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  Part One

The Foreigner


Dorica hooked her finger through a hole in the soot-blackened curtain and eased it open. The view into the forge widened to reveal her master, fawning over a customer. She had seen mercenaries come from as far away as the olive groves of Illyria for Taajad’s spears, but this tall foreigner looked too old to be a mercenary and he barely glanced at the weapons. With more outlanders than natives in a caravan city like Petra, Dorica was used to them, but this man was fairer even than those from Sardis, his looks as exotic as his attire; an aging warrior’s body dressed as richly as a khalifah. 
Dismissing the boy who fed the charcoal hopper, Dorica’s master, Taajad, traced his plump ringed fingers over a rack of pikes saying to the stranger, “These would do nicely to arm your personal guard, sayyid. Or perhaps javelins. The ash wood is—”
“It is said the wood from which you shape these weapons is. . .” The stranger clearly searched for the Nabatean word and chose one at last, “bewitched.” His accent wasn’t Illyrian, perhaps Thracian, but Dorica sensed that he was accustomed to making demands of men like her master. 
Taajad’s eyebrows bounced in surprise. “Ah, you know of the Wood.” He began reciting the pitch he used in the bazaar, taking on the affectations of an actor. “Wadi Aldam is where the wood grows. A place of magic, it is true. A place where trees of rare variety spring forth from the blood of an ancient race. Trees whose branches shape weapons which cannot be broken. Bows and spears that cannot miss their mark. For the souls of the warriors of the Aldam Alkadeem, the Old Blood, live within the sapwood and—”
“Who cuts this wood?” The foreigner had taken a pike from the rack and smelled the polished cedar haft.
Taajad licked his lips. “Not every craftsman is free with his secrets, sayyid.” 
After pacing, the foreigner came to a halt before Dorica’s hiding place. Though she had let the edge of the drape fall, she felt his eyes boring through it. 
“Secrets. . .” he said, with the soothing tone of father to a child. “Yet it is said that any living man who enters the wood at Wadi Aldam lies down with its dead. How is it you cut such wood to shape your inexorable weapons?”
“Do you call me liar, sayyid? Do you question my wares?”
The foreigner sighed, and Dorica heard the sound of a money pouch, the chatter of a stream of coins strewn on the table. When she again peeked from behind the curtain, she saw her master twirling his beard-locks. “Ohhhhhh,” Taajad wheezed and cooed and fondled the coins. “But I must protect my business, sayyid. I have nothing else.”
“I must speak with this person who cuts your wood. Nothing more.”
Taajad’s fat fingers worried at his rings. “It is I who cut the wood.”
The stranger merely began to gather up his coins and return them to his money pouch. But Taajad stayed his hand and called, “Dorica. Come.”
Would he sell her to this milk-pale stranger? To what end? As Taajad’s treasure, Dorica had privileges the other slaves did not. What use did this khalifah have for the Wood? For Dorica? She backed deeper into the slave quarters. 
“Dorica, come now,” Taajad ordered again.
With nowhere to hide, she stepped from behind the curtain and stood as far from the stranger as possible. What could he want with her? 
“A girl? And she’s not too far from a child at that.” He laughed.
“Is this funny, sayyid?” Taajad asked.
“It is perfect, spearmaker.”
The man crossed the workshop, his head tilted as he measured Dorica. His hair was the color of a copper cook pot dulled by a lifetime of service. Half of one ear was missing and a ragged white scar extended across his cheekbone. Gray frosted his temples and the stubble on his chin and he wore a checkered cloak that matched his trousers. 
He pressed his palms together and offered her a shallow bow as if she were a free woman.
Confused, Dorica bowed in return. 
“You walk the forest of Wadi Aldam freely.” He spoke directly to her, so she averted her eyes.
What would Taajad have her say? She glanced at her master for a signal, but saw only the slightest shake of his head. Should she say that she snags branches from the red cliffs and drags them over to cut? Impossible. Perhaps he would believe that as long as her feet didn’t touch the ground she could survive the curse of the Old Blood? Or the truth? Could her master really want her to speak truth to this foreigner? 
“Ropes in the trees, sayyid,” she said at last.
“Ropes? You traverse the treetops like a monkey?”
“Yes, sayyid.” What would become of this man if he tried such a foolish thing himself?
“You are not large, nor overly small. Still, a difficult task even for a monkey.” The wrinkles at the corners of his eyes folded as if he held back a smile. Perhaps knowing she lied made him smile. Perhaps those pale eyes could see things only the sky can see, like Dorica sleeping in a bed of fern beneath the shade of nameless trees, inhaling the breath of crocus.
Dorica averted her eyes to the dirt floor and said with confidence, “Ropes, sayyid.”
The stranger turned to address Taajad, as was proper, and dropping a single gold coin into her master’s hand said, “This girl knows the wood of Wadi Aldam better than anyone alive. I would enlist her help to find something lost there long ago.”
“Treasure is it?” Taajid scoffed. “Others have sought treasure in Wadi Aldam, sayyid. It was they who first discovered the curse. I assure you, Dorica knows of no such treasure.”
The sky of the foreigner’s eyes never left Dorica as he said, “It is a treasure to none but me.”
“Then certainly Dorica will not have found it.” 
Taajad took her roughly by the arm and directed her to disappear into the slave quarters. 
From the dusty darkness, Dorica listened to the remainder of Taajad’s outburst. 
“You waste my time, sayyid. Your gold cannot buy my Dorica. Whatever your treasure might be, she is mine. Farewell.”
Dorica imagined the figure of the foreigner stooping to walk out the door of the spearmaker’s shop, disappearing in the stink and dust of the city. What treasure could such a man seek in the Wood? 
She slipped back into the forge and out the side door in time to glimpse the brightly checkered cloak sink into the sea of the bazaar. She followed.

      ***Dorica absently fingered the fleece of a Kashmiri goat, her eyes on the foreigner who had paused before a tent where he considered some incense, then some trinkets of sandalwood, and gods carved from alabaster. The dealers took his arm, led him to their goods, knowing he must have a fat pouch of gold. But his interest was cursory. He glanced over his shoulder as if he knew Dorica had followed. 
Slipping between baskets of frankincense to skirt the tents, she intended to intercept him when he reached the end of the row. But when she peered from around the last tent, he was nowhere to be seen. 
She pulled the hood of her cloak low over her face and pushed through men who smelled of sweat and camel dung.
A hand on her shoulder spun her about.
“You wish to hear more of my proposal.” The man certainly smiled now. 
“If you’re quick about it, sayyid. I will be missed.”
“You walk the wood freely.” He took her arm and led her through the crowd in the direction of the nymphaion. 
She felt a sudden panic. Was he stealing her? She shook him off, saying, “As you say, sayyid. What will you pay for this treasure?”
Laying his palm on his breast, he said, “Passage on a caravan for a slave already marked as a runaway.” He touched a finger to the brand on her cheek.
“Caravan. To where?”
“Wherever you wish. West to the sea, I should think.”
Before she could agree, the city guard parted the crowd calling out, “Detain that girl, sayyid!”
“Go,” the stranger commanded. “I will find you.”
Dorica slipped behind him and pushed through the crowd in the opposite direction. She didn’t get far before another man caught her arm and held her fast in spite of her biting and clawing. It was her master’s manservant, Jawdat. 
“Taajad will pay well for your return.” 
When she looked back, the foreigner had been consumed by the crowd.

      ***This beating was worse than the last. Worse still was the fact that Taajad would not let Dorica go to the Wood, fearing the foreigner lay in wait to kidnap her. 
“Do you conspire with him?” Taajad asked between lashes. 
“No, sayyid,” she answered repeatedly. “He seeks only his treasure.”
He was at last appeased, and her back a stinging mess. But rather than send her to the Wood, Taajad put her to work shaping staves. The first day of her new work, the boy from Persepolis, Bishr, spit upon her and said, “You would take my job because you cannot do your own?”
“I take your job because you do it so poorly.” She wiped the spittle from her face with the edge of his dirty keffiyah. “Go fetch me more yew wood, slave.”
Taajad’s slaves were sold quickly if they failed to perform their tasks without error. All but Dorica. For no one else could cut the wood. For this alone was she resented by the other slaves. 
After three weeks of shaping staves, Taajad’s fat face at last spoke of surrender. He had run out of wood. 
“He believes he can steal my treasure to find his own,” Taajad scoffed. “You will find this treasure, Dorica, and we will own his secret.”
“We?” She had said it before thinking. What could he mean, we?
He raised his fist to strike her, then took a deep breath and said, “I shall buy you some treats, some fancies. And give you a day of your own every week to do as you choose.”
A day of her own? The foreigner had offered her freedom. Passage on a caravan to the sea. And what then? Work in a brothel or the salt pools? She imagined the sea breeze on her face, her feet cooled by the green shallows. 
Whatever the treasure the stranger sought, it was worth a bag of gold to him. But Dorica was worth many bags of gold. And once she found this treasure, she could strike her own bargains with whomever she chose, for she would be safe inside the Wood where no one could follow.
“I will scale the wall in darkness,” she entreated Taajid, “and cut wood by night. The checkered stranger will never see me.”
“What of leaving the wood?” Taajad paced, fondling his beardlocks. “He’ll have only to wait for you where you tether your donkey.”
“I must return to the Wood if you are to make more weapons.” You must trust me again or lose your fortune.

      ***On a night when the full moon dusted the desert in powdered silver, she left the spear maker’s shop accompanied not only by Taajad’s manservant, Jawdat, but by that sniveling man-child Bishr. Both of them rode Taajad’s swaybacked mule. Jawdat tried to balance a javelin and guide the mule, and the bow that was slung across his back rhythmically smacked Bishr in the head with each stride. Dorica was certain the foreigner would disarm Jawdat before he could cry out. It was a spectacle most wished for.
Between canyon walls that had been hollowed out
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