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A dirty, callused hand slapped down over my mouth and the stale breath of a man hissed in my ear. “Don’t move or I’ll slit your pretty little neck.”

I clawed at the stranger’s cloak, trying to push him off, but he was too heavy. A moment later, I realized my ankles were tied together. I couldn’t run, couldn’t even move. Shrieks gurgled in my throat as if I was drowning, his hand cutting off my air.

Last evening’s fire was nearly extinct and a cold, wretched moon shone a pillar of silver across the hollow I’d nestled myself into. This was my last night in the hills of Mari before I headed into the desert with my camel.

Only one day into my journey to find Kadesh and I was already dead.

The sharp tip of a blade pressed against my neck, and I whimpered.

I’d planned to be gone by dawn. Leave behind the city of Mari, and Sahmril, my baby sister who was lost to me when her adoptive parents refused to give her back. The promise I’d made to my mother to keep her safe was broken.

“Give me the frankincense of the stranger we killed.” The man’s foul breath dragged across my face. He was referring to Kadesh, the boy I loved, who’d been murdered by Horeb, the prince of my tribe. I’d watched Horeb plunge his sword into Kadesh and then order his soldiers to drag his body off.

Shock flooded me when I realized who my attacker was. I wrenched his fingers away from my mouth and with a raw voice said, “Gad? What are you doing lurking about the cliffs of Mari?”

This man was a childhood friend of Horeb’s and one of my own tribesmen. His body pressed against mine, and I writhed in disgust.

There was only one reason Gad was in the foothills of Mari, far from the oasis of Tadmur where my tribe camped for the summer. He was a member of Horeb’s army.

Horeb, my betrothed. The man who’d attacked and scarred me. Blackmailed me for the murder of his father to hide the fact that he’d killed Abimelech so he could steal the tribal crown. He thought the kingship gave him the right to murder Kadesh—because Kadesh had stolen me away. Horeb was the boy I knew as a child, ran foot races with, fought with stick swords, and tended baby camels with.

He was now the king of the Nephish tribe, and he’d been hunting me for weeks. If he found me he’d either kill me or lock me up in chains as his wife. Guarded by soldiers so I wouldn’t slit my own wrists.

Nausea rose up my throat as Gad’s beard grazed my cheek. He smelled vile and filthy. “Tell me where the frankincense is,” he murmured, his hand hovering over my face. “If you refuse, I’ll shove my dagger into your heart—then strip you naked to find the nuggets myself.”

Flashes of that night when Horeb tried to rape me at the oasis pond crashed through my senses. I couldn’t relive such an attack again.

Gad grinned and I knew he was thinking the same thing. “It’s too bad Horeb’s paying a ransom to get you back. If not, I’d be doing more than just stealing your frankincense.”

I tried to swallow. “But I have nothing!”

“Liar! You were seen at the camel markets in Mari. You had frankincense and now I want the rest of it.”

“I spent everything on the camel—I can’t walk to Tadmur on foot!”

His fingers slinked along my waist and hips, fumbling in my dress pockets.

“Touch me and I’ll kill you,” I threatened, shifting as he searched, which freed my arm to reach the knife strapped to my thigh.

An amused smile spread across Gad’s face. “There’s a rumor that you’re fairly adept with a knife.”

I shuddered. So Horeb was bragging about the fact that he’d branded my body with a knife to claim me as his so nobody else would want me.

“Where is Horeb?” I asked to distract him. “I thought he and I would travel together.”

Gad’s laugh was scornful. “You’re a terrible liar.”

“And when I see him next,” I continued, “I’ll tell him you’re a deserter and a thief—and tried to attack his betrothed.”

Surprise streaked his ugly face. He obviously didn’t expect me to fight back.

“I know you’re on the run. Give me the wealth.”

“I don’t have anything!” I said, spitting at his face. He slapped me, and my head slammed the ground. My eyes swam with tears. I could only insult him so far. For all I knew, Horeb was already here in the Mari hills, only a shout away.

My camel was on the far side of the boulders, looking skittish and uneasy. Her fur glowed white under the pink light of dawn.

Gad’s grin cracked his face, showing stained brown teeth. He snatched up my cloak next, still sitting on top of me, and greedily searched the folds and inner pockets.

Of course, I was bluffing. The last nugget of frankincense, the one I’d saved for medicinal purposes or an emergency, was tied to my chest, but so small it wouldn’t buy much.

With Gad’s attention on my cloak, I slid my hand down to retrieve the dagger strapped under my skirt. My fist curled gratefully around the hilt.

The morning sun hit the horizon, and a blazing dawn streaked the sky.

“Nothing!” Gad muttered. After checking the rope around my tied legs, he jumped up to tear apart the campsite.

While he searched my rations pack, I began to quietly saw at the rope around my ankles. I spoke out loud to hide my task. “See? I have no frankincense. You’ve climbed into the hills for nothing.”

Ignoring me, Gad grabbed the halter of my camel and swung her head around. She bellowed and stomped her feet. Then he proceeded to hunt through her blanket and decorative tassels, even peering into her ears and mouth.

“Leave her alone!” I shouted.

“Damn!” he yelled when Shay bit him on the shoulder. Without hesitation he hit her head with his fist. Fury boiled in the pit of my belly at his treatment of my well-bred camel, but I tried to focus on freeing myself.

Just as the rope began to fall into pieces, Gad raced toward me with a roar. Before I could crawl away, he threw me flat on my back again, the dagger falling to the ground.

His touch made me sick. Instinctively, I shoved my knee into his soft belly, but he had more leverage and began to rip at the folds of my dress, breathing heavily. “The frankincense is strapped to you!”

“No!” I screamed, flailing my arms and legs, trying to maneuver my dagger to stop him. There was no other way out of this.

Suddenly, Gad stopped and swung his head around. “What’s that noise?”

Low, hideous growls came from the cliffs above.

My camel screamed in fright, galloping across the campsite to the head of the desert trail.

A striped gray hyena slinked along the cliff above us. Saliva dripped from its teeth. The animal’s ribs showed; it was obviously starving and sick. The coarse fur on the back of its neck rose in attack mode, teeth grinning as it howled at us.

Fear soaked my body in rivulets of sweat. “I think he just found his dinner.”

Gad fumbled for his sword. Before I could take another breath, he slashed at my dress and spotted the frankincense bound to my chest. “You sly girl.” He grinned with pleasure just as the hyena launched itself from the edge of the cliff.

My breath came in terrified spurts. “No, no!” I moaned. “Get off me! The hyena’s going to attack us both!”

But Gad was determined to steal the only thing of value I had left—and steal my virtue with it. Panting, he ripped at the cloth binding the frankincense to my chest, his face lighting up with greed and lust. Before I could form a coherent thought I gripped my dagger and thrust it straight into his soft stomach.

The sensation was sickening. Bright red blood dribbled down his cream-colored shirt into the waistband of his trousers, the hilt of the knife still tight in my fist.

My chest convulsed in horror at what I’d just done. “I—I never—”

Gad stared at me, terror in the whites of his eyes. He tried to speak, but only a trickle of red slipped through his lips.

Scrambling backward on my hands in the dirt, I screamed, “Shay, come!” My camel’s ears pricked up, however she hesitated at the sight of the hyena slinking along the earth in stalk mode. But a moment later, she came hurtling toward me. Sweat trickled into my eyes as I swept up my blanket and satchel. I lurched to my feet, and then clawed my way up onto Shay’s back, wrapping the halter around my wrist to keep from falling back down in the process.

When we raced out of the small clearing, I stole a glance behind me. Clutching at the wound in his belly, Gad fell to his back, groping for his sword. The hyena paused and sniffed at the scent of fresh blood pouring from the hole in his stomach.

“Oh, dear God in heaven,” I moaned. I’d wielded my knife out of pure desperation. But even if Gad managed to fend off the wild hyena, I knew he didn’t have long to live.

Burying my face in my camel’s neck, I shuddered with sobs. Not a moment later, Gad let out a chilling, unnerving scream. I could hear the hyena’s fierce teeth crunch down on bone, imagine the slobbering mouth and powerful body pinning the Nephish tribesman so he couldn’t fight back.

“Go, go!” I urged the camel, closing my ears to the man’s agony. I couldn’t have fought both Gad and the hyena and stayed alive, but I was flooded with guilt.

After weeks of fear and loneliness in these hills while I crafted my plans to search for Kadesh, I’d just survived my first deadly encounter.

Tears of terror were cold on my face, wind smearing the salt across my cheeks. My camel tore headlong down the rocky hillside. I swore the ride jolted the bones from my skin. Every ounce of strength washed away, leaving me limp as a worn rag.

When we slowed at the bottom of the hill, the words of Hannah, the desert woman I’d met many days ago, echoed through my mind. I latched on to them as though I was a child again, clutching my mother’s nightgown when I had a bad dream. Hannah and her husband, Gedaliah, with their young children had traveled through the Edomite lands three moons ago.

They had told me the story of a man who wouldn’t show his face, but who healed their son’s arm with frankincense. Frankincense. Such an unusual possession. Not many people in these poor deserts owned the expensive nuggets.

The woman’s voice came to me again: . . . and he owned the most beautifully decorated sword.

Instantly, I had pictured Kadesh’s Damascus sword with its etchings and the imprinted symbol of his frankincense tribe. The man Hannah described had to be Kadesh. Somehow he’d survived Horeb’s attack and ended up back with the Edomites. Not the wild men who’d tried to kidnap Leila and me and stolen our camels on our migration to the summer lands, but someone he trusted. A friend I had forgotten Kadesh mentioning long ago.

Once we were out of the Mari hills, I urged Shay forward to find the southern trail and start our journey for answers. If there was only a small chance Kadesh was actually alive in the Edomite city, I still had to know the truth—even if the perils of the desert tried to destroy me.
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The sun was past its high point when I reached the foothills on the far side of Mari. I allowed my camel to find her own path down to the valley floor while my face crusted with dried tears.

I’d killed a man.

The knowledge horrified me, but Gad would have taken my frankincense, attacked me, and then dragged me to Horeb for his reward. I wanted more than a dagger now. I needed a sword, and I needed to learn how to fight with it. Because Horeb would find me. Just as Gad had.

After fleeing the death scene of my campsite, I’d scrubbed Gad’s blood from my dagger and strapped the weapon to my leg again, then dug my heels into the camel’s sides. The city of Mari was soon a distant mirage. Before I reached Tadmur to the west, I planned to follow the trail of wells to the land of the Edomites, but the crossroads was still several days away.

It soon became obvious Shay hated traveling as a solitary camel. She didn’t have the comfort of other camels, just as I didn’t have the consolation of other humans. She roared and shot evil looks at me over her shoulder. At one point she tried to turn around and head back to Mari. The skin of my palms became battered, my arms drooping around the leather halter to keep her moving forward.

“Silly girl,” I scolded. Banishing the unknown that lay ahead, I wondered if I’d lost my mind. After all, I’d watched Kadesh and Horeb fight in front of me, with a dozen witnesses. The blood-soaked cloak Horeb had tossed at me as proof of Kadesh’s death now wrapped my shoulders in an irony of comfort and despair.

A scorching sun baked the earth. Sweat oozed in slow trickles down my back. Closing my eyes, I bowed my head, maintaining my balance by stretching my arms over Shay’s sides and lying on my stomach.

I woke in the late afternoon with an ache in my back. My legs were sore from the chafing, red bruises forming like blisters on my inner thighs.

I kept on, desperate to put more space between me and Mari before stopping for the night. Orange and purple twilight shot across the western sky. Day turned into dusk and still we rode, silent and exhausted.

Loneliness I could handle, but knowing I was alone as far as I could see wreaked havoc on my mind. The insidious torture of your own thoughts was the reason people went crazy if they got lost in the desert. I shoved the stories out of my head, but they slithered back like snakes to torture me. Stories of corpses found off the trail. Skeletons half-eaten by wild animals. Travelers going mad when they panicked.

When darkness swallowed the world around me, a jiggle of fear crept along my spine. A small hollow near the edge of the plateau looked like it would make a secure place for sleeping. There were clouds to the west so I knew that sometime during this week I’d end up drenched. But rain also meant water.

I tapped Shay’s neck with my stick and dismounted, tying her to a fat shrub. “Now for a fire,” I said out loud, to comfort myself.

Using my flint and knife I managed to get smoke, then a tiny flame. I blew on it, feeding it dry leaves. I was glad to see clumps of dried camel dung, good for my fire, not far from my little camp—a strong sign I was still on the correct trail. Camel dung meant others had passed along this way.

The stars were in full bloom by the time I snatched a lump of hot doughy bread from the coals. I broke the bread into steaming pieces to eat.

I checked the constellations and was relieved to see I was on course. Day one was over. I finished the bread, ate a handful of dates, and drank a cup of water, making sure to pull the spout’s strings tight so the skin wouldn’t leak.

I unwrapped my last piece of frankincense and marveled at its comforting spicy smell, remembering Kadesh’s warm strong hands when he’d poured the handful of nuggets into my palms so long ago.

After I mixed the frankincense shavings with two drops of water to make a paste, I rubbed it into the abrasions on my hands from the leather halter. Next, I sewed up the front of my dress where Gad had torn it, using my finest bone needle and thread.

A chill winter wind swept down from the north and I curled around Shay’s body, holding Kadesh’s cloak to my face to breathe in the last of his faint smell.

My first dance of womanhood had only been a year ago. The dance that had sprung a well of emotions and strength I’d never known before. Joy for womanhood and marriage. Grief for the death of my mother and baby brother, Isaac. Pain for Horeb’s violence. Longing for Kadesh. And now fear for the most dangerous journey of my life.

Emotion seared the back of my eyes when I thought of my baby sister, Sahmril, who was now with the Mari nobleman Thomas, and his wife, Zarah. “My sweet sister,” I whispered. “I promised to take care of you. I promised so many things to so many people and failed you and Leila. That’s why I have to make this journey. So I don’t fail Kadesh, too.”

An eerie wind moaned across the hills and dunes. Reaching out from my bed, I added a stick to the fire. My hair whipped about my face like a loose veil. Under the shelter of my blanket, I slipped off the heirloom ankle bracelet Kadesh had given me, studying the symbols of the gnarled tree and halo of sun etched into the silver under the moonlight.

The tree and sun was a symbol of his tribe, and a promise of his love. Even though hunger squeezed my belly I’d rather starve than give up the precious gift.

As I tightened my fingers around the finely crafted chain, a swelling of devotion surged through me. My destiny lay in front of me on an unknown road. There was no going back, no matter what secrets Kadesh might be hiding in the caves of the Edomites.

I awoke before dawn and ate a piece of leftover bread, buried the fire under the sand, and was on the road before the sun hit the distant horizon. In the summer months we rarely traveled during the heat of the afternoon, but in the winter months it was possible. During daylight I could see the trail and the sun’s course more clearly.

Over the next few days, I kept my path southwesterly, passing craggy hills and even a stretch of shale and black volcanic rock. On the fourth day, after a rain-filled night, I awoke to see outlines of figures coming out of the north behind me: camels with riders. My fingers fumbled with the harness and my gut curled into a tight knot. Even though I was weary riding late into the evening and then rising before dawn, I had to stay ahead of Horeb. The Edomites my family had encountered the previous year were unruly thieves, but there was shelter in their caves and a place to hide from Horeb’s army.

Mounting Shay, I kicked her into a gallop. As a lone rider I wouldn’t be as easily spotted, but I needed to get ahead of the next hill.

After an hour, I slowed and stared behind me. No sign of the riders any longer. Most likely, it was just a traveling family, but I didn’t want to take any chances.

The sun finally broke through one of the dark clouds, making me blink back the easy tears of self-pity.

I turned directly south, skirting the road to Tadmur where my sister Leila lived at the Temple of Ashtoreth. The fertile springs of the summer oasis on the outskirts held harsh memories of Horeb’s attack and sexual rites for the goddess.

I trudged on, but before I could stop for the night, a fierce wind began to blow. Gusts of sand whipped about the dunes like grainy white butter, creating a ghostly moaning in the hollows.

Sand lifted in loops and whirls from the earth as though performing an intricate dance, just before smacking me in the face.

After several hours riding against the battering wind, I finally halted and made camp. When I bent over the beginnings of a fire, trying to keep the flames lit, a blast of cold air instantly erased my work. The night went dead. More layers of sand kicked up, obscuring the stars overhead.

My camel pranced around the campsite like a skittish newborn. I jumped up to hold her halter, afraid she’d run off and get herself lost. But as she reared up, the stirring sand flew like stinging nettles into my eyes. Tiny grains pelted my arms and face, biting my skin as if a cloud of fleas had descended.

“Shay, stop!” I ordered her. “Calm down!”

Then I heard a roar growing in the distance. My heart crashed to the bottom of my gut. I knew that sound.

A sandstorm.

Holding tight to Shay’s halter, I strained to see into the darkness. Dunes lay farther to the south. Now those hills of voluminous sand were being swept toward me. I only had seconds before I would be hit with the full force. With every passing moment, the noise grew more deafening, shutting out the world around me.

I threw my shawl over my face and drove my camel forward to find shelter. Shay spewed forth a series of obnoxious brays, gnashing her teeth, but she plodded forward and then suddenly stopped in her tracks.

“Keep going, girl,” I urged her.

She whined and butted her head into my shoulder. I fell to my knees and patted the ground, crawling blind. The earth began to slope downward.

The slope appeared to run along an edge in the earth. There was just enough depth to take refuge. “Please no animals or scorpions,” I prayed.

Wriggling on my belly, I crawled into the crevice.

After I was down as far as I could get, I covered my head with my arms. The continuous howling overhead was wearing at my nerves.

Shay folded herself next to me, for once staying quiet. The large animal made a shelter of her own and I buried my head into the curve of her neck, throwing my blanket over the both of us.

Hours passed as I hovered in the twilight of wake and sleep, dreaming of Kadesh as we swam together in the Sea of Many Waters. An indigo twilight sky danced on the warm blue waves along the coast of the southern lands. Rugged cliffs overhung the beach, so dazzlingly high they pierced the early pinprick of evening stars.

Groves of frankincense trees grew beyond those cliffs.

Secretive, haunting, and enigmatic as ever.

Kadesh’s arms slipped around my waist as he bent to kiss my neck. His lips were warm, tickling my earlobe. Happiness bubbled up while we jumped wave after wave, splashing as if we were children.

The sea ran in rivulets down his beautiful neck. Drenched hair plastered his face in dark tendrils. I could see my own happiness mirrored in his eyes.

Walking backward, Kadesh pulled me to shore, tucking my hands firmly in his.

The last rays of sunset fell across the perfect white beach, sending sparkles across the sand. My soul ached at the beauty of this land, its languid, spicy air and calm shores.

All at once, my feet slipped and we fell back, laughing as the warm water splashed around us. I floated on my back, catching my breath, and then we pulled ourselves up through the final breaker.

My dress was a sodden tangle around my knees, but the waves receded and the world fell away when I walked toward Kadesh. His arms were around me, his lips tasting mine. “Come with me, Jayden,” he murmured, giving a tug on my hand.

I lifted my head with a jolt, reality shattering the dream. The roaring had died to small gusts of whimpering wind. I didn’t know what time of day it was.

Slowly, I crawled out of the hollow and stared in horror at a world that had drastically changed overnight. Sand dunes had sprung up where there used to be flat ground. Two enormous boulders were nearly buried. Cracks in the rocks dripped fine white sand in a slow trickle like an hourglass.

My camel towered over me, sand clinging to her eyelashes like dull jewels. The fine silt drenched me in white, clinging like lice to my skin, and making my teeth crunch. I was jangling with tension and exhaustion, but I was alive.

Moments later, panic clawed at my chest. If the desert had changed, I didn’t know how I was supposed to find my way.
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Three weeks had now gone by, with no sign of the Edomite land.

No sign of another living person since that first day.

I tried to calculate my distance, the number of hours I’d walked or galloped my camel to estimate if I’d gone too far, was drifting aimlessly, or still a hundred miles away. The changes brought about by the sandstorm delayed my journey, and I wondered if I was walking in circles.

If only I could conjure my father out of the sands and let him lead me to safety. Let me cry all the tears in the bottomless well of my soul.

Finally, one evening, I peered into the dusk of the endless desert surrounding me, unable to tamp down the screaming anxiety that was turning me mad.

Scanning the mountains up ahead, I felt a small measure of hope. Wasn’t this the same plateau my family had crossed after coming out of the canyon lands so many months ago? The setting sun splashed red against the rocks, deep as the stain of Gad’s blood. “Please, let this be the land of the Edomites,” I prayed.

The trail ended on the raw edge of a mountain that tumbled downward in sharply woven boulders and deflated caves and hollows. From the top of the ridge, the sight conjured up a magical, sunken world.

This was the same plateau, but I’d arrived at it from a different direction.

Slipping my hand along my leg, I caressed the dagger strapped to my thigh and hidden by my dress. This time the Edomites would know I was a woman, easily kidnapped for slavery. Not a young girl to be left alone by the death threat of a protective father.

I made camp on the ravine’s far ridge. Relief stung my sunburned eyes when I added a few drops of water to the last of my flour and baked it. I ate a date in Kadesh’s honor, and then saved the last handful to eat with him. It was my first meal in two days and it was all I could do not to devour it all. I tightened my sash against my hollow belly and tried not to think about food.

I’d been traveling for more than twenty days, not counting the days I’d spent in the hills of Mari. I’d given no thought to provisions for my return trip.

If Kadesh was truly dead, I couldn’t make the trip to the southern lands to find his family and beg protection for myself. My only choice would be to return to the Temple of Ashtoreth and my sister, Leila, to avoid marrying Horeb. But in reality, that was no choice at all.

Unable to sleep more than a few hours, I was back on Shay at first light.

The path dipped, lowering me into ravines as rugged as an old man’s face.

The canyon walls tightened around me, growing tall as imposing giants, the colors an exquisite array of reds and pinks. I reached out to touch the soft sandstone to make sure I wasn’t dreaming. What memories these canyon walls held—sweet memories of Kadesh touching my hand for the first time, gazing into my eyes with secret passion.

My camel strained forward, sensing the water up ahead. At midafternoon I spotted the wooden well rising from the ground. Not a mirage or hallucination any longer.

I slid off Shay’s back and ran. Falling to my knees, I shoved the wooden covering off and thrust my hands into the dirt. With frantic fingers, I scooped out rocks and sand until I hit water.

Taking one of the empty water skins, I forced it down, my shoulder disappearing into the earth. A moment later, I pulled up the leather pouch, heavy with fresh water. I drank, giddy with the sweetness. There was a reason the Edomites guarded this precious water. I continued drinking until my stomach bloated, then I filled the leather bucket and Shay gulped it down within seconds. Watering the camel would take at least an hour so I sat back on my heels to rest and stare up at the red walls. Vivid and beautiful, they were like a painted mural on a phantom temple.

Nearly a year ago, Kadesh had uncovered this very well, filling bucket after bucket for me and Leila so we could drink and wash after the scare the Edomite bandits had given us.

All was silent this time. No Edomites galloping on their sleek steeds, demanding payment—or my virtue—for a chance to drink.

When Shay was finally satisfied and began to nibble sprouts of winter grass, I filled the buckets again to wash my hair, combing out the tangled strands with my fingers and rinsing until the dirt and sand was gone. Then I washed my face and clothes, sitting in the sun to dry. Blood from Gad was stained permanently into the fabric of my dress. My hems were ragged, my fingernails broken, my hands and feet callused. I hadn’t used any lotion or creams since leaving the temple months ago, when we’d traveled to Mari to find Sahmril. I was sure I looked like a wild woman.

A shadow moved within the rock fissure up ahead and I was on my feet in an instant.

Tying off the leather water bags, I grabbed the halter and jerked Shay closer so I could mount. The camel complained so noisily I was sure she’d wake the dead. If the local tribesmen had not previously been aware I was here, they knew it now.

After climbing onto the camel, I wrapped Kadesh’s cloak around my shoulders. Lifting the hood, I tucked my hair inside. “Go on,” I commanded, forcing my voice not to shake.

Spitting out protests, Shay jerked her legs forward. We swayed around the next bend in the narrow canyon in hopes of finding a hiding spot.

And walked straight into a mob of Edomite tribesmen.
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A scream hovered in my throat, every nerve so taut I couldn’t draw a decent breath. But the Edomites didn’t gallop forward to encircle me. They weren’t stopping me at all.

At least forty men, all with swords on their belts, had lined themselves along the narrow canyon path. Each horse stood by its owner, the halters held stiffly at their sides.

The Edomites’ eyes bored into me, watchful, curious, but not hostile. If they wanted to, they could cut me into a hundred pieces before I managed a single cry. With small movements I pulled Kadesh’s cloak closer around my shoulders.

Holding Shay’s halter between my sweaty fingers, I made my way through the strange and silent gauntlet. My camel appeared completely unaffected, plodding her usual, slow gait.

The Edomite tribesmen were watchful, but not warlike. Then one of the men came forward and I sucked in a gasp when I recognized him as the same man who had robbed my father of our camels to pay for water rights. A second man I didn’t recognize quickly followed.

I tried not to shrink into my cloak, but my hand went instinctively to my leg. The man’s black eyes flickered to the spot as well and I bit back a whimper. I despised him for humiliating my father when he’d threatened to slit his throat, shaming my father in front of his own family.

“If you’re a woman, let your hair show,” he commanded.

I didn’t speak, afraid to admit who I was.

“Pull down your hair,” the second man said, waving a hand to dismiss the first rogue, who slunk back to his horse with a growl. The older man faced me with piercing gray eyes. “You haven’t fooled us, woman.” Despite his orders, his voice was gentler, his eyes a shade kinder.

I sat taller on Shay, a weary indignation rising inside me. This man had no idea what I’d endured to get here. The brutality from Horeb; the humiliation of the temple bedrooms with Leila as victim; the loss of almost my entire family; the High Priestess Armana, the woman who wanted to chain me to the goddess statue of Ashtoreth; and finally, the death of Kadesh at the hand of my betrothed. The past year flooded my mind and strengthened my resolve.

I wasn’t going to let the men of Edom harass me. They would not have me. Not alive, anyway. I’d already learned there were worse things than death.

I locked eyes with the older Edomite and slowly pulled back the hood of my cloak, loosening my tangled, long hair. There could be no doubt as to my gender, but I was dirty, my face chapped red from the wind, my eyes bloodshot from sun and lack of sleep. I wavered on my camel, more exhausted than I’d ever been in my life. It took every ounce of strength to stay upright and not slide into a heap on the ground.

The man studied me, his face impassive. I waited for him to arrest me for trespassing and stealing their water. Instead an unexpected smile quivered at the corners of his mouth. “We are probably distant cousins through the tribes of Abraham’s grandsons, are we not?”

I willed my voice to steady. “In Mari, where I’ve traveled from, I heard tales of a lone man—a stranger—living here in the caves of the canyon lands. Is this true?”

The Edomite leader put a hand on his sword belt. He scrutinized my face, my tattered clothing, and my beautiful white camel. “If this man you speak of wants to be known, he’ll let you find him.”

All at once my mind cleared, like early morning fog disappearing from the banks of the oasis pond. “Is—are you the man Kadesh called Chemish?”

I felt his surprise even as he tried to hide it. “Yes, I am Chemish. Which merely confirms my suspicions about who you are, woman of the Nephish.”

I sucked in a breath. He’d known who I was the moment I’d stepped foot into their canyons. I should have realized the sentinels with their horses had been gathering while I watered my camel.

“A solitary woman is safe in the canyon lands,” Chemish said, never taking his eyes off me. “Although she is a fool for traveling without her tribe. I advise you to stay on the main paths,” he added with a slight bow. Regally, he waved to let me pass, but before I could order Shay to move, the Edomite leader gave a small clap of his hands.

A young man about my age ran to the elder man’s side. “Asher, send a message through the ranks and to our sentries on the cliffs. The woman of Nephish is to remain safe while in our lands.”

“Yes, my lord,” the boy said, dark sympathetic eyes catching mine.

I flushed and loosened my grip on the reins, letting Shay take the lead. Passing the sentry of sober Edomites, I darted glances in every direction for signs of Kadesh. If he was here, why didn’t he come to meet me?

Perhaps I needed to face reality. That the hidden man who had healed the young Benjamin with frankincense was not the man I loved. That Kadesh truly was dead. It was the only reasonable explanation. But I was grateful Kadesh had told me about his friend. The older man was the reason I was still alive. The reason the rogue Edomites hadn’t swarmed and carried me off.

But the army of these fierce rose-walled canyons was lined up at the ready—as though they had been expecting me. The realization filled me with hope.

Soon I came upon the long narrow crevice I’d explored on my family’s journey to the oasis the previous spring. This was the same closed-in gorge where Kadesh and I had stumbled upon each other and he’d told me a little about his frankincense lands. The place where he had kissed my palms and told me not to be afraid. The day he’d gazed into my eyes with such meaning and whispered my name with such emotion, I’d had to look away for fear I would throw myself at him.

Those memories had sustained me for months. But those same memories had also become a torture.

I shook my head to cast aside the tormenting thoughts and entered the opening to the narrow path. The air stilled, our steps muted. Blue sky peeked through the rock slits overhead while the sheer walls twisted and turned. The ache in my heart spilled over. This place brought back a rush of emotion.

If the unknown healer was actually Kadesh would he still find me desirable—or be disgusted by the slash of Horeb’s scars across my chest? I’d hidden them from Kadesh when he’d found me at the Temple of Ashtoreth, but what about after we married? Could I hide my body in the dark of the marriage tent forever?

Shay plodded through the seemingly endless tunnel while shadows filled the passageway. My camel slowed when we finally entered the wide, open courtyard where I’d sat with Kadesh so long ago.

I was stunned once again by the flat limestone cliff carved like an enormous gate. So high I had to tilt my head back to see it properly. We paced the perimeter of the sandy courtyard, peering down other pathways branching off in the tumbling cliffs of the Edomite mountain kingdom.

I chose the path that lay more in shadow, following a gut instinct. A second area led to a myriad of dusky caves, stone steps cut into the rock side to reach them.

My camel grunted, impatient for me to dismount. “Not yet,” I said, but Shay folded her legs and kneeled to the ground, giving me no choice but to jump off.

Walking on my own, I peered into numberless hollows along the walled avenue. The air turned motionless. Not a breath of a breeze. Prickles rose along my neck and arms. Each cave opening was like a single dark eye watching my every step. My camel ignored the surroundings and chewed her cud, sighing and grunting behind me.

“Silly girl,” I told her over my shoulder, and my voice echoed in my ears.

Just then a shadow moved above me. My heart stuttered. Swallowing my anxiety, I spotted a second series of rough-cut steps. Using my hands, I climbed the staircase, breathless.

“Is someone there?” My voice was strangely loud in the utter stillness. Someone was watching. I could feel it, sense it. “Kadesh?”

The shadow didn’t confirm or deny the question, but a man spoke from the darkness, the timbre of his voice low and rough. “What is a lone woman doing in the land of the Edomites? Don’t you know the Edom men are savages? You might not be alive until sunset.”

My pulse thudded in my head, but I wasn’t going to leave until I knew for certain the man Hannah had told me about wasn’t Kadesh. I moved to the opening, his heavy rich cloak swishing about my feet.

The past month of travel dragged like weighted chains tied to my ankles. It was all I could do to climb the steps of the cliff. How horrible I must look with my wild, tattered hair and bloodstains on my worn dress. “You can’t frighten me,” I said, my voice echoing off the dense walls. “Chemish gave me permission to search this land.” I took three small steps upward. “I’m Jayden, daughter of Pharez and tribe of Nephish. I’m looking for someone and I thought you might know—”

I caught sight of a shadow crossing the blackness of the cave. Quickly, I climbed the last ten steps, my heart jammed in my throat.

“I know who you are,” said the man, and his voice was suddenly right there next to me.

And that was the moment I knew. This was the voice I’d heard in my dreams all these long and terrible months. My voice broke despite my resolve. “And I’d know you anywhere, Kadesh. I’m wearing your cloak. Marked with your own blood.” Under the sinking afternoon sun I laid the last nugget of frankincense on my outstretched palm. “Frankincense brought you to me the first time—and frankincense helped me find you again.”

His laugh was strangely callous. “How could that be?”

“A family of the desert told me of a stranger who healed their son with the power of the frankincense.” When he made no response my trepidation grew. “Kadesh, I’ve grieved for so many months over your death, too many to count. But you live. You live!”

“If you can call this living.”

His aggrieved answer left me unbalanced. This was not the reunion I’d been longing for. “What does that mean? What are you saying?”

His next question was abrupt. “Who gave you my cloak?”

He was mere steps away from me, but locked in the cave’s darkness. Purposely keeping me at bay. “Horeb gave me your bloodstained cloak as a wedding gift. Proof of your murder.”

His voice held a strange despair. “My dreams have always been filled with you, Jayden, but any hope was stolen when your betrothed attacked me that last night in Mari.”

“And I watched it all—locked inside Dinah’s house! But if you live, Horeb can never take anything away from us again. I’m here. I found you.” Tentatively, I stepped into the cave’s opening, unsure of myself. Wanting to run to him. But something was clearly terribly wrong.

Kadesh’s shadow paced the stone floor. “After Dinah and Nalla dragged you back into the house, Horeb’s soldiers held me down while he plunged his sword into me and left me to die. For Horeb’s plan to succeed—to rule the western deserts from Akabah to Damascus—he needs you as his wife. You give him the security of a tribal law fulfilled. The decency of family and stability on the throne.”

“I know how ruthless and vile he is, but how did you escape? Both Horeb and Nalla told me you were dead.”

“I have no more memories until I woke weeks later, cared for by Chemish’s wife.”

“I should have run away with you the night of Hakak’s wedding! If we had gone away together all those months ago . . . none of this would have happened.”

“No. We’d both be dead if you had come with me that night.”

“At least we’d have been together,” I whispered.

His laugh was brusque. “Instead, you’re Horeb’s wife.”

His statement shocked me. “No! I am not Horeb’s wife!”

A dreadful silence swept through the canyon. A sinister foreboding. There was something Kadesh wasn’t telling me. What had happened to him?

“I suppose I should believe you because you’re here and not in Horeb’s tent. But fate conspired against us. Horeb only had to take you back to the tribe with him to declare you his wife.”

“I escaped Nalla’s house before Horeb could kidnap me. I ran away to the Mari hills and nearly died of starvation until I met Gedaliah and his family.” I took another step closer, all the love I couldn’t contain rising up within me.

“Stay where you are! Don’t move again.”

His voice. So different, so changed. So terrible. “What did Horeb tell you? Why do you hate me so?”

I could see the details of his shadow now, his head buried in his hands. “Oh, Jayden, I could never hate you, but rumors and gossip spread like a sandstorm. I was told Horeb had taken you to his bed after he proclaimed my death. There was no way you couldn’t marry him after that.”

“Horeb has lied about everything,” I said, tersely. I moved again, frantic to touch him, real and solid, not a dream any longer.

“Come no closer, Jayden. Please.”

An odd sense of clarity washed over me. “Gedaliah’s wife, Hannah, told me the man in the Edomite cave kept his face covered. . . . You were scarred by Horeb’s sword, weren’t you?”

I sensed his eyes studying me. “I’m sorry you came so far for nothing. You’re free to leave now that you know the truth.”

“No, Kadesh. I’m not afraid of you or of Horeb any longer. Next time he and I meet I will kill him for everything he’s taken from us. One of his soldiers even attacked me in the hills of Mari.”

“Oh, Jayden.”

The sound of my name on his lips turned my heart inside out. I sank to the parapet, shadows chilling my face. “Whatever Horeb did to you doesn’t matter to me.”

He gave a brief snort of laughter. “You shouldn’t say that before you see the monster he created.”

My senses crackled. “I’ve lost my mother and my sisters. I survived the grief of your death. I’ve crossed the desert and mountains, alone and hungry and exhausted. How could I be afraid of anything else?”

Before he could stop me, I plunged into the cave’s entrance. Kadesh whirled, retreating, but my eyes had adjusted to the dim light. The cave was adorned with a simple fire hearth. Rugs and pillows, pots and candles. He lived here, not as a guest, but as one of them. “You made a deal with the Edomite band of robbers not to harm me, didn’t you?”

“They spotted you when you crossed into Edomite borders. We didn’t know who was hiding beneath my old cloak. You might have been Horeb here to finish me off, his army awaiting his signal to attack. It’s only a matter of time before he returns.”

“I should never have believed Horeb when he said he watched you die.”

“A sword in the skull usually kills a man.”

My breath carved a dagger across my tongue. “What do you mean?”

“It’s taken two moons for me to ride a horse or camel with any sort of competence,” he said. Now I could see that he held his arm in a sling against his chest. He wasn’t completely healed. This was the reason he hadn’t tried to find me.

“I was asleep on my death bed for the first few weeks while Chemish and his wife nursed me back to the living. When I woke again, I realized how much time had already passed, and I knew Horeb would have already declared my death.” His head lifted. “I also knew you had no way to stop your family from forcing you into the marriage.”

“I came close to killing Horeb once,” I confessed, my dark thoughts spilling out. “Sometimes my own lust for revenge horrifies me—because that means I want to kill the king of my own tribe. It’s treasonous no matter how much I despise him. But I don’t want any deed to stop me from being with you—in this life or the next.”

“If our fears convict us, then we are both condemned.”

Holding myself at bay when he was so close was torture. “Are you an Edomite? Is that why you’ve been staying here, because Chemish is a relative?”

“No, Jayden, I’m not an Edomite. That band of rogue men last year stole my gold, too. The men in these red lands are merely distant cousins, just as they’re yours.”

“Why do you keep it a secret, always speaking in riddles?”

“Because I do have secrets. More than you know. I wanted to take you with me to the southern lands, but now . . . it will be too hard for you. Our women are too different. There is great wealth, but also great danger.”

“I survived the journey here alone. And it’s still my dream to go with you.” The setting sun shifted, slanting across the cave’s entrance and submerging me in a pool of brilliant light. I lifted my eyes to this mysterious man I loved. “Kadesh—please let me in.”

He held up his hands to stop me, and the gesture was a stone in my chest. “You don’t want to look at me.”

I tossed aside the worries I’d carried for so long. “I want to look at every part of you until the day I take my last breath. You survived. And healed your wounds with the magic frankincense. I can see you, right here, right now. Hiding away. But you are no monster to me.”

Before he could speak again, I closed the distance between us. “I’m going to take you for myself. At last. Forever.” Lifting my hands to his face, I traced the mangled skin running the length of his left cheek.

The scar was jagged; Kadesh’s face had been sliced several times by a knife, then sewn together with stitches that made me hurt to look at them. A black linen patch covered his left eye.

“You lost your eye. That’s the truth you’re trying to protect me from. But the only thing that matters is you survived.”

I gazed unflinching at the fine angle of his jaw, the thick dark hair falling to his shoulders. Kindness, integrity, and honor were a part of him. Traits that made up the deepest fibers of his soul and linked my heart to his.

Before he could pull away, I grasped his hands. His skin was warm, his fingers strong and fine, just as I remembered. I lifted his palms and placed them against my face. Only a heartbeat of space separated us. To see him, to touch him, was everything I had dreamed.

“I won’t ask you to live with a disfigured man,” Kadesh told me. “I’ll give you food and water, coins and guards to accompany you back to your father. But know I will always love you. Until the day I leave this world.”

“How can you say these things? I want to spend the rest of my life with you.”

“A scarred man would bring you shame.”

“Then look at me!” I cried.

Before I could stop myself, I jerked his cloak from around my neck and allowed it to slip to the ground. Then I untied the belt around my waist. My dress drifted along my bare shoulders.

“Light a candle, Kadesh. I will show you the scars of my life, but I’m not going to be afraid any longer. I want you to know the truth.”

“Jayden, you don’t have to do this—”

Despite my determination, my fingers shook as I picked up one of the candles and bent to hold it in the fire’s coals. Under the wavering yellow, the pale white lines of the cuts Horeb had given me using my own dagger showed clearly on my neck and shoulder. An eternal reminder of the night Horeb had tried to rape me at the pond. The same night he’d murdered his own father, our king.

Kadesh groaned. He touched my neck, and then gently traced his fingers down the white slash etched along my shoulder. I shivered at his touch, and then reached out to wipe away the tear that slipped down his face.

“Knife wounds don’t go away. I know that, too.”

“These aren’t new scars,” Kadesh said with a quiet fury. “Horeb attacked you. Long before we ever went to Mari. Long before he tried to kill me. Why didn’t you tell me when I saw you at the temple of Ashtoreth?”

“I was afraid just like you. Ashamed of my own actions. I scarred Horeb that night, too. So there would be proof. I’ve already made a vow to kill him the next time I see him. But as long as I have you with me, I won’t ever be afraid again.”

“You are an amazing girl, Jayden, daughter of Pharez.” Kadesh’s voice was so tender my body ached. “You are as lovely as the day I first saw you from the cliff top, dancing in prayer at your mother’s grave, pouring out your love and sorrow.”

I stepped into the circle of his arms and leaned forward to softly press my lips along the ragged scar on his cheek. Then I kissed the emptiness where Horeb had stolen his sight. He was blind, and I ached with a grief that ran deep and terrible. The disfigurement could affect his role as Prince of Sariba. His ability to be a warrior and king.

Kadesh pulled me tighter and his tears of agony ran down my neck. I wanted to take away his pain. I didn’t care what he looked like. I only knew that I loved him and would do anything for him, just as he’d done for my family.

“I should have gone to your father that very night,” Kadesh said softly. “I should have protected you.”

“If you had stayed at the oasis, Horeb would have killed you in your sleep. The night of Hakak’s wedding, the night we fell in love, Horeb saw us—we were already as good as dead. No more regrets,” I added, my fingers in his hair as he kissed me. “On the night of our marriage, I will dance for you with jewels and perfume and silks.”

He wrapped his cloak around me as the sun began to sink. “Jayden, are you truly ready to be tied to the mystery of the southern lands?”

I stared into his beautiful face and nodded. “Your home will be my home. Your secrets will be my secrets.” Kadesh lifted me up into the strength of his arms and my toes left the cave floor. His long hair brushed against my bare shoulders and I closed my eyes as he kissed my face and neck again.

The power of the ancient Mother Goddess was deep within me, intense as ever, but also familiar and sweet. She’d brought me here. Watched over me. I didn’t know why I had ever been afraid.

Taking my hand, Kadesh led me out of the cave. Slivers of lingering sunlight dripped down the narrow canyon walls. “I have something else to show you.”

My white camel kneeled at the bottom of the cave’s steps, and he clucked his tongue to beckon her to us. Kadesh lifted me onto Shay, pulling himself up to sit in front of me so I could lean against him. My arms went around his waist, my chin in the crook of his neck while we navigated the maze of alleys and crevices. A moment later, the city of Edom spread below us. A spectacular fortress of blood-red cliff walls and towering sandstone.

A brigade of Edomite men sat astride their black and chestnut mares. The horses’ hooves danced, eager to charge into battle. And then a hundred men poured across the floor of the valley, surging from the cracks and fissures of the canyon.

A thrill ran through me. “What’s happening?”

“I’m gathering an army to travel back to my homeland. Chemish is enlisting his brothers and cousins. Yesterday one of our scouts returned. The story of a wounded southern man has leaked out. Just as you heard rumors from Gedaliah’s family, so has Horeb.”

His words turned me colder than a river in winter, but then his warm, beautiful eyes sought mine.

“But first, I was getting ready to send the Edomite army to see if there was any chance I could still rescue a certain girl of the Tribe of Nephish from the clutches of my enemy.” He touched my cheek and gave me a half smile. “Only she found her way here first.”

Kadesh had been coming for me, just as he’d promised. But I wasn’t the same person Kadesh had left at the Tadmur oasis so many months ago. So much had happened. So much had changed.

The warriors on their fierce steeds gave me great satisfaction. In the far reaches of the desert, Horeb and his men were unaware we would be ready for him if they found us on the trail to the secret southern lands.

“I wasn’t planning to be defeated a second time,” Kadesh said. “If we want to stay ahead of Horeb’s army we need to leave without delay. Flee these lands and head south.”

Every bone in my body was exhausted, but there wasn’t a
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