the town’s walls repaired,” said Momma.


“King Hasan did none of those things.” Ife flapped her hand. “Nor did he listen to our complaints or settle disputes, as is his sovereign duty. He admits ten petitioners every other month and deprives them of justice. If a man brings his wife or daughter, King Hasan fucks her right there—his price, he says, for negotiations. If two men argue over a goat, he takes the goat, and demands they each bring him another goat as a tithe.”


My mouth hung open. Momma, however, did not seem surprised.


“Fleshly desires consume him.” Ife’s lips twisted with disgust. “He saw my beautiful friend at the marketplace, flung her over his shoulder, and carried her back to his palace.” Ife balled her hands. “There are rumors that he abuses the women in his harem.” Ife glanced over her shoulder, wary of an eavesdropper. “The harem women wear collars, and he lines them up bent over side by side and sticks his cock in each one. If one is not as tight as the others, the guards take her away and she is never seen again.”


I squeezed Momma’s hand. She squeezed back in silent agreement.


Ife spent the night with us. She left the next morning, but not before Momma gave her two full water skins and enough bread, lamb, walnuts, and olives to last three days. Momma also pressed silver into Ife’s hand.


“Why don’t you fly Ife to her village?” I asked as Ife’s retreating figure disappeared around the bend in the path. “You can have her there in a blink of an eye.”


Momma’s mouth curved into a sad smile. “There are too many reasons why I must not.”


I clamped my hands on my hips. “Name one.”


“It’s more than miles Ife must walk. She must learn to control her tongue.”


“Why?”


“Because people like the easy coin they get for snitching. What do you think King Hasan would do if he heard a woman was going from town to town slandering his name?”


I skewed my lips in thought. “He would hunt her down and kill her.”


“Without hesitation or remorse. And what would King Hasan do if he found out a jinni flew her to her village faster than a bird?” Momma picked up the lopsided basket I needed to finish.


“He would try to capture you.”


“Right again.” Momma tossed me the basket.


“Ma’rib sounds like an awful place.” I stared down at my shoddy workmanship.


“Don’t confuse a place for the person ruling it,” said Momma. “Ma’rib is beautiful. The homes are three stories tall and traders from all over the world pass through its gates. The town is full of life, busy as a beehive. It’s a shame this King Hasan rules with stings and not honey.”




CHAPTER 4
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A few days later, another stranger walked the steep path to our mud-brick home.


“Hail, lucky daughter of a beautiful mother, I’m Nula.” A gorgeous woman with honey-colored skin and shiny bronze hair that flowed like water over her shoulders lowered her head with deference. “I’ve come from afar to further your journey to Greatness.”


A woman? I asked Momma with my eyes.


“Have fun.” Momma gave me a teeth-baring smile and walked away.


Nula flicked her shiny hair over her shoulder, the lustrous ribbons catching the light. “Your momma didn’t tell me you were so beautiful! I bet you have many suitors.”


“I don’t have any. Momma keeps them all away.”


“That’s clever of her.” She tapped plump lips. “Do you know why I’m here?”


I crossed my arms. “I think so.” But now I wasn’t so sure. Did the woman have a cock? I shifted from foot to foot, suddenly nervous.


Nula untied her thin multicolored belt, wrapping it around her arm like a sleeve. She kicked off her thong sandals. I laughed as one flipped high in the air. Then Nula pulled her tunic over her head.


My mouth dropped open.


A wide ribbon the color of the night sky was wrapped about her body. The ribbon looped over her shoulders, crisscrossed between her generous breasts, bound her upper torso, crisscrossed again to girdle her wide, fleshy hips, and encircled her sturdy thighs. The ends made a bow above her hairless woman’s delta.


Nula’s ribbon-wrapped body was stunning: her proud breasts tipped by tiny pink areolas displayed like a work of art, her hairless cunt like a gift.


“I’ve always believed that only men should have beards.” Her hips swayed forward and she cupped her breasts. “You like?”


My mouth watered, and I felt a familiar tug between my loins. “You’re a prostitute?”


Her pointed chin lifted with pride. “Not just any prostitute. A high priestess of Hirrān.”


Hirrān, the god of childbirth, did not have a temple in this part of Saba.


“Come. It will be cooler inside.” She tugged on my hand and pulled me toward the door.


I went willingly, my eyes feasting on the jiggle of her succulent round ass.


As though feeling my hungry eyes, Nula slapped her ass. It shook, the flesh quivering with robust delight. “I’m told I have the finest ass in town.”


I longed to touch that fine ass. Feel its luscious heft in my hand. Squeeze its meaty flesh. My cunt pulsed with anticipation.


Once inside, Nula stopped in the middle of the room and looked over her shoulder. “Ass or tits?”


“Huh?”


Nula turned around and grabbed her breasts. “What do you want to touch first? These?” She shook her breasts. “Or this?” She spun around and shook her ass.


“I . . .” I wanted both.


Nula laughed. “That’s everybody’s reaction.” She took my hands, drew me close, and placed my hand on her breast. “That’s right, girl with the golden eyes. I’m yours to explore.”


I ran my hands over her breasts, watched her tiny pink areolas grow to a point. I took each between my thumb and forefinger and tugged.


“Ooooh.” Nula swayed as her nipples stretched. Her palm cradled the back of my neck and brought me forward.


I latched on to her long nipple, flicked my tongue across the rigid ripe flesh. My cunt throbbed—the taste of her nipple was sweet as honey. I sucked hard while my hands smoothed over her supple breasts.


“A little trick,” Nula said through her moans. “Rub honey into your tits. Drives your lover wild.” She pushed me away. “My turn. Take off your dress.”


Shame flamed my cheeks.


“What’s wrong, Golden Eyes?” She followed my gaze. “Have a beard, do you? Well, get me a sharp blade, olive oil, and a soothing balm, and I’ll take care of that.”


I brought her the sharpest blade we had, a jug of olive oil, and a balm made from the aloe vera growing behind our house.


Nula tested the blade against her arm. “Perfect. Lie down. Take your dress off first, eager girl.”


I kicked my dress away and stared down at the profusion of dark, coarse hair that, when compared to Nula’s smooth mound, looked like an overgrown thicket.


Nula crouched over me, her warm bare feet on either side of my hips. “I think we should get better acquainted before I shave this bush.”


“I already sucked on your tits.”


“Oh, you’re a feisty girl. I like that. But these,” she shook her breasts, “don’t have the power of this.” Her tongue flicked out like a snake and slithered between my lips.


Eager to taste a woman’s kiss, my tongue met hers. Together we savored the flavor of each other. We lingered, explored, and nibbled until we panted.


“You taste sweet as a muskmelon,” she murmured.


“And you like honeyed wine.” My hands trailed down her back to grab a handful of her plump ass, a thrill that pumped lust straight into my clit.


Nula kissed my chin and scooted downward until her mouth hovered over my breasts. “Such beautiful brown nipples.” She flicked her tongue across them and I moaned, squeezed her ass harder. She made circles around my breasts, coming closer and closer until reaching my taut brown buds. She flicked and licked, sucking one while twiddling the other. My cunt ached, needed a cock, needed release, but Nula took her time. Her lips played over my belly, sucked on the fleshy hips, and left round red marks.


“Love bites.” She spread my thighs. “Don’t ever leave them anyplace obvious.” She sampled a mouthful of my inner thigh, her soft fingers raking my curls.


Pleasure coursed through me, long pulses of need tightening my cunt and sphincter.


“Ready?” she said after making another red welt.


“Do it.”


Nula pursed her lips, her eyelids heavy. “A girl who knows her mind. How refreshing.” She swiveled around, so that her hairless, fragrant cunt was over my face as she hunched over my weedy delta. “Never do this dry.” Nula poured a bit of olive oil over my curls, her fingers raking through to soak each ringlet. “Olive oil is best, but water or goat’s milk work too.”


I had never seen a woman’s delta so close. Nula’s pink glistening petals swelled with a radiating heat. It was beautiful. Rosy valleys nestled between two ragged ridges of flesh. Her engorged nub lay like a jewel in the midst, like an eager sentry guarding the glistening door to her womb. I breathed her in, a slightly briny scent that reminded me of the time Momma flew me high above the sea.


I took hold of her ass and pulled down. I needed to taste her. Wanted to smother my face in her twat.


“Give me some warning, Golden Eyes. Almost nicked you.” Her ass tightened under my touch. “No licking. Not yet.”


“Hurry up.” I caressed her buttocks, then spread wide her cleft.


“Girl . . . girl . . .” she panted. “I’m almost done.”


I knew the second my bush was smooth shaven. Her tongue lapped at my cunt, which was wet and throbbing, and she lowered herself over me.


I savored her flavor, traveled over her rosy ridges, and sucked on her pink nub. This was a different kind of bliss, with her tongue and fingers in total control of my excruciatingly slow climb to paradise. I followed her lead. Lingered and fingered when and where she did. She widened my rosy valley, spread my thighs wide, explored and devoured and tormented.


I lapped like a thirsty lion at a waterhole. Sucked on her like sweet fruit. Pushed my tongue into her door. Thrust a finger inside until I found the rough spot that made her gush lust’s nectar.


My back arched, the pleasure concentrating, gathering strength and speed, and then the sweet tension released. Nula sat hard on my face. I couldn’t breathe. Waves of bliss crashed over me as I struggled for breath. I was flying, soaring into a blissful oblivion.


Her ass lifted. I gasped, sucked in air. My world cleared, yet my body still quivered from the aftermath of the most powerful orgasm I’d ever had.


I panted, inhaled deeply, blinked several times.


“Nice little trick, eh?” Nula kissed my belly button. “Be a good girl, and finger fuck me in the ass.”


I was an excellent student. Together Nula and I sang to the heavens the rest of the afternoon.


Nula left before Momma came home.


“Who did you like best?” Momma set down a basket of fish.


“I liked both.”


Momma’s eyes sparkled, and a satisfied smile lit her face. “Which one do you want back again?”


I chewed on my lip. “Both. At the same time.”


Momma burst out laughing. “That is the jinn part of you. But now comes the next part of your education. For Greatness is not had by luck, but by hard work and study.”


I started the fire for the fish. “No more sex?”


Her dark eyes flaming, Momma grabbed me by the shoulders. “Not with any of the village men or women. They will gossip.”


“What about Ekene and Nula? Won’t they gossip?”


“No. They were paid to forget.” She kissed my forehead, released my shoulders, and turned back to the fish.


“No more visitors?”


Momma dredged the fish in crushed pistachios. “None you will want to have sex with.”
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 “Why are you building another house?” I stood behind Momma as she laid another mud brick.


“They need their own space.” Momma worked fast, setting the first seven rows in less than an hour.


“Who?” I drew circles in the dirt with the tip of my sandal.


“Those guiding you up the path of Greatness.” After setting the last mud brick of the batch, Momma checked to see if the new batch had dried in its wood form. Momma could have built a whole town in a week if she wanted. “When they arrive, cover your hair and face, wear your loosest dress, and remove the kohl around your eyes.”


“Why?” I trailed after her.


“Don’t be daft, daughter. They cannot see your beauty.” She wiped her hands on her stained dress, picked up a stake, and hefted it in her hand. “Put away that frown. You will understand one day and thank me.”


The first visitor was a dark-skinned man with more wrinkles than a raisin. Though his back was straight, he shuffled when he walked. He brought two great sacks full of papyri and scrolls. During those months I learned new words, memorized old theories, and formed new ideas. His scrolls filled my mind and heart with the wonder and wisdom of the world beyond our village.


The second teacher taught math. He showed me tricks for adding and subtracting quickly in my head. Taught me to calculate percentages, taxes, and interest. Trained me in the mathematical formulas for determining how much grain filled a granary and how much wine filled a cask.


I loved math. All I had to do was apply the correct formula and calculate correctly. There was only one right answer. Not like writing, where there were too many ways to write something and too many ways to make mistakes.


I began to think Momma was preparing me to marry a king. Why else would I need to know how to calculate such vast sums? While I studied, Momma made baskets of exceptional size and intricacy. My education was costly, she explained. Expensive, but worth it. Every month a merchant stopped and bought all of Momma’s baskets.


“Why don’t you take them to market yourself?” I looked up from a vexing math problem with two unknown quantities. “You would make more money if you sold direct to the seller.”


“It’s not safe to leave you alone.”


I wrinkled my nose. “The teachers are old and feeble. This one naps while I do my calculations.”


Momma’s eyebrows shot up in dismay. “What?”


“I don’t think he knows he dozes off. His eyelids get heavy and his head bobs. I clear my throat when I’m done and his head springs up. He’s always amazed I did the calculation so quickly.”


Momma examined one of the baskets in her pile. “Mmmm… keeping all the profit would be nice.”


“I’ll be fine. Don’t worry.”


The next week, Momma took her baskets to market. She left before dawn to prevent any villager from seeing her speed and strength. She returned just after dark, her satchel bursting with coins. Momma went to market twice more before the old math teacher proclaimed he had taught me all he knew.


The next withered old man arrived. This one taught me about the heavens. I mapped the positions of constellations, studied the phases of the moon, and discovered the prophetic nature of shooting stars. Unlike my lessons with the other two teachers, who taught during the day, this subject matter required staying awake all night long.


By week’s end, I found my nocturnal rhythm. I delighted in night’s glowing serenity, hushed sounds, and endless sky. Night amplified everything. I could hear a mouse darting under a bush. Feel the slightest breeze across my cheek. Taste the dampness before a storm.


I slept until the noon meal, and each afternoon helped Momma gather palm fronds for her baskets. During one search near the village, I watched young men shed their clothes and wade into the storm-flooded wadi. My cunt tightened as their sinewy, wet bodies glistened in the sun. I ached for their touch, their mouths, their cocks, and . . .


“Those boys are not worth your time.” Momma stepped in front of me and blocked my view. Her pinched lips hovered inches from my gaping mouth. “They have no experience, no skill, and no future. They offer nothing but heartache and frustration. You are made for Greatness.”


“You have men all the time,” I sassed back.


“I am not you.” Momma’s fingernails dug into my chin. “The men I use are strangers just passing through. I never fuck a man from the village. A jealous woman is more dangerous than any warrior.”


“But you’re stronger and faster than anyone. No one can hurt you.” I pulled away and rubbed my chin. “Ouch.”


“A pinch hurts? A jealous woman will do more than that. And she won’t limit her rage to me, Bilqīs. She will come after you if she can’t get to me.”


I dropped my eyes.


“What do you think they would do if they discovered I was a jinni?”


“Tell the king,” I mumbled. According to Momma, kings were always trying to catch a jinni to make them do their bidding.


Momma put her hand on my shoulder. “One day you will need to tell people I am a jinni. But not now.”


“You make no sense.” I pushed away her hand and turned to stare at the young men. From this distance, their faces were indistinct, yet their strapping bodies were enough for me to feel lust’s tug.


“It will all make sense one day.” Momma’s voice was soft and tinged with sadness. “Stay away from the boys. And the girls.”


“I’m tired of this prophesy of Greatness.” My voice cracked with anger.


Momma laughed, an eerie, hollow sound that sounded like it came from a deep clay pot.
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The next teacher schooled me in the artistry and laws of architecture. I learned about wood, limestone, dry stone, mud brick, and waterproof cement qudad; the building blocks of construction. This was my favorite subject because it took form and function, beauty and math, to create a praiseworthy temple.


I wondered if my Great Destiny was to be a garbay, a master builder and mason of high status. My teacher praised my ideas and skills in applied mathematics, yet lamented the misfortune of my birth.


“Men are builders. Not women.” He shook his head, his gray stringy locks swishing like a cat’s tail. “It’s a pity your gift will go unused, but that is the way it has always been and will always be.”


The next teacher taught rhetoric, the art of clever persuasion. I enjoyed this as well. I practiced my new skills on Momma, who soon tired of my arguments.


Momma clapped her hands over her ears. “Enough, daughter. You win. But I still won’t fly you to the sea tonight.”


The last teacher taught religion. Not only did the shifty-eyed man go into extensive detail about the five main gods, Athtar, Almaqah, Hawbas, dhāt-Himyam, and dhāt-Ba’dan, he opined about lesser gods in other lands.


Momma could have taught this subject herself, her lengthy lifespan—she refused to tell me just how many generations she’d lived—giving her insight into all kinds of far-flung gods.
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