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Series

Author’s Note

Safora is part of a larger narrative project, The Prophet’s Journey Series, which explores moments connected to the prophets of the Abrahamic traditions through the lives of those who stood near them, rather than at their center.

These stories are not intended as retellings of sacred texts, but as reflections on the human experience surrounding them—on the individuals who witnessed, questioned, followed, or struggled at the edges of events that would later be remembered as history.

In this way, the series approaches well-known moments not through spectacle, but through proximity. It asks what it means to live through such events without certainty, to stand close to transformation without fully understanding it, and to make choices in the presence of something greater than oneself.

Safora focuses on the Exodus—not from the perspective of leadership or miracle alone, but through the eyes of a young girl navigating fear, attachment, and change. Her journey is not one of immediate belief, but of gradual movement: from resistance to acceptance, from holding on to letting go.

At its heart, this is a story about tension—the pull between fear and faith, between safety and surrender, between the known and the unknown. The series as a whole is built on this idea: that history is not only shaped by prophets and revelation, but by individuals who must decide, often quietly, whether to remain where they are or step forward into uncertainty.

Some paths do not lead back.
They ask only that we continue forward.
— Shariff J. O’Hara

Historical & Theological Note

This work of fiction is inspired by the sacred narratives of the Exodus as preserved within the Abrahamic traditions—Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. While the story and its characters are imaginative, its spiritual and historical framework draws primarily from the Qur’anic account, with respectful reference to the Hebrew Bible and related traditions.

The theological perspective throughout reflects an Islamic understanding of Moses (peace be upon him) and the events surrounding the departure from Egypt.

This work does not seek to reinterpret or replace scripture, but to explore the human experience surrounding these events through fiction. Any deviations in detail or characterization are made in service of narrative and should not be understood as claims about the original texts.

Prologue  The End of the Road

~§§§~

––––––––
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THE YOUNG MIDIAN GIRL from Sinai remembered nothing of the last stretch of walking. Only the sound of her own breathing—thin, uneven, stubborn.

The camp beside the Sea of Reeds lay restless beneath the night.

Fires flickered like dying stars among the tents, their light trembling in the wind as uneasy voices drifted across the sand.

Some clung tightly to hope.

“Moses is the Messenger,” they whispered. “The One who sent the plagues will not abandon us now.”

But others stood at the water’s edge, staring into the dark sea stretching toward the horizon.

“He has led us into a cage,” they muttered. “The Sea of Reeds before us. The desert around us. And Pharaoh behind.” All through the night, faith and fear argued beneath the silent sky.

When she woke, the camp had grown.  During the night more people had arrived from the long road out of Egypt. Small groups reached the shoreline one after another, families trailing behind the larger columns that had passed earlier. By morning, the narrow strip of land beside the sea was crowded with thousands.

Tents and cooking fires pressed close together. Animals shifted among bundles and sleeping mats. People spoke in low voices while they waited for the Messenger to decide what would come next.

In the confusion of bodies and firelight, the girl lost sight of her brother.

People gathered in uneasy circles. Some whispered prayers beneath their breath. Others spoke sharply, as if anger might reopen the road they had left behind.

“There was food in Egypt.”

“There was safety.”

“There were graves, at least.”

The wind carried their words and laid them at her feet.

She barely heard them.

Her eyes searched the crowd again for her brother.

The path she had followed ended here.

Before her stretched a broad, shallow lagoon edged with reeds and salt marsh. A fierce east wind pressed the waters back, exposing slick mudflats that glistened beneath a copper sky. Low desert ridges hemmed the shoreline behind her.

The air smelled of brine and damp earth, the wind roaring over trembling grasses and newly bared seabed. 

The girl moved through the people, her pulse keeping time with her steps. Among the Hebrews, a Midian girl searched faces, shoulders, the slope of a back in the half-light.

The journey had stopped here, at the edge of the water. For the young girl, finding her brother was the only thing that mattered now.

Salim.

A boy with dust in his hair said he had seen him near the front. An old woman insisted some had been lost in the night confusion and that many had vanished among the shifting people.

Another voice whispered that soldiers had already taken some in the night.

The young girl pressed forward.

The sea blocked the path ahead — a wall without stone, a boundary without gates. There was no road through it. And turning back meant meeting the army they had fled.   The choice hung in the air like smoke: water or sword.

She refused to believe her brother was gone. Refused it with the stubbornness of someone who had not yet learned how absence settles into the body.

The sky began to pale.  Then the murmurs shifted.

The first tremor moved through the sand before anyone understood what it meant. The young girl felt it through the soles of her feet, a dull vibration that climbed through bone before the sound reached her ears.

“Horses.”

The word passed through the crowd in uneven bursts. Someone shouted for silence. Mothers lifted their children. Hands reached blindly for other hands as the people turned toward the rear of the camp.

Panic followed quickly. News moved through the camp that Pharaoh’s chariots were on the road behind them. The sound beneath the ground grew stronger, a distant rhythm carried through sand and air.

She moved again, forcing her way through bodies and scattered bundles. 

She called Salim’s name once, then swallowed the second call before it could leave her throat. If no voice answered, she would have to accept what that silence meant.

Movement near the front of the camp drew the crowd forward. People leaned toward something none of them could yet see clearly. She followed the motion, slipping between shoulders and lifted arms until she caught sight of a figure standing where the sand met the water.

The man’s staff rested upright in the ground before him. He did not shout or gesture for the people to move. Wind tugged at his robe while the rest of the camp shifted in restless confusion around him.

The young girl’s hands trembled. She closed them into fists and kept moving.

Somewhere ahead, she told herself, Salim was still alive and moving with the others. Somewhere behind them the army believed the chase was already finished.

The eastern sky had begun to pale.  The space between fear and motion was narrowing.  Then she saw him.

A shoulder turned in the thin grey light. The line of a neck. The loose way he stood, as if the world were something to lean into rather than defend against.

Her breath caught.

Salim.

The young man stood near the front of the crowd among others who had edged closer to the water. Dawn thinned the darkness just enough for hope to rush through her chest so suddenly that it hurt.

She pushed forward, stumbling over a basket, a child’s foot, the bent knee of someone kneeling in prayer.

“Salim!”

The name escaped before she could soften it.

The young man did not turn.

He shifted slightly while speaking to someone beside him. The angle of his jaw came into view.

It was not him.  

The tightness inside her chest returned at once.

The tremor beneath the sand deepened as something heavy moved across the desert behind them.  The thought of it pressed at her back, urging her forward. 

She forced herself not to turn toward it.  Instead her eyes moved past the cluster of men and found the older man standing alone at the edge of the water. He stood differently from the others. Most of the people in the camp had turned halfway toward the desert behind them, measuring distance and escape. 

This man faced the sea. 

A shepherd’s staff stood planted firmly in the sand while the rising wind pulled at his robe, yet his shoulders remained steady. The approaching army drew no glance from him, and the restless crowd behind him received none either. 

He stood as though the water could hear him. She had seen the one they called The Messenger before from a distance. She had watched him speak while people gathered around him, arguing until their voices thinned against his calm. 

Some spoke his name with hope.  Others spoke it with doubt or anger.  In that moment she did not see a prophet. 

She saw a man who would not turn back.

Beyond the low ridges behind the camp a wall of dust began to rise, something moving inside it that was heavier than the wind. The ground carried the distant rhythm of hooves, still far enough away that no shapes could yet be seen. 

It was enough.

A woman somewhere in the crowd began to cry. A mother pressed her hands over her child’s ears as the trembling in the earth deepened.

The dark sea lay before them, wide and unmoving. Then the wind shifted and a low roll of thunder moved across the horizon. It did not sound violent, only steady, as though the sky itself had begun to breathe. The voices in the camp slowly faded until the crowd fell quiet. No one had asked for silence, yet no one spoke of Egypt anymore. 

The young girl searched the shifting crowd one last time. 

If Salim was here, he would be somewhere in that restless sea of people.  If he was alive, he would be moving.  She called his name again, but the wind carried it away before it could settle. 

Ahead, The Messenger did not move.   He remained where he stood as the sky darkened and the rain began to thicken, a thin edge of lightning opening the clouds in a brief white scar. The flash cut across the horizon with a sharpness she had never seen. The girl flinched as though it had passed through her body, a tremor running along her arms while the air seemed to empty from her lungs. 

The sound stirred an old memory. 

She had heard stories like this near the mountain she once called home—stories of a fire that was not fire and a voice that came from light.

Her heart pulled between memory and fear, but the crowd kept shifting, and somewhere inside it her brother might still be moving. She could not tell whether her brother stood somewhere ahead among the shifting shoulders or had fallen somewhere behind her. 

The girl kept searching the crowd one last time, studying faces, backs, the tilt of a head turning in the half-light.

Salim was still nowhere.   She forced herself to believe he was still there.  Fear tightened her throat until her knees weakened beneath her. Beneath the fear, another feeling stirred—something she could not yet name. The sand held her feet fast while her breath came quick and shallow.

The space between fear and movement narrowed until standing still began to feel like surrender.

The crowd fell quiet. Every face turned toward the man at the water’s edge.

The Messenger lifted his staff.

The sea waited.

She had come too far through a stranger’s land for the road to end here.

A thought slipped from her lips before she realized it.

“Safora...  what are you doing here?” she whispered.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1:  The Lesson of the Stone
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~§§§~

––––––––
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The Journey of a Prophet

BEFORE MOSES (PEACE be upon him) was born,     Egypt stood certain of itself.  

Its temples rose from the desert in measured lines of stone, set to outlast the men who commanded them. Names were carved deep into pillars so no reign would pass without record. Pharaoh ruled from within that permanence.  

The river fed the land, and the land fed the throne. Nothing moved without decree. Among those beneath that order were the Children of Israel, who had come during famine and settled where the river ran slow. Generations passed. Their households grew.  Growth bred fear. What had once been tolerated became a threat. The decree came quietly. The sons of Israel were to be put to death.  

Egypt remained stone.     Its monuments did not tremble. Yet within its shadow a child would be born whose first breath would begin to unsettle what stone believed could never fall.

~§~

LONG BEFORE THE SEA, when Egypt was still only a rumor carried by traders, the evenings in Midian followed a different rhythm. It was the hour when caravans measured distance against remaining light. 

Westward lay Egypt and its river kingdoms. Between them stretched the hard spine of Sinai — copper hills, wind-cut wadis, and narrow passes where trade and rumor traveled together. East of those ridges, beyond the last Egyptian outpost, lay Midian — a land of wells, grazing valleys, and tents that moved when season required.

A caravan returning from the southern tracks approached one such encampment while there was still light enough to inspect hooves and straps. Dust clung to wool and leather alike. Men spoke in measured tones, recounting distances, water levels, and the condition of the northern pass. The fire at the center of the tents had been stirred for the evening meal, though the day had not yet yielded. Smoke drifted sideways in the dry air.

Children lingered at the edge of the gathering.

Among them sat a little Midian girl, no more than eight, tracing narrow lines in the dust with a twig. She traced each path carefully, extending it beyond the circle of firelight, smoothing it away, beginning again.

The men spoke nearby.

“Keep the young ones close,” one said. “There have been more strangers along the wells these past months.”

“The last one we heard of came from Egypt,” another replied.
“Egypt?” A low whistle followed. “That is a long way from here.”
“Far enough,” someone said, “that it changes a man—and not always for the better.”
“They say he was a prince of some kind,” the first added. “Or tied to the court.”
“Men do not leave palaces lightly.”
“Or without guilt to carry.”

A shepherd leaned forward and pressed the embers together with the end of a stick. Sparks rose briefly before settling.

“I heard he married among us,” someone muttered. “Took a Midianite wife.”

“That may be so,” another answered. “But strangers carry their past with them.”

A pause settled between them.

“I do not like what I do not know,” the first man said at last. “Still... not every stranger brings trouble.”

A murmur of agreement passed. No one raised his voice.  

Egypt was distant, yet the stories that traveled from it were not. Traders spoke of storehouses, brick quotas, and overseers who counted more than grain. A man who fled such a place did not arrive untouched.

A murmur of agreement passed between them. No one raised his voice. Egypt was distant, yet the stories that traveled from it were not. Traders spoke of storehouses, brick quotas, and overseers who counted more than grain. A man who left such a place did not leave empty-handed. He carried something with him, whether trouble or sorrow.

That was what unsettled them most. A man without a clan did not stand clearly in the world. He stood alone.

The elder children gathered listened without looking up. The thought of a stranger walking the ridges above their camp stirred something sharper than fear. Beyond the last ring of tents, the land opened into rock and winding paths she had not yet traced. The adults’ caution pressed against this young girl’s curiosity, but it did not quiet it.

She waited until the men’s voices thinned into lower conversation and the younger children were called toward the cooking pots. No one was watching the ridge beyond the tethered goats. The last of the light rested there, turning the stone a deep amber. 

She rose without announcing herself and brushed the dust from her palms.

The path beyond the tents narrowed quickly, worn by hooves more than feet. She followed it past a scatter of thorn shrubs and stepped off where the ground broke into uneven shelves of rock. The air felt different away from the smoke of the fire. It carried the clean dryness of stone cooling after heat. Her sandals slipped once on loose gravel, and she steadied herself with a hand against the rock face.

From the outcrop she could see the northern hills the men had mentioned. They were not high, but they folded into one another in a way that hid their depths. A person could walk there unseen. The thought unsettled her and drew her forward at the same time.

She climbed another ledge, testing each foothold before shifting her weight. The camp behind her grew smaller, its sounds duller. No one called her name. The ridge felt open and private. She moved toward a darker seam in the stone where shadow gathered longer than the rest.

The seam widened as she drew closer, resolving into an opening set low against the ridge. It was not large enough to be seen from the camp below. From a distance it had looked like nothing more than a crease in shadow, but up close she saw where wind and time had hollowed the rock.

Cool air brushed her face. It carried the scent of dry earth and something older, a stillness that did not belong to the open hills. She paused at the entrance and let her eyes adjust. The light behind her stretched her shadow forward into the dark.

She crouched and ran her fingers along the edge of the opening. The rock was smooth in places, worn by years of sand. Small pebbles lay scattered near the threshold. One shifted under her touch and rolled inward, disappearing with a faint click.

The cave did not look deep at first glance. It bent slightly to the left, the curve obscuring whatever lay beyond.  The temperature dropped another degree as she leaned closer. The air inside felt held, as if it had been waiting. The Midian girl stepped forward until her toes crossed the line between sun and shadow.

Her left foot searched for firm ground and found a slanted patch of gravel instead. The pebbles slid under her sandal with a sound too soft to warn her. She reached for the wall, but her fingers caught only dust. The floor dropped where she had expected it to hold.

She fell.

Rock scraped her forearm as she slid into the curve of the cave. Her knee struck first, then her shoulder. Loose gravel followed, cascading past her ear in a dry rush.

She tried to push herself upright, but the ground beneath her shifted again. Another layer of small stones loosened and rolled, carrying her deeper into the bend she had not been able to see from the entrance. Her breath left her in a short, hard burst when her back hit the lower slope.

When she looked up, the slice of light had thinned. The angle of the bend swallowed most of it, leaving only a pale wedge against the stone wall. She pressed her palms to the ground and tried to stand. Pain flared through her knee, but it held. Dust clung to her tongue. The air felt heavier here, unmoving.

Behind her, something shifted.

The gravel she had dislodged continued to slide, not in a rush but in a settling. Small rocks knocked against one another and came to rest. She turned toward the sound. The entrance was no longer clear. The slope she had fallen down had collapsed into a loose spill of stone. It did not fill the opening entirely, but it narrowed it, raising the ground where she would have needed to climb.

For a moment she did not understand what she was seeing. The way back had changed.

She took a step toward it and felt her foot sink ankle-deep into unstable gravel. When she lifted it, the stones moved again, flowing back into place. She tried to climb, but the surface slid under her hands. Each time she pressed down, pebbles rolled back into the hollow, tapping against her legs.

Her breath shortened. Not from pain. From knowing. The slope would not hold her weight. She pressed her palm harder into the spill of stone as if force alone could make it firm. It shifted again, answering her effort with movement. The realization moved through her slowly, heavier than the gravel itself.

She was below the opening now.

And the ground would not carry her back.

The path she had followed from the tents had felt certain at first. Narrow, but steady. It curved when it needed to, slipped between rock and shadow, always giving her somewhere to place her next step.

She trusted it because it kept going.

Now it didn’t.

It stopped here—sudden and hard, pressed up against stone like it had nowhere else to go.

Behind her, the light began to fade.

What had once been a thin slice of sun spilling in from the ridge shrank slowly, slipping lower, dulling as it went. The brightness thinned... then softened... until it was no more than a faint glow clinging to the edges of the rock.

And even that was fading. The cave absorbed the rest.

She swallowed and called out once, testing the space. Her voice did not travel far. It struck the bend and returned thinner, uncertain. 

She tried again, louder this time. Dust shook loose from somewhere above and drifted down in a faint veil. No answer came back except the small echo of her own sound.

The dark did not rush in. 

It settled.  

The wandering girl stood in it, listening to the faint tick of pebbles finishing their fall and the uneven rhythm of her breath.

At first she thought the sound was her own breathing returning to her from the stone. She held herself still and listened more carefully. The cave answered with something else. A faint scrape traveled along the inner wall, followed by a soft, irregular shift of weight. It was not the loose gravel settling. It came from deeper within the bend, beyond the reach of what little light remained.

She did not move.

A current of air moved through the narrow passage, cool and thin. It carried a scent sharper than dust. The sound came again, closer this time — a drag against rock that ended in a low, rough exhale. Her throat tightened.  The cave was not empty.

Outside, the camp had begun to notice her absence.

Salim, her elder brother, stood near the goat pens, counting heads as he had been told. He finished the count twice before he realized one voice was missing. He scanned the cluster of younger children near the cooking fires. His sister’s braid was not among them.

He asked once, then again with more urgency. 

A younger cousin pointed toward the ridge. Salim did not wait for explanation. He followed the gesture, moving past the outer ring of tents and onto the worn path. The last of the light was fading. He found her footprints where the sand thinned against stone. They were small but distinct, angling toward the rocky outcrop. 

He quickened his pace.

As he neared the darker seam in the ridge, he heard it: a muffled call that carried his name. He moved toward the cave mouth and saw the disturbed gravel. The entrance was narrower than it should have been.

He crouched and called to her.  

Her answer came thin and strained from below.

Then he heard something else — a scrape from deeper inside, the shift of an animal adjusting in the dark. His body stilled. Small caves held more than cool air. Foxes sheltered there. Jackals sometimes denned in the bends of rock. A trapped animal did not flee quietly.

Behind him, voices carried from the camp.

“Salim!”

“Leave it. Come back.”

“Wait for your uncle.”

Safety lay behind him in numbers and firelight. He could return and bring help. He could obey.

Inside the cave, another stone shifted. She’s breathing hitched through the narrow opening.

Salim’s throat tightened. 

He glanced once over his shoulder at the faint glow of the camp below. Then he turned back to the opening. He lowered himself onto his hands and knees and tested the gravel. It shifted under his weight. He ignored the shouting behind him and called her name again, steadying his voice as he began to crawl into the dark.

A stone shifted under his grip and tore his palm open. Blood gathered quickly, slick against dust. He froze, half inside the cave and half out, hearing the animal shift again.

“Salim.”

His sister’s voice reached him, thin and uneven.  He swallowed and leaned forward again.

“I am here,” he called, forcing the words steady. “Do not move.”

His answer came closer. 

The space between them no longer felt endless. It felt bridged, fragile but real.

“Come out,” his uncle ordered from above. “We will bring rope.”

Salim did not turn. The gravel pressed against his knees. His injured palm throbbed.

“She is alive,” he called over his shoulder. “I can reach her.”

Inside, she whispered, “Do not leave.”

“I am not leaving,” he answered.

He slid the last stretch down the unstable incline until his fingers brushed cloth.

“I have you,” he said.

Her hand found his wrist at once. She gripped hard enough to hurt.

He braced his back against the wall and pulled her upright, guiding her weight onto him. His arm came around her ribs, firm and shaking at once. She felt the tremor in him before she understood it. Not weakness. Effort.

“Hold to me,” he said.

She did.

Her fingers knotted into his tunic. Gravel slid again beneath them, stones striking her calves as the slope threatened to give way. His chest pressed against her shoulder as he pushed upward, inch by inch. She could feel his breath against her hair — uneven, forced. His hand at her side tightened each time the ground shifted.

For a moment they slipped.

Her stomach dropped. The dark opened again below them. She clutched him harder, burying her face against him without thinking. His heart pounded against her cheek, fast and heavy.

He did not let go.

He adjusted his footing, pressing his bleeding palm flat against the rock to hold them steady. She felt the wet warmth of it through the cloth at her shoulder, but he made no sound of pain.

Above them, voices called instructions she could not follow. The world had narrowed to his arm around her and the rock beneath their feet.

She had never been held like this.  

The cave breathed behind them.  “Hold there,” he said, though his voice had grown thin.

Her fingers slipped once on the edge. Gravel gave way beneath his knees and for a breath they slid backward together before he caught against the wall, his injured palm scraping raw against stone.

Above them, hands reached down.

“Give her to us.”

She was pulled upward, her weight leaving him all at once. The loss of it nearly tipped him backward. He lunged forward instead, clawing at the rim with his good hand. Hands closed around his shoulders and dragged him out after her, not cleanly but with effort — ribs striking rock, sandals scraping against the slope — until the ground steadied beneath him.

The evening air struck Salim’s face, cool and wide.

Dust streaked his clothes. Blood marked his palm. Safora lay beside him, breathing hard. She turned her head toward him.

“You came for me,” she said.

He looked down at his torn hand, flexed his fingers once, and smiled. “You are my sister.”

The adults gathered near the mouth of the cave.

“You should have waited,” one said sharply.
“And if the stones had given way?” another answered.
“He could have been crushed.”
“She could have been lost.”
Salim did not argue. He kept his eyes on the slope.

She followed his gaze. The path that had drawn her upward looked no different now. From below, it appeared narrow but harmless — a crease in the rock, nothing more.

“I thought it was only shadow,” she said.

Salim glanced at the opening. “Shadow hides things.”

She frowned. “It didn’t look deep.”

“It was,” he said.

An elder crouched before her and examined the scrape along her forearm. “You do not climb alone,” he said. “Not beyond the tents.”

She nodded.

When they began the walk back to camp, Salim moved slightly ahead of her without being told. Not as a guard. Not as a show of pride. Simply ahead.

That night, after her knee had been wrapped and the dust washed from her hair, Safora lay awake longer than usual. The tent cloth shifted with the wind. A goat stirred beyond the enclosure.

The dark felt different.

She understood now that a path could narrow without warning. That ground could give way beneath weight. That forward did not always continue.

When they began the walk back to camp, they kept close to one another. Where the path narrowed, neither let the other fall behind. That night, after her knee had been wrapped and the dust washed from her hair, Safora lay awake longer than usual. The tent cloth shifted with the wind. Someone coughed outside. The animals moved and settled again. She closed her eyes and saw the gravel sliding from beneath her hands. For a moment she could not remember how long it had taken him to answer.

In the dark, she stretched her hand across the narrow space between their mats until her fingers touched the edge of Salim’s blanket.

He did not wake.   She did not pull her hand away.

She lay awake, listening. The tent shifted with the wind. A goat moved outside, then settled. The camp returned to its usual sounds, one by one. Her fingers stayed where they were. 

She could still feel the pressure of his arm around her ribs — the way he had held her when the ground would not hold. 

The strain in him had been real. She had felt it in his breath, in the way his grip tightened each time the stones gave way. He had not let go. 

The thought stayed with her longer than the fear. 

If he was ever in trouble—Safora would not stand and watch. 

She did not know how soon that would be.
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Chapter 2:  The House of Hader
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~§§§~

The Journey of a Prophet

Moses (peace be upon him) was born in a season of slaughter. Pharaoh had decreed that the sons of the Children of Israel be put to death, fearing the strength of a people whose labour sustained his kingdom.  

To preserve her child, his mother placed him in a woven basket and set him upon the river, entrusting him to the protection of God. 

By His will, the infant was carried into the household of Pharaoh himself, sheltered beneath the roof of the ruler who had sought his life.

Yet he was not lost to his people.

He grew amid authority, wealth, and command, instructed in the habits of power while his own people endured its burden. 

Thus he was raised between two worlds — not fully of the palace, nor fully of the oppressed — belonging wholly to neither, yet shaped by both.

~§~

BY THE TIME SAFORA turned fourteen, the memory of the cave had settled deep enough that she no longer spoke of it.
But she had learned not to trust what seemed steady at first glance.
That evening there was celebration in the house of Hader. Women gathered near the fire before it had fully taken hold. Their third child sat on a folded blanket while her braids were undone and woven again, tighter this time.

The women gathered her before the fire was fully built. They sat her on a folded blanket near the centre of the tents and began untying the simple braids she had worn since childhood. Their fingers worked quickly, dividing her hair again — tighter this time, closer to the scalp. Silver beads were threaded in one by one. They were heavier than she expected.

“Hold still,” one of them murmured.

An elder came when the braiding was done. She smelled of smoke and crushed mint. Her hands rested on Safora’s head — firm, not delicate.

“May your tent stand,” she said.
“May your children live.”
“May you endure.”
The words were practical. So was the touch.

Near the outer ring of tents, a goat had been slaughtered before sunset. The men skinned it cleanly. Now it roasted over open coals, fat dripping and flaring. Bread was pressed flat against heated stone. Lentils thickened in clay. Yogurt was poured into a wide bowl and set in the centre. Dates were passed without counting.

The food was shared evenly. No one measured who received more. When her name was spoken aloud, the women answered it together. 

Not loudly. Just enough.

Woman.

Safora felt the braids pull when she lowered her head.

Children ran between the tents, kicking up sand.     A boy tripped and rose again laughing. No one scolded him. The men sat closer to the animals, speaking about departure in the same tone they used every season.

Safora’s home lay in the south eastern reaches of Sinai, where limestone ridges broke and fell into narrow beds of gravel. There was a valley there that did not announce itself from a distance. From the high ground it seemed spare — a fold of stone and dust, no different from the ridges that surrounded it. Only when one descended did the signs of life begin to show.

After the winter rains, water moved quietly beneath the earth, gathering in unseen channels before rising through a hand-dug shaft at the valley’s lowest bend. Travelers knew the place as Wadi Qeren. Those who depended upon it called the well Bir ‘Ahd.

Bir ‘Ahd carried an old story.

Long before Safora was born, two clans quarreled there in a season when the rains had failed and the water fell low. Each claimed the first right to draw. Harsh words sharpened. Blades were bared.

It is said that a mystic elder came out of the desert and stepped between them. He struck his staff against the rim of the well and swore that no man would drink unless all agreed to share it.

And the well went dry.

For a long moment, no one moved.

The buckets scraped stone. No water answered.

Finally, the blades were lowered.

Only when the men pledged to draw in turn did the water return. From that day forward, it was known as Bir ‘Ahd — the Well of the Covenant. The water was never abundant, but sufficient. It was drawn slowly, bucket by bucket, brackish on the tongue yet steady when other surface pools had already vanished. Tamarisk shrubs clustered where the moisture held longest. Scattered acacia trees leaned against the wind, their roots reaching toward what could not be seen.

For a few brief months each year, thin grasses spread across the valley floor. Goats grazed low among the stones. Sheep moved carefully between thorn and shadow. Pastoral families descended from the surrounding highlands when the water proved reliable enough to trust.

There were no walls at Wadi Qeren. No towers. No gates to close at night. Only goat-hair tents raised in familiar patterns when the season allowed it. Low circles of stone marked where windbreaks had stood the year before. Animal pens were rebuilt from the same gathered rock. Hearth ash lay beneath layers of sand, quiet evidence of return.

It was not a town but a place that gathered and scattered with the rains — and for those who lived by departure and return, it was enough.

Among the families gathered at Wadi Qeren stood the House of Hader, remembered among neighbouring tribes as the Keepers of the Northern Pass.

They did not farm fields or raise walls of stone. They kept routes. Their living came from the road.

Their tents were set upon a slight rise near the narrow entrance to the Wadi — not as a claim of rule, but of watchfulness. From there they could see approaching caravans before they reached the well.

The Haders guided merchants through the tightening pass between Sinai’s ridges, where sound carried and strangers were judged quickly. Traders bearing copper north or dyed cloth toward the hill towns waited for Hader’s sons before attempting the crossing.

The men of Hader rode ahead.  

Within the House, strength divided according to necessity. Amiel, the elder, belonged to the road. His name was known beyond Wadi Qeren. When the cooler months stirred the caravans into motion, he rode with them — guiding through stone corridors, greeting allied clans by name, knowing when to speak and when silence carried more weight.

If traders returned safely, his name was spoken again. Reputation was his provision as surely as any share of copper or cloth.

Rakeem, the younger, remained nearer to Bir ‘Ahd.

His world was measured not in distance but in return. He counted goats at dawn and again at dusk. He led them toward brief grasses after rain and away from stone that split hooves. He watched for fox tracks, for strangers, for signs that the well was lowering too quickly. When a tent rope loosened, he tightened it. When a pen wall fell, he rebuilt it. When a kid faltered, he carried it.

If Amiel secured alliances beyond the valley, Rakeem secured survival within it. Safora and Salim belonged to Rakeem’s line.

Safora was neither tall nor slight, but carried herself with a quiet steadiness that made her seem older than her years. Her dark brown hair fell loose about her shoulders, wind-tangled and heavy with salt. Her eyes were watchful, searching beyond what others saw. She moved without haste, spoke without waste, and listened longer than most.

Salim stood a head taller than Safora, broad through the shoulders, strong from tending goats along broken slopes. A narrow scar marked his cheek, the result of a fall while chasing a view beyond the ridge. Curiosity had cut him once and taught him little. His eyes still searched distances others ignored. They had grown not simply beside one another, but within the same measure of days. 

When they were small, Safora followed him along the low ridges, memorizing where his feet had slipped and where they had held. When he fell and split his cheek against stone, it was her hands that pressed cloth to the blood before he would allow anyone else near. When he wandered farther than he should, she was the one who noticed first — the absence at the well, the missing staff, the goats unsettled by a delayed return.

He did not always listen to her warnings. But he listened to her silences.

At night, when the camp settled and the wind pressed low against the tents, they spoke in half-sentences about things neither fully named — the pass, the cities beyond it, the fear of leaving, the fear of staying. Salim tested the world outward. Safora measured it inward. 

Between them there was no need to explain which of them would yield first. If danger came, she did not doubt he would stand before it. If distance opened, he did not doubt she would cross it.

They did not promise such things.  They had done it often enough.

The siblings had grown up nearer the well than the pass. Their hands learned the weight of water skins before they learned the language of bargaining. They knew the shape of the valley in every season — where shade lingered longest, where wind cut hardest, where grass would rise first after rain.

Safora accepted the regularity easily.  She preferred tasks that could be completed. Stones stacked evenly. Ropes tied straight. Milk measured and stored before it turned. She watched before she spoke. Noticed what shifted before others did. A restless goat. A loosened peg. A silence that meant disagreement was forming. Order, once kept, could be kept again.

Salim did not accept it as easily.  He finished his tasks, but his eyes strayed toward the ridges. Toward the narrow opening where caravans appeared and disappeared. He asked questions that had no work in them.

“What lies beyond the third bend of the pass?”  “Do the towns truly rise higher than the cliffs?”  “Does copper shine in the sun before it is hammered?”

Rakeem would answer once, then return to his counting.

Safora would answer differently.

“It is enough to know the road brings them back,” she would say. “We do not need to follow it.”    He would laugh at that — not unkindly, but impatient.

Bir ‘Ahd was small. Predictable. The same families, the same arguments at the well, the same departure and return. 

To Safora, that sameness meant safety.

To Salim, it felt like narrowing.

Each time the Haders led a caravan into the desert, something in him leaned toward it — toward the pass, toward the unknown beyond the ridges.

Soon, Amiel Hader would leave again through the northern pass.

The loads were already stacked near the rise — copper wrapped in leather, dyed cloth bound tight, water skins sealed against heat. The donkeys shifted under their weight, sensing movement before the men spoke of it.

Across the fire that night, as departure was discussed in steady, practical tones, Salim’s gaze lingered not on the celebration but on the packed bundles — on the direction of morning.

Salim caught his sister looking.  He grinned — quick, crooked.  As if to say: You feel it too.  Safora lowered her gaze.

The fire burned lower, settling into a bed of red coals.

Safora’s grandmother began a slower song.  Her voice rose thin at first, then steadied — a low, rhythmic chant that the women answered in repetition. The melody was simple, meant to be carried by many throats. Hands tapped softly against stretched hide. A drum answered in quiet pulses. Now and then a sharp ululation lifted and fell, threading through the rhythm like wind through reeds.The words praised God’s protection, remembered those who had walked before them, and asked for strength, for fertile herds, for children who would endure.

The song swayed as one body. The wind shifted and carried the smell of burnt twigs across the camp.

Safora’s thoughts were not on her naming. Though tonight she had been called woman, she did not feel larger. She felt aware—of the braids, of the talk of departure, of her brother’s eyes turned toward the pass.

For a moment another memory pressed close: that cave incident from years ago, the cold breath of stone, and the sharp lesson that curiosity could lead where feet could not easily return.

She had learned then to measure steps before taking them.

The House of Hader belonged to the road.   But she belonged to the well.

For the first time, she wondered what it would cost her to hold him there.

—————~§§§~——————

A shout sounded from the entrance to the wadi.

It was carried along the channel, echoing against the rock. 

One voice called out, though others moved behind it. The sound faded without reply, and for a moment no one appeared along the ridge or the path below.

Rakeem straightened from the hoof he had been tending. Conversations thinned as heads turned in near unison.

Dust gathered along the northern edge.

Too early for the usual traders.  Something was coming.

Safora looked first at the riders, not the animals. She counted them.

Dust clung thick to their cloaks. They sat upright in their saddles, not in ease but in tension. Urgency showed itself differently in the body.

One of the men dismounted and placed a hand over his heart.

“Peace upon this tent.”

The greeting was formal, the kind given when a traveler arrived with words meant for all to hear.

Men leaned closer, not from courtesy but from expectation. The road had carried news into the wadi.

Salim stepped forward without thinking.

Safora caught his sleeve.

“Wait.”

“It is only news,” he said.

News.

The word felt heavier than it should have. Across Bir ‘Ahd, even the penned animals seemed to quiet.

The morning held its breath.

The traveler waited until the elders formed a close circle before speaking again.

“There is unrest in Egypt,” he said. “Not war. Not yet. But searching.”

A few men exchanged glances.

“Searching for what?”

“For a man.”

The word settled strangely in open air.

Salim edged nearer.

“What man?”

The traveler wiped his brow with the back of his hand. “One raised in Pharaoh’s household. Some say he was as a son in the palace. Others say he was born among the Hebrews.”

A murmur rippled outward.

“And now?” an elder asked.

“Now Pharaoh seeks him.”

“For what crime?”

A hesitation. “One man he struck an Egyptian. Another said he defended a slave.
Others whispered he spoke when silence would have been wiser.
The wind brushed lightly over the well. Safora felt it at the nape of her neck.

“And he fled?”

“He vanished,” the traveler replied. “Left the river. Left the court. No one knows where he went.”

“Egypt is large,” an older man muttered.

“Large,” the traveler agreed. “But Pharaoh’s reach is longer.”

Salim’s eyes were bright. “If he fled, why does Pharaoh still search?”

“Because a man raised within walls knows what lies inside them,” the traveler said. “And a ruler does not forget what escapes his hand.”

Silence followed.

“Is he armed?” someone asked. “Does he gather men?”

“I heard no such thing. Only that officials ask along the trade routes. They watch. They listen.”

The circle tightened almost imperceptibly.

Safora glanced at her father. Rakeem’s expression had not changed, but his hand rested more firmly on his staff.

“Men flee Egypt each season,” an elder said. “Slaves run. Debtors vanish.”

“Not men raised in the palace,” the traveler answered.

The distinction lingered.  Salim’s voice lowered. “If he was raised there... why would he leave?”

The traveler looked toward the narrowing pass before replying. “Perhaps some walls hold more tightly than chains.”

No one laughed.

The animals shifted in their pen. A child was hurriedly hushed. “And you believe he passed this way?” Rakeem asked.

The traveler chose his words carefully. “Men who disappear do not cease to exist. They go somewhere. Pharaoh would not search the trade roads if he did not think the man had taken one.”

Dust settled slowly.

The road had always meant livelihood. Predictable arrivals. Predictable departures.

Now it felt exposed.

Salim again stared north.

“A man who leaves a palace,” he said under his breath. “And Pharaoh fears him.”

He tried to imagine it — stone walls higher than cliffs, servants who bowed at a gesture, floors that did not shift beneath wind or rain. To be raised among such certainty and still walk away.

The fleeing did not unsettle him.  Not even the rumor of the crime.

The leaving did.

Men did not abandon power unless something stronger had taken hold of them.

What kind of man turned his back on certainty?
What kind chose desert wind after marble halls?
Salim imagined him walking the high slopes alone—not searching for trade, not wandering aimlessly, but listening.

Listening for what?

If he ever met such a man, Salim thought, he would ask.

He would ask what Egypt looked like when the sun struck the river. Did the water burn gold? Did towers cast shadows longer than the ridges of Sinai? Did streets stretch wider than wadis, filled with names from lands he had only heard whispered?

Did the temples gleam? Did the noise ever cease? Could power itself be felt in the air?

The city.
Its power.
The one who had left it.
Salim turned the thought over quietly, testing its weight.

A man raised among marble halls who had chosen desert wind instead.

He did not know whether he admired such a man or envied him. He only knew he wanted to see him with his own eyes.

Safora watched the way the words settled into him.

Across Bir ‘Ahd, the morning had shifted. The well still held water. The flock still needed tending.

But something unseen had slipped into the camp—quiet, almost unnoticed.

Like the road itself had drawn nearer... leaning in, waiting, calling just beyond the edge of sight.

—————~§§§~——————

At first light, before the camp loosened from sleep, Safora was awake.

The air still carried the coolness of night. Grey ash lay where the fire had burned, soft and undisturbed. Safora knelt beside the hearth and sifted through it with steady fingers, separating what still held life from what had already turned to dust. She set the kindling first, then the smaller twigs, and finally the heavier pieces, arranging them carefully so the flame would rise straight instead of bending to the wind.

The wind was mild.

She adjusted the stones anyway.

Her father, Rakeem, had already gone to the herd. She could hear the low murmur of his voice beyond the tents, the soft answering shift of hooves. She moved quietly, not from fear of waking anyone, but from habit. Morning did not require noise.

The well stood open, with no one gathered around it yet and no line forming beside the stones. Safora carried two skins and lowered the bucket slowly, guiding the rope hand over hand so it would not scrape against the shaft and cloud the water. The bucket struck the side of the well with a hollow knock before touching the surface. A small splash followed as it dipped beneath the water, and she felt the pull of its weight as she began to raise it again.

The sound, the splash, the weight in the rope—Safora knew the sequence well. The well rarely surprised those who treated it with patience, and its steady rhythm settled her.

She did not hurry.

By the time the sun edged over the ridge, dough rested beneath cloth, swelling in its own time. The youngest goats had been separated before they could steal too much milk. A strap along the enclosure had been retied. A cracked jar set aside for mending.

Bir ‘Ahd was small enough that little passed unnoticed. A limping kid, a loosened knot, or the quiet at the well that warned an argument was forming.

Safora learned to see these changes early. When something needed setting right, she moved quietly and did it without calling attention to herself.

By the time the work continued, it seemed to others that nothing had been interrupted at all.

Across the encampment, Salim’s voice rose above the low bleating. He stood near the pens, staff in hand, though his eyes were not on the herd. They were fixed on the narrow rise that marked the northern opening of the wadi — the place where the world opened into distance.

“Why must we always return here?” he said. Not shouting. But not soft either. “There are places beyond the pass where men do not count goats twice a day. Traders speak of streets that do not move. Of walls that do not fold when the wind shifts.”

An older herdsman gave a dry laugh. “And who will tend your father’s goats in those cities?”

Salim’s jaw tightened. He did not answer.  Safora crossed to him and held out a water skin.

“You left this unsealed.”

“I did not forget.”

“It would have leaked.”

He took it and checked the tie, pulling it tighter than necessary. “You are always counting.”

“And you are always looking past what is in front of you.”

There was no sharpness in her tone. Only fact.

He shifted his weight. “Do you never wonder?”

She crouched beside a young goat whose leg trembled and pressed her thumb carefully along the joint.

“We know what lies beyond,” she said. “Caravans. Dust. Men who pass through and do not stay.”

“That is not all.”

“It is enough.”

Salim studied her face as though she were holding something back. Safora kept her eyes on the animal’s leg, feeling the small bone shift beneath her fingers.

“You will spend your life beside this well,” he said.

“And you’ll forget what you have, running after everything else.” she answered.

Irritation touched his face for a moment before easing into a reluctant grin. The argument had lived between them longer than the morning.

They had grown beneath the same woven roof and drawn water from the same well. Nights had taught them to listen for the quiet signals that stirred a herd from sleep—the wrong silence among the animals, the sudden shift of hooves against stone.

Understanding between them rarely required victory.

Salim would not leave without telling her. 

Safora believed that with certainty.

The House of Hader did not scatter its own without word. If he
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