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For my mother,
whose enduring faith sustains her in all things—
and inspires me.
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1759 BC

THE DESERTS OF MESOPOTAMIA

Tonight was the night of my betrothal ceremony, and a cold, sharp moon hung low in the eastern sky. I yanked back the heavy panel doors of the tent and peered into the darkness, a lump of dread sitting like curdled camel’s milk in my belly.

Dozens of small torches bobbed and weaved along the paths. Held aloft by the approaching women, they emerged as drops of frozen fire against the blackness. I shivered at the sight of so many guests imminently arriving. A year ago we had celebrated my older sister Leila’s betrothal to Zenos, and now, at sixteen, it was my turn to perform the betrothal dance before my family and the women of my tribe.

As I scanned the path for my sister, nerves raced along my skin. I kicked my bare toes at Aunt Judith’s tapestry rug in her back bedroom, ready to tear the frayed edges into shreds. Leila had promised to dress and perfume me, so I was waiting here, alone. Of course, she was nowhere to be seen. All was darkness and starlight.

“Leila, where are you?” I muttered, snapping the panel doors again.

I chewed my fingernails, then glanced down at my dusty clothes. Two hours ago, the sun had burned my face, the wind had whipped at my cheeks, and I’d savored my last hours of freedom.

Now I swiped a comb through the collection of particularly nasty knots in my hair—a consequence of an impulsive camel ride out to the desert. It was a desperate attempt to escape my fate, but my father had quietly hauled me back after my mother’s wild search had proved fruitless.

Mother had stood at the camel pens, her brow creased with worry, her eyes hunting the open desert. Even though she had been upset, she had folded me in her arms when I returned and held me close, whispering words of reassurance.

Through the crack in the tent’s doorway, I finally spotted a small flame advancing on the curve of the path and darted outside.

“Where have you been?” I grabbed for Leila as she came within reach, but she spun away, holding up the lantern.

Her dark hair floated like silk over her shoulders. The jewel in her navel winked green in the shadows, accenting the pleated white linen skirt that hung low, slung around her sensuous hips. A sheer crimson drape crossed her bare shoulder, emphasizing the shape of her chest. My sister was the picture of beauty. An Egyptian princess. The way I should look tonight, and I envied her.

“Where did you get that dress?” I asked.

A hint of a smile twitched at Leila’s lips. “It’s a secret.”

“Tell me!” I begged. “Are you going to wear that dress tonight with all of our cousins and friends watching?” My eyes traveled the length of her slim torso. “You can see practically everything!”

“Oh, Jayden, you’re such a prude!” Laughing softly, Leila twirled around on her toes. “What does it matter if the dress makes us beautiful?” When she lifted her arms, she looked like a jeweled white column from the goddess temple in Tadmur—the Temple of Ashtoreth.

“Leila, you know the goddess dresses are forbidden. It’s as though you enjoy shaming our family.” I stared at the flowing, revealing garment. I’d never seen anything so evocative, so sensuous.

Leila came closer, a shrewd look in her eye. “Deep down, you probably wish you were wearing this dress.”

She was right, although I wouldn’t admit it to her. A part of me wished I were as bold and as stunningly beautiful as my sister. A hot sensation of envy and irritation crept up my neck. “Are you trying to sabotage my betrothal ceremony? You’ll be the center of all the attention.”

“You worry too much, Jayden. I’m not doing anything wrong, just having some fun. Now try to focus on tonight, your night,” Leila added with a grin. “And your dance before the women of the tribe, in preparation for Horeb.” She raised an eyebrow and the twisted nerves in my gut roiled like scorpions. “Think of how much Horeb wishes he had permission to watch you.”

I looked down, embarrassed. That was the problem. Eventually he would.

“You are terrible!” I snapped, unable to express my true feelings. This night didn’t mean to me what it meant to Leila. She had been in love with Zenos, Horeb’s older brother and heir to the tribal throne. I was only engaged to Horeb because our fathers had arranged it when we were children. But after losing Zenos in the terrible raid by the Maachathite tribe last year, Horeb had automatically become the eldest son, which changed my fate, too.

“Remember, Jayden, you’ll get your womanly jewelry tonight,” Leila said softly, as though trying to make amends.

I smiled despite my frustration. “I hope so. That’s the only good thing about tonight’s ceremony.”

My father had lost too many camels this year, and had never been a rich man, but I held out hope that my parents had the means for me to receive my betrothal jewelry. The childish beads I wore around my neck looked hideously plain next to Leila’s shimmering jewelry.

“What are you two doing out here?” A curt female voice cut through the darkness before I could haul Leila inside. “Can’t you hear everyone inside already?”

It was Dinah, our haughty neighbor, standing with her hands on her hips, a fierce expression on her face.

Quickly, I stepped in front of my half-dressed sister to hide her.

Dinah eyed me with silent disapproval. “I would think you’d be ready by now.” She stepped closer and touched my messy, tangled hair, pursing her lips. “You’re a disgrace, Jayden. You don’t deserve the honor of a betrothal ceremony. Under Horeb’s family tent, no less.”

Dinah’s presence was impervious. Her dress lay in perfect folds. Her hair had not a strand out of place. “Any other girl would be counting her blessings every morning. Horeb is a prize and the girl who marries him will be the richest woman of the tribe.” She glared at me. “You don’t deserve him at all.”

I took a ragged breath, upset at her demeaning words, but before I could form a retort, Dinah whirled around and marched to the front doors of Aunt Judith’s tent.

“Come on,” Leila said, grabbing my arm and hauling me inside the back dressing room. “Ignore her. Dinah just wishes she were sixteen again and could fight you for Horeb. Here, look at yourself.” She thrust Aunt Judith’s piece of copper at me so I could check my reflection as she threw one of her modest dresses over her alluring costume to cover it up before we entered the party. Terrified eyes stared back at me in the mirror, and my hair was worse than I thought.

I ran my fingers through it, trying to untangle the knots. I wanted to crawl under a stack of blankets and curl up into a ball. “Maybe I could hide in Aunt Judith’s largest cooking pot.”

“Don’t even think it, Jayden,” Leila warned.

“Or we could postpone the ceremony until next month. What does a few weeks matter?” I swallowed, my heart screaming that I needed more time.

“What’s wrong with you?” Leila rolled her eyes, bending to fix the belt at my waist and ignoring my suggestion. “Jayden, will you stop fidgeting? That kohl along your eyelids is smudged, too,” she added.

“I’m always getting it crooked!” I looked again in the copper plate and dabbed at my eyes, knowing I was just making it worse.

Not a moment later, our mother stepped around the rug partition, her belly swollen under her dress with a growing new baby. She slipped her hand into mine and kissed my cheek. “I know you’re anxious,” she whispered. “By the time of your wedding next year, you’ll be a strong, beautiful woman and so very capable.”

I heard my mother say the words, but I was having a hard time accepting them. Married. My own household. And babies. All within a year. I pictured Horeb under the wedding canopy, in the marriage tent, undressing me, touching me, and felt queasy.

“Every girl gets nervous,” my mother added. “Right before Leila’s betrothal ceremony, your sister hurtled spoons and jars of yogurt all over the tent.”

“I did not!” Leila protested.

I gazed at Leila with new admiration. She never seemed out of control. And yet, I couldn’t stop imagining my sister’s sheer sultry dress caressing my own skin, floating against my body with its fine softness. I shook my head to banish the temptation. Leila’s heart and beliefs were drifting away from our family, ever since Zenos was killed only a month after their engagement last summer.

My mother’s face grew thoughtful. “There are times, Jayden, when a woman’s emotions run higher and fuller than the waves on the Gulf of Akabah, threatening to drag her to the bottom and drown her.”

“And what does she do to stop it?” I whispered.

“She prays and smiles and greets it with a strong heart.”

“I think I need a lot more practice.”

My mother pulled me close with a soft laugh. “You can do this, Jayden. A betrothal ceremony only happens once in a girl’s life, so enjoy every moment.”

That was the problem. I was dreading every moment of my life from this point forward. But I couldn’t tell her that.

“Where are the male cousins?” Leila asked, peering over the tent partition panels. “Aren’t they invited?”

“What?” I whirled to grab her arm. “The men are coming to the party, too?”

Mother sighed. “Oh, Leila, stop teasing her. You know the men are never invited. And Jayden is true to Horeb and looks at no one else,” she added.

I glanced away, taking a strand of my loose hair and twisting until my scalp burned. I bit back the words I desperately wanted to blurt out. Words I could never, ever say out loud.

Mother put her arms around me and dropped a kiss on my hair. “My beautiful daughter, so lucky to become our tribe’s princess next year. I’m so proud of you.”

Over my mother’s shoulders, I caught Leila’s eyes and saw her chin drop as she turned away from us. She was supposed to have been the tribe princess with Zenos. My eyes swam with tears every time I reflected on her loss.

My mother turned to Leila, lifting her chin with gentle fingers. “You have shown great courage this year, daughter,” she said quietly. “Now, girls, hurry and finish dressing! The night awaits!” She disappeared through the tent partition into the big room, where the chatter and greetings were rising in volume.

“Let’s fix your hair,” Leila said, sitting me down on the rug to brush out my knots and tangles. “This is going to take forever, your hair is so long and thick. Next time you run away on a camel fasten it up inside the hood of your cloak!” Expertly, she pulled my hair up into a loose whorl, fastening it to the top of my head with a bone clip. “There, you look presentable now.”

We stared at each other for a moment, and a fresh set of nerves prickled at my skin. The time was upon me, and there was no getting out of it. “Is it selfish to want to be as beautiful as you are, Leila?”

She laughed. “Jayden, you’re more beautiful than you realize. Sometimes I’m envious of you.”

It was all I could do not to fall over in shock.

“Come.” Leila pulled my hand toward the main room. “Everyone is waiting.”

I tugged back, hesitating, scared to leave this last, quiet moment. “Leila, what do you think Horeb sees in me?”

She gazed into my face. “Even though you can be as awkward as a newborn camel, Horeb sees what Mother and Father and everyone else sees in you . . . your heart.”

Her words overwhelmed me. Was that true? At this moment, there were bigger things to worry about. In the next room, the guests of my aunt and mother, our friends and family were gathered, ready for my performance.

“Were you afraid to dance in front of everyone last year?” I asked.

“You know it’s going to happen your whole life,” Leila said, her tender tone surprising me. “But it doesn’t seem real until it’s actually here. And yes,” she added with her lazy smile, “I was scared, too.”

My sister left to give me one last moment to collect myself before I entered the room full of waiting guests. I wanted to stop time, to hang on to this moment forever. I didn’t want to face the women and dance the first dance of my adult life. After tonight, my betrothal to Horeb would be official, binding. And final.

I took a deep, shaking breath and slipped into the main room. Happy cries of welcome greeted me. Each guest had already added her torch to the center fire. Now the women chatted in clusters, wearing their finest embroidered dresses. Necklaces, earrings, pendants, ankle chains—all made a marvelous jingling sound.

The room grew noisier as the hot flames of the fire licked at the pile of dried camel dung. My mind spun, like I was being swept into a canyon river after a torrential rain.

As the festivities began, Leila poured tea and I passed around the small, delicate cups trying to act like an adult, smiling at each person even though I wanted to gallop away into the desert again.

My mother’s voice rose and fell as she greeted each neighbor and cousin, despite the heat and her swollen belly. We were all hopeful that she’d give birth to the brother my parents had always wanted. I watched her closely, realizing for the first time that my mother was a favorite with everyone. She had a way of making each person feel loved and important.

“Jayden,” Aunt Judith said to me as I placed a teacup in her hands. “You’re going to be a beauty like your mother. We’ve been predicting it for years.”

“You have lines on your forehead, Jayden!” my cousin Hakak teased. “You’re not supposed to be frowning.”

“Or getting so grown-up,” said another voice, wobbly with age. The sea of women parted as my grandmother entered the tent. “Grandmother!” I exclaimed. Setting down my tray, I ran to her, burying my face in the folds of her neck.

She took my hands in her frail, thin ones, black eyes almost hidden in pleats of drooping skin. “I have lived to see all my granddaughters to womanhood. Now I can die in peace.”

I clutched her fingers. “No, don’t say that!”

Her lips cracked into a wicked grin and she gave me a quick, hard embrace. “Don’t worry, child, I’ll be here to wash and dress your first babe after your marriage.”

The tent engulfed me with laughter, the serious moment dissolving into giggles. Then, without any more waiting, my grandmother untied the clasp from her neck and let her white hair cascade to her knees. She shook it out like she was sixteen again. I’d never seen my grandmother act like this before.

“Tonight we celebrate womanhood and Jayden’s betrothal to Horeb,” she announced, commanding the guests’ attention. “Our divine connection to the Earth and the heavens as we create life for our families. We have a power men will never possess, and that is why they revere and adore us. Inside us is the gift of life, the seed of all people. Our men forever cling to the hope of unraveling the mystery of our feminine secrets.”

I hated this kind of talk—men and babies. I’d been dreading this, and right now I wanted to melt into the sand.

“My brother Horeb will adore Jayden,” Hakak said. “Moving day is tomorrow—which means their wedding is getting closer.”

My face went hot as I ran a finger down the red threads of my dress. “Just because you’ve got marriage to Laham on the mind doesn’t mean mine is happening this year, too!” I told her, trying to keep my voice light.

Our tribe was readying to make our annual migration to the summer lands, where water would be plentiful and the heat not so brutal. Once we were there, my wedding would be a focus and preparations would begin.

Hakak leaned over to kiss my cheek. “You’ll change your mind after the journey to the oasis and we won’t have to move for a few months. There will be nothing to do but sew your wedding dresses and plan the ceremony.”

“You’ll be a beautiful bride, Jayden,” someone called out.

“Technically Leila should marry first,” I heard my mother say across the room.

“Oh, of course,” said my cousin Timnath, joining the chatter. “But who will she choose?”

A conversation to my left speculated about the various unmarried boys of the tribe and who Leila might choose since Zenos’s death.

Aunt Judith’s strained face watched me across the fire. I felt her grief flare with the talk around us. Zenos had been her eldest son, set to inherit leadership of the clan and become tribal chief.

Brasia, my father’s cousin, leaned into my side to speak quietly. “Does it bother Leila that you’re getting married?”

I studied my sister across the fire, her graceful fingers on the teapot. “I don’t know. She never speaks of it—of Zenos, I mean,” I admitted, realizing it myself for the first time.

“Her grief must be terrible,” Brasia went on, shaking her head. “To lose her beloved before they ever had a chance to wed.”

My stomach dropped as I realized that only weeks after that fateful raid that claimed Zenos’s life, Leila had dragged me to the Temple of Ashtoreth in Tadmur. Had Leila ever wept over Zenos? I wasn’t sure.

“She keeps her feelings close to her heart,” I said, struggling for the right words. Aunt Judith had taken to her bed for a month after Zenos’s burial, but Leila wasn’t the sort of girl to weep or talk of lost dreams. Or were there secrets she didn’t dare divulge?

In my secret dreams, I wished that Leila had been betrothed to Horeb. I would hand him over without a second thought!

Brasia sipped at her tea. “Judith must be so grateful to have Horeb. The clan leadership will remain intact even with Zenos gone. Especially when your father has no sons that could come forward for Abimelech to adopt for tribal prince. But at least there are daughters like you to unite with Horeb and keep the families and the tribe together. As long as the Maachathites and the Ammonites don’t join together to destroy us.”

I nodded, my lips straining to keep up my smile. I’d never paid much attention to tribal politics, but with my new position, I supposed I’d have to learn.

“Listen to me talking such gloom!” Brasia said with a laugh. “Not on your special night, Jayden. And Horeb is so handsome,” she added. “Truly, he inherited all the looks in his family. I’ve always thought so.”

“So do all the girls!” another girl interrupted, listening to our talk.

I flinched, knowing I needed to be careful of every ear in the room and what I said—or didn’t say.

Hands and arms squeezed me, happy and envious as their fingers pressed into mine. A giggle came from behind. “I wish my father was a relative of Horeb. It’s just pure chance that out of all the girls you will get him for yourself.”

I gave a faint laugh, my face beginning to hurt. “Yes, lucky me.”

“That’s the problem with betrothals when we’re children,” someone else added. “Nobody gets to chase the most coveted man in the tribe.”

I shifted my legs and rose, unable to listen anymore. “I’ll get some more hot tea.”

“Sit down, Jayden,” Hakak told me from the other side of the circle. “We are the ones to wait on you, like the princess you are. You only get a betrothal celebration once in your lifetime.”

“But I love to serve, and I need to stretch my legs,” I said, moving quickly out of the room. When I passed my mother, her eyes flickered to me, and I wondered if she sensed that I was ill at ease.

“It’s time to give my gift to Jayden,” she announced, gazing at me as though relaying a message. “But I was in such a rush I left it back at our tent. Jayden, would you please retrieve my alabaster box? The chest is beside the baskets I packed this morning.”

I smiled and nodded. A rush of love for my mother spread through my heart. She knew my discomfort and was sending me out for a moment of relief. “Of course, Mother. I’ll be right back.”

Before anyone could stop me, I set down the tea tray and flew through Aunt Judith’s door into the night.
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Laughter followed me as I ran along the path back to my own family’s tent. I breathed in the cool, clean air as I jumped over saltbushes and skirted around a small hillock of sand, passing several black-and-white goat-hair tents. Hobbled camels muttered to one another in the distance.

Close to my tent, I slowed, taking in the night, which was starkly beautiful under a canopy of jeweled stars. I savored my moments of freedom, which were marred by the realization that it was dripping away day by day.

A moment later, I spied the clansmen seated around the hearth fire. My toes curled into the dirt when I realized I had to go directly past them to get back to the safety of the women’s quarters. While the women had their celebration, the men gathered at another tent to talk and drink their own strong coffee. I remembered the days when I was small and I’d curl up under my father’s cloak to rest my head on his knee and fall asleep to the sound of their deep voices.

The sizzle of coffee beans roasting in the skillet floated across the still air. Cups clinked on a tray as my father passed them around the circle. The aroma of roasted brew spiced with cardamom seeped into the night.

As I tried to slip past, Horeb’s eyes caught mine. Firelight flickered over his face, outlining his jaw and wind-tangled black hair. He was devastatingly handsome just as all the girls said, but his lips curled into a smile that sent shudders down my spine.

Horeb’s glance lingered on my body, settling not on my face, but lower, as if he was undressing me right there on the dirt path.

His eyes locking onto mine, Horeb rose from the circle of men. I jerked around, breaking off his stare. Walking faster, I turned the corner of the tent just as his arm reached out to stop me.

“So, little cousin,” Horeb said. “Have you been enjoying the betrothal ceremony? Tell me, are the women recounting stories of marital relations?”

My breath caught like a thorn in my throat. The women’s ceremonies were not discussed with any male—only inside the privacy of a marriage bed.

“You shouldn’t be saying these things to me.”

Running his fingers down my arm, Horeb continued to study me. “There are so many things I’d like to say to you, Jayden. Do to you.”

There used to be a time when my throat pounded every time Horeb turned in my direction. A time when he was growing into those big, dark eyes and that hard, muscular body. Moments when I wanted to touch his thick, black hair, or run my finger along his jaw to discover what a boy’s skin felt like with a newly growing beard. But now that I was sixteen, and he twenty, his stares made me uneasy. My heart still pounded, but not from love. And I wasn’t sure what it was or what to call it.

Wary of the strength in Horeb’s hands, I bit my lips. The fire crackled behind me, and I could hear the men’s low murmurs. My father and Uncle Abimelech wouldn’t mind Horeb talking to me, but they wouldn’t let it go on too long.

“Better to get to know each other before the wedding day,” my father always said. “As long as you’re in sight of other members of your family.”

I lifted my chin, pretending I was Leila, who never worried about what to say. “You used to call me a whipping stick.”

“I did? You were probably only nine years old.”

“And you said my nose was big enough to scare a scorpion.”

He laughed now, as if pleased with his creative insults—and still his gaze did not leave me. “A few months from now we will be wed,” he said, his voice dropping. “You will be queen of our tribe. How fortunate for you and me.”

“What are you saying? Our fortunes have only grown because Zenos was killed. An event we all still mourn.”

“Zenos was never a great warrior.” His voice grew stony. “A daydreamer who empathized with our enemies when we needed to make sure they didn’t return to their wives and children.”

A cold chill seeped through my bones. “How can you speak so cavalierly about your own brother? Zenos died a hero.”

His face steeled, an expression I’d seen more often since that tragic war with the Maachathites. “You are ignorant, Jayden. What do you know of war and raids?” he hissed.

Questions ran unheeded through my mind. “But didn’t you say upon your return that Zenos died while you were scouting ahead as spies?” As soon as I spoke the words, I wanted to take them back. I was questioning his skill as a warrior and his courage.

Horeb’s voice was low and fierce. “I barely managed to escape certain death myself on that ill-fated raid. Which was fortunate. What if my parents had lost both of us? I did what I had to do.”

There was something he wasn’t admitting. “Tell me what happened that day, Horeb,” I urged. Perhaps it was evil on my part to suspect that Horeb ran away and left Zenos to die. That he was a coward. War was harsh. Who was I to judge?

Horeb bent over me, his expression hardening. “I advise you never to speak of it. As my wife and queen, you are expected to fully support my decisions—in everything.”

We stared at each other and I couldn’t stop myself from remembering the many times Horeb insisted on winning over Zenos in their games and warrior training while growing up. There was also the particular incident when Zenos had pinned him to the ground and Horeb, at twelve, had actually burst out in tears.

I was the only witness that day, accidentally coming upon the brothers as I was delivering sewing items to Aunt Judith.

Horeb told me he would slit my throat if I ever told another person.

My eyes flickered and Horeb grabbed my arm as though seeing the memory in my face. I swallowed hard, wondering if he’d hurt me now. To deflect him, I quickly added, “Zenos was like an older brother, kind and thoughtful. I deeply regret his untimely death.”

“Let’s not speak of the dead any longer,” Horeb said, softening his voice. “Our tribe is moving forward, moving toward our marriage and a new leadership.” Before I could speak again, Horeb bent over me and ran his hand down my neck, not stopping when his fingers reached my chest.

I jerked backward, stunned. “What are you doing?”

His eyes were black and intense on mine. “A little taste before the wedding, Jayden?”

“You’re mad. And rude.” Pushing him away, I raced for the back door of my tent, hearing his laughter and hoping he wouldn’t follow me.

When I yanked the door in place, I sank to my knees before the wooden chest in the corner, trying to catch my breath. Was Horeb’s behavior normal for a betrothed couple? Perhaps I was the rude one by not allowing him to touch me, since tonight it was official? Nobody had talked about this part of betrothal. I’d always assumed any physical affection was strictly for the marriage bed. For a moment, I tried to picture kissing Horeb and then stopped, not wanting to imagine it. I realized more and more that I did not want him, and the knowledge left a bitter taste in my mouth.

I lifted the lid of my mother’s chest and found the green, luminescent box lying underneath a stack of white linen. The box was the most beautiful thing my mother owned. A wedding gift from my father, purchased from a merchant in the grand city of Akabah. Holding it close, I ran back to Aunt Judith’s tent, careful to stay as far from the men’s circle as possible.

The scent of perfume and sugared sweets was even stronger now and the chatter of the women at high volume. I clenched my shaking hands and banished Horeb’s encounter from my mind. Besides, I still had to dance my solo and that was more than enough to terrify me.

My mother pressed a hand to her belly as if the baby kicked her. “Yes, yes, Jayden, bring it quickly.” Lifting the lid, she took out a small package wrapped in thick cloth and gave it to me. “A gift, my daughter, to celebrate the crossing of this important threshold.”

Sitting at her feet, I unfolded the corners of the linen cloth. Stunning jewelry glittered in the fire’s light—silver armbands, earrings, and a matching necklace with intricate workings like lace. My cousins and aunt crowded closer and I heard oohs and ahhs echoing around the fire.

“Oh, Mother, where did you get this?”

She smiled. “A year ago I found a silversmith in the seaside market and purchased them, waiting for your special day.”

The necklace was a delicate drapery of silver strands and coins. Two bracelets, one for each arm, boasted etchings of flowers and leaves and stars. The earrings were hanging domes of needle-thin strands of silver, with tiny blue and amber beads woven throughout.

“Your next jewelry will be the gifts your husband gives you on your wedding day.”

I must have scowled because my mother laughed and smoothed my brow with her finger. “When the time comes, you’ll be ready, my sweet daughter.” She gazed at me more closely, gently cupping my chin and speaking softly. “You will be happy, Jayden. I promise. There’s nothing to be afraid of.”

My throat tightened with tears and I willed my eyes not to spill over. I couldn’t disappoint my parents. I wanted to do what was right, but inside I was miserable. I couldn’t please my family and find happiness and love with Horeb, too. I couldn’t do both.

My mother whispered, her dark eyes looking deep into mine, “Shall we talk more tomorrow?”

I swallowed hard and nodded, clinging to the chance to tell her my feelings.

Next to me, Leila reached out to examine the jewelry, picking each piece up in her fingers. “Hurry up and put them on!”

I slapped her hand away. “Don’t touch them.”

She sniffed. “Aren’t you selfish tonight?”

Hakak spoke, her voice light. “Jayden gets to be wonderfully selfish. It’s her special night.”

My mother smiled at me again, and I looked into her black eyes: pools of still, shining water. I’d heard stories of my mother’s beauty as a young girl and the bride price my father had paid for her. He’d once told me that I was favoring her more each passing day, but that wasn’t completely true. I hadn’t inherited my mother’s beautiful, womanly body. I was thinner and taller, and my aunts said I had skinny arms. Just like Horeb had always told me. But when I peeked at myself in a piece of shiny copper or the oasis waters, my eyes were as black and deep as my mother’s, and I had the same high cheekbones.

My mother picked up the necklace and wrapped it around my neck, fastening the clasp. “Here is the symbol of the evening star hugging a full moon, the sign of our clan. Your father and I had these made especially for you.”

The necklace was a small weight against my breastbone, its layers of finely wrought chain lavish against my skin. My mother reached out to tuck my hair behind my ears while she inserted the earrings. Swinging my head, I felt them brush my neck. Last of all, she slipped the silver bracelets onto my arms. They fit perfectly.

“Oh, Mother,” I said, overwhelmed. I embraced her and breathed in the smell of her clean hair and milky skin. “I’ll treasure this gift always, and never take them off.”

She kissed me on both cheeks. “Tonight we celebrate you, Jayden.”

My grandmother’s face turned sober. “From the beginning of time we have been taught about the God and Goddess. Divine, heavenly parents who created us and then passed along the seeds of creation to us.”

Aunt Judith spoke up next. “We inherited the ability to give life and bring forth our own bounty—children.”

“Rebekah will soon be blessed with another precious baby,” my grandmother said, nodding toward my mother. “Creating life is a dangerous journey for a woman, one fraught with potential perils. Our Goddess Mother knew she needed to give us safety between this earth and the invisible world of the dead. If not, a woman could die each time she tried to bring a new soul into the world. So our Mother gave us a dance to use—that would help save our lives.”

My mother gave my hand a squeeze. “The dances of fertility and labor help us bring our babies safely from the spirit world into mortality. A physical gift to give our bodies strength to become mothers as she is our Mother.”

“If we had a Mother Goddess so long ago,” Leila asked, “why do we only speak of the true and living God now?”

I leaned over to pinch her. My sister absolutely could not keep her mouth shut.

“That’s very simple,” my grandmother said. Her face glowed with the power of her wise soul and the many decades she had lived. “Because She is sacred. We celebrate Her divinity and purity and modesty. Our pureness must not be spoiled and dishonored.”

My mother put an arm around me. “We also know that She once existed, and perhaps She still exists in a place we cannot see, but a realm where we will meet Her after death. To maintain this fragile relationship is the reason the daughters of the desert do not associate with the Temple of Ashtoreth. For all her claims of divinity, Ashtoreth is not our Mother Goddess. She is merely a symbol, and her likeness simply inanimate stone or marble. The temples are a place where womanhood and marriage have become desecrated.”

“So true,” Aunt Judith murmured with a hard look at Leila. “Any desert woman whose daughter runs away to become a temple priestess is to be pitied.”

“But aren’t any of you curious to see inside the temples?” Leila asked. “To know what they do when they dance?”

Mother looked at Leila pointedly as though to shush her, but my sister ignored her and tossed her hair. Someone else snickered.

“It’s what happens after they dance that tribal girls shun,” Hakak said demurely.

“Everyone speaks in riddles,” Leila said defensively, staring around the tent. “Just come out and tell us.”

My sister’s questions were my own. I wondered what happened there, too. “How is the dance turned into something wrong at the temples?” I asked softly, afraid the women would laugh at me for my ignorance.

Dinah pushed into the conversation with her loud, insufferable voice. “It’s what the dance leads up to. First, they wear dresses so sheer it shows off their naked bodies underneath, just to lure men in off the streets. Then the temple priestesses perform the Sacred Marriage Rite. They offer their bodies to the priests of Ba’al and the men of Tadmur so they can partake of divinity with the Goddess.”

I gulped and Leila hid a smile behind her hand.

“Is that true?” I asked, comprehension dawning on me as the room tittered with nervous laughter.

“That’s enough, Dinah,” my grandmother said firmly, her eyes roaming the room, aware of the younger girls who sat in their mothers’ laps.

“It’s a sham,” Dinah went on. “For gold and jewels, the women of the temple pretend they’re married for one night—with the priests or even strangers in the city—”

My mother quickly interrupted her. “There now, we’ve had a marvelous lesson on our eternal and sacred Goddess roots. It’s time to welcome my precious Jayden into the circle of women.”

She kissed the top of my head, causing the new earrings to jingle in the sudden quiet. Bursts of relieved laughter broke the tension. Beads of sweat had broken out across my mother’s forehead and her face drooped with exhaustion. Perhaps she was just sitting too close to the fire.

“And now, Jayden, we’ll help you prepare for the day you will take your husband. He will adore you as you care for the babies you will have together.”

“Mother,” I said, and the tent burst into laughter. My cheeks burned, but a cold dread pushed deep into my belly.

A low thumping on the drum sounded when Nalla, Brasia’s mother, began playing. I nibbled at my favorite sweet bread, sick with nerves. The steady beat pulsed and Brasia began to sing in the language of the ancient fathers. Stars and desert moonlight slipped from her lips as she sang words of beautiful women and the men who loved them.

The air hummed when Aunt Judith rose from her spot. Taking the scarf from her shoulders, she knotted it around her hips. Then my aunt began to create circles with her hips, first to the right, then to the left as if she were tracing a large coin in the air. The beaded tassels sewn into the material created a soft swishing sound as they clicked together. Her arms rose to the roof of the tent, palms and fingers rolling like gentle ocean waves.

Aunt Judith smiled at the watching women. Isolating one hip, she lifted it in a sharp, staccato movement. Up, up, up with each beat of the drum. Judith’s hip twitched, first to the right, then to the left.

Even after bearing three sons and three daughters, Aunt Judith’s body was beautiful to watch. I loved how gracefully she could swivel her hips, flowing effortlessly like a snake slithering across the desert sands. A moment later, her daughter Hakak rose and she and my aunt mirrored each other’s hip circles, arms crossing in the air.

Aunt Judith moved out of the firelight, extending her hand to Timnath, her oldest married daughter, so that she could dance next. Falail, who was the same age as Leila, also rose and joined them.

The drum pounded faster, and then a second drum joined with a syncopated rhythm underneath the steady pulse. My cousins moved around the fire, the beads and coins on their scarves jangling. Their hips moved faster, intricate and spectacular, and I wanted nothing more than to dance like that one day.

Next, my grandmother rose to her feet, a mischievous smile on her lips. She yanked her hips to the right and left in tiny, quick snaps. Arms snaked through the air, the fingers sometimes fluid and graceful, sometimes poised at the hip to accent the move. She held out her hands to my mother. “Dance with me, Rebekah.”

With her round, swollen belly, my mother was slower rising to her feet, but each morning she took a few moments to dance and loosen her muscles before the day’s work began. The dance made her strong for childbirth.

Her eyes caught mine and we smiled at each other. When I was just a little girl, my mother chased me around the tent while I giggled, catching me up in her arms before patiently teaching me the hip circles and dips, how to dig my feet into the sand to anchor myself with the Earth.

Leila stood up next, calmly flinging off her outer dress to reveal the close-fitting white linen skirt and the thin layers of silk that barely covered her chest.

Gasps filled the room, but Leila just smiled, unaffected by the sudden attention until Dinah rose to her feet.

“That dress is blasphemous!” the woman cried. “She shouldn’t be allowed to wear it!”

“Dinah, please sit down,” my mother said calmly. She pursed her lips meaningfully at Leila. “This celebration is for Jayden, and I will not allow you to interrupt it.”

There were whispers around the room, but nobody said anything else about Leila’s daring clothing.

I couldn’t help feeling proud of my sister when she ignored everyone, turned around, and performed a series of intricate hip circles that proceeded to outshine everyone before her.

I was so caught up in her dance I wasn’t ready when she and my mother twirled toward me and pulled me to my feet. “Oh!” I cried out, but it was too late to run away.

My mother tied a scarf of beads around my hips, and gave me a quick kiss on the cheek. “It’s your turn, Jayden.”

My throat was so tight I could barely speak. “I’m not ready—I can’t!”

My mother smiled serenely and faded into the firelight. I was alone in the circle. The trills and clapping quieted, waiting for me to begin. I could hear my heart in my ears.

Nalla proceeded to give me loud, steady beats on the drum to follow. Copying my grandmother, I untied the clasp of bone from my head to shake out the braids and whorls Leila had created earlier. My hair now hung thick and loose and soft about my waist.

“Go on, Daughter,” my grandmother whispered from beyond the firelight.

Letting out a shaky breath, I turned on the tips of my toes. I wanted to shrink back into the circle of women and disappear, but finally I threw back my arms and began to spin. The tent’s four walls merged and the women blended into a whirl of colorful dresses and dark, beautiful eyes.

Before I toppled over with dizziness, I stopped, holding out my arms to keep my balance. I curved my arms and hands, then lifted my right hip in a slow, exaggerated arch, bringing it down with a thump of my heel to the soft sand.

I wasn’t like the swaying, large-hipped women who were so beautiful when they danced, but the jangling scarf accented each of my hip drops. My hair swished like water when I moved into the larger hip circles. Reaching overhead, I brought my hands down, fluttering my fingertips to mimic raindrops. Sighs of admiration filled the tent and I felt my lips curve upward in delight.

I continued dancing, trying the various steps and movements my mother had taught me over the years. The ancient dance filled me with a pleasure I’d never known before. Time seemed to stand still, and I knew that the universe was watching this moment. My moment.

When the drumbeats grew louder and faster, the other women all rose to their feet to join me in the final moments of the music. I watched their hips and my own become loose and flowing, moving into rapid, frenzied shimmying.

I could have sworn my body started to glow as if light were shooting from my fingertips and each strand of hair. The throbbing shimmy spread through my hips and thighs. I trembled with the power of it as though something mysterious and unearthly was happening to me.

Nalla gave the drum a final blow and the tent vibrated from the lingering echo. An instant later the room exploded with ecstatic, high-pitched trilling and laughter and happiness.

I sank to my knees, perspiration pouring off my face and body. I wasn’t as accomplished as Aunt Judith, or as sensuous as my sister, but I’d passed the test of womanhood. I’d crossed the doorway into a new world, their world. Hugs and kisses rained like dew on my neck and cheeks.

My grandmother slipped an arm around my waist. “You do have the gift of dance, my dear. Your beauty tonight was enchanting.”

Her praise poured over me like warm, silky water.

“Always remember the sacred purpose,” she went on in a low voice. “You have the Goddess within you, but you must use it wisely, not freely.”

As Leila poured fresh cups of tea, I stole out the tent door. The sweat on my skin evaporated in the cool air, and I gulped to catch my breath, throwing my head back to stare at the shimmering night sky.

Never had the power of the dance been so intense. I didn’t know why I’d been so afraid. My body had responded and I felt a thrill deep in my soul.

Tonight something powerful and magical had happened, just like my grandmother and mother had said. I had changed.

And I knew that my life would never be the same again.
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I awoke the next morning with the sound of the drum still beating in my throat. Lying in my bed, eyes closed, I relived the ceremony, my wild, intoxicating dance when time seemed to stand still and the stars fell from the heavens just for me.

Last year when I stood in the circle of women and couldn’t move a single toe, I’d burst into tears and raced outside to hide with the camels. Mother had laughed at my silliness and stroked my hair. But now it was different. The strange magic of last night’s dancing, the power of my shaking hips, the clapping and laughing and cheers of the women of my tribe—I wanted to do it all over again.

Rolling over slowly, I lifted the bottom edge of the tent and saw a dusty haze drifting through the valley. The sea of camels kicked up enough dirt to create a brown cloud. Today was moving day—the day our tribe would relocate to the northern summer lands to weather the harsh heat—and I’d overslept. Eagerness overwhelmed me, because this was our last move for the year. No more chasing after rain clouds and small patches of green for our animals, only to pick up and move camp again. In a few weeks we’d pitch our tent at Tadmur oasis and stay for months.

The bright sun made me squint. Our camels grumbled, the females begging to be milked, and I could see my father out in the distant desert rounding up the males. Shiz, our best milk-white camel, lumbered over and bumped her nose into my face through the bottom of the tent, the beaded tassels on her forehead tickling as she nibbled on my cheek.

I reached out to stroke her neck. “Yes, yes, I will pet you, silly girl.” Ducking back under, I scrambled to my feet. Dust danced lazily in slivers of light as I searched for my mother.

I took a step and nearly stumbled over Leila, who still slept beside me. With my toe I nudged her. “Get up; half the valley has already left! We’re going to be the last ones to leave!”

“Go away,” Leila muttered into her pillow.

I grabbed the wooden milking bowl as the unexpected sound of moans came from the other side of the partition.

“Mother?” I hurried past the hanging panels and found her crouched in a corner, a stick clamped between her teeth, sweat pouring off her face. “Mother! What’s wrong? Why didn’t you call for me?”

She spit out the stick. “Began at dawn,” she gasped. “I hoped it would stop.” Her face clenched in another spasm. “I can’t have this baby now.”

The baby.

My mind raced. The oasis midwife was three hundred miles away and the caravan procession of families and pack camels was already leaving. “How long since the pains began?”

My mother’s eyes rose to meet mine. “Two hours and they’re coming faster and harder. We need to prepare. I’m getting older, so there’s no predicting what will happen.” She gave me a wan smile as if trying to alleviate my fears. “All will be well. I’m looking forward to my first son.”

My thoughts ran in circles. No midwife. No preparations. “What—”

“Go. Ask your father to fetch Judith and Timnath,” my mother suggested.

I nodded and grabbed a leather skin of cool water and held it to her lips. Then I dipped a piece of cloth in the water and laid it over her forehead.

Leaping over the pile of rolled rugs, I kicked my sister again. “Get up! Our baby brother is about to arrive.”

Leila groaned and blinked her eyes.

“If you’re not ill, I swear I’m going to scream!”

Leila got up on one elbow, her hair rumpled, eyes rimmed with streaks of black, messy kohl. “I went with Falail to the caves in the hills after your ceremony, and we didn’t get home until dawn.”

I halted in midstep. “The caves? What were you doing there?”

Leila began to pack up her bed, not looking at me. “We watched the women dance.”

“What women?”

“Not our clan, of course. We don’t do anything that’s not completely dull and boring. But there was a girl—she danced like a goddess. As if she were Ashtoreth herself.”

I was so startled I couldn’t even react. I was also so curious I wanted to ask her a hundred questions, but there was no time. “Right now you need to help Mother while I get Father to find Aunt Judith.”

“I think Aunt Judith is already gone,” Leila said, yawning. “Uncle Abimelech’s tent was to lead off—which means your beloved Horeb is officially in training as tribal prince.”

I gulped. The oasis by Tadmur was the place of weddings and births. With Horeb officially being trained as tribal leader, that meant our wedding . . . It was all happening much too fast.

“But I could be wrong,” Leila added with a grin.

“For once, I hope you’re right. I mean wrong.” I let out a choked laugh as I heard another moan. “Where’s Grandmother?”

“She’s traveling with Abimelech’s tent. We’ll see her when we reach Tadmur. Didn’t you pay any attention to the gossip last night?”

Parting the tent doors, I stumbled into the hot sunshine, trying not to panic as I stared out across the desert, which was quickly emptying.

All I could see for miles was the long, winding train of camels and litters, moving slowly out of the valley. The nearest tent was at least half a mile away, but familiar landmarks shifted on moving day. As I shielded my eyes, the doors of one of the last-standing tents parted and Horeb emerged, regal in his finest cloak. A blue headdress sat on the crown of his head, the tail end of it swathed across his face for traveling. His bearing was majestic, as though he had already slipped into his role as tribal prince.

The world around me seemed to tilt. A trickle of sweat dripped down my spine. Memories floated to the surface of my mind, images of Horeb when he was younger, trying to steal kisses from the other girls in the tribe. Those old memories still stung, like lemon juice on a cut.

From the tent, my mother’s moans grew more intense, taking me out of my worries. I had to get somebody now, and Horeb was the only one who could lead me to Aunt Judith or my grandmother. And yet, it could take hours to find them. Time my mother didn’t have.

“Horeb!” I called out to him. Keeping my eyes on the tent, I headed for the white horizontal stripes that marked the women’s quarters. The tent flaps closed and Horeb strode toward his camel, a massive animal so tall I barely reached its girth.

“Horeb, please help us. My mother—the baby is coming!”

He swung into the saddle of his camel as I ran up to him, dust flying into my eyes, dirt in my mouth.

“The camel train is ready to go,” he said, his fist resting on the hilt of his sword. “I’m already late.”

“What?” I wanted to scream at him. Instead I clutched at the hem of his trousers. “You can’t leave us alone! I need Judith. Or my grandmother. Or—please ride into the gully and find my father—something!”

Horeb jerked his chin toward the procession and I could feel the ground shake from the movement of hundreds of camels. “My mother is a mile from here in that sea of camels. I won’t see her until tonight.”

“But you have to—”

His camel began to dance on the sand, eager to run. “If you want to be married to a tribal chief, you have to get used to doing things on your own. And you have to run the camp without me.”

I grabbed at his halter, trying to stop him, but the leather slipped from my fists, burning the skin of my palms. “Zenos would have stayed and helped—even if he was the tribal prince!” I spat out.

Horeb shrugged, unmoved by my words. “I’m not Zenos, am I?” Digging his heels into his camel, the animal galloped off, leaving me standing there. I wanted to let loose a string of curses and take my cousin’s smug smile and grind it into the dirt.

The tent Horeb had emerged from suddenly crumpled to the ground in great waves of panels, ready for rolling and packing. Silently, the women began the work of preparing the tent for loading onto their camels. I noticed one particularly pretty girl on her knees folding over the edges of a panel and wondered whether Horeb had been visiting her.

Turning away, I scanned the desert. I couldn’t worry about Horeb right now. Another tent was still standing off to my right. The last one besides our own. “Please,” I prayed, “let someone help me.”

I took off running again, shouting when I got close. “Women of the tent, it is Jayden, daughter of Pharez!”

The rear flap opened and Nalla ran out. “Is someone ill?”

“My mother. The baby is coming,” I gasped.

Nalla’s face turned sober. “Where is your family on the trail? Is your mother inside the camel litter?”

“No, we aren’t even loaded, and her pains are getting worse.”

Behind Nalla’s shoulder, I watched her daughters, Dinah and Brasia, pull the inner poles down, collapsing the tent.

Nalla called to them to follow us as soon as the tent was finished. Gripping my hand, she ran with me back home.

My father had returned with the rest of the herd and I was so glad to see him I wanted to cry. Shouting commands, he kept the camels from knocking over the tent as they milled about the yard, then he grabbed the bowls to finish the milking—usually a woman’s job, mine. He nodded as Nalla and I came into the campsite, and his solemn, worried eyes told me that he knew the baby was coming early.

Ducking inside our tent, Nalla pressed her hands against my mother’s abdomen and she gave a groan. “The baby is large, but I think it’s in the right position. It’s just going to take time. Leila, bring more water to keep her cool. And Jayden, you need to make the preparations so your mother can deliver the child when it’s time.”

Slowly I nodded, sinking to the floor on my knees to prepare the birthing hole as Leila hurried to the water pots to refresh the cold cloths.

“Roll back the carpets and dig a hole the length of two hands and just as deep,” Nalla told me. “This way the baby will have a place to land when he’s born.”

Moments later, Dinah and Brasia arrived with hair pulled back and tense faces.

“Form a circle around Rebekah,” Nalla said. “We’re going to do the birthing dance to help her breathe through the pains and to help the baby move more easily.”

My heart was lodged in my throat, thick and painful. “I don’t know how to do that dance,” I said, still kneeling beside the freshly dug hole in the floor.

“Just follow us,” Brasia replied, pulling me into the circle.

Perspiration drenched my mother’s face as she let out a grunt and rose to her feet.

“Fetch a piece of camel hide to put in the hole,” Nalla instructed me. “It will give the baby a softer spot to lie in.”

I scurried to find some soft, tanned hide and patted it down into the hole, forming a small bowl. “Done.”

My mother bent over, clinging to the tent pole. “Sharp pains. Down low.”

Nalla soothed her. “It’s been so long, you’ve forgotten what they’re like.”

My mother’s eyes were bright and glassy, her face flushed as she shook her head. “Something isn’t right. I don’t want to lose my baby, not again.”

“Stay strong, Rebekah, and you’ll do well.” As she rubbed my mother’s neck and shoulders to ease the tension, Nalla signaled for the rest of us to begin dancing.

The older girls began to roll their stomachs in undulating waves. Copying them, I realized that the rolling movement mimicked the labor contraction, the muscles squeezing to push the baby down.

I felt my own body responding to the strong, powerful undulation. My chest rolled backward then forward as my hips pushed in and out. I danced and sang for what seemed an eternity as my mother breathed through each pain, watching my sister and Brasia and Dinah so I would know what to do. Finally, my mother dropped to the floor over the hole in the earth, her expression filled with intense focus.

Nalla crouched next to her. “Your son is coming, Rebekah. Keep pushing. You can rest after he’s born, and hold him in the camel litter your husband has ready.”

My mother bore down with all her strength, sweat streaming along her face. She gave a gasp and then I heard a soft thump. When
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