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For Kirsten,

sisters are forever friends,

and I can’t imagine my life without you
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Last night should have been one of bliss. After all Kadesh and I had been through—the loss of my family, the trek through the harsh desert . . . this should have been our night, the first as husband and wife in the marriage tent.

During the months of hardship and terror, I’d imagined us sipping wine and bathing in a marbled bath of bubbles. Lying in perfect luxury on a golden bed, together at last.

Instead, Kadesh and I were like lost children, orphaned by the sudden death of his uncle, King Ephrem, at our wedding ceremony, which had been irrevocably shattered mere hours ago.

“Come,” Kadesh said, tugging at my elbow. His other arm went around my waist as he helped me mount my horse. We rode down the winding cliff path back to the beach where we had just sent off King Ephrem in a royal funeral pyre.

Those ominous lights we’d just spotted in the distance from the top of the cliffs had imprinted fresh horror on my mind. Strangers on the desert were never a good sign, but hundreds of lights on the desert spelled doom. Horeb’s army was so close, so inevitable. There was no avoiding the war that was about to descend on us in all its wrath and fury.

Beside me, Asher, the Edomite prince, muttered, “No time left for planning or training. Horeb’s armies will be here before nightfall tomorrow.”

My horse brayed, as though the animal understood the gloomy words.

Kadesh frowned at the young man with disapproval. “Don’t worry, Jayden,” he said, trying to comfort me. “We’re ready for them.”

Despite his trying to calm my fears, I was beyond being worried. Within the next fortnight, Sariba would either survive or fall to its doom—and take the lives of everyone with it.

The crowd of mourning citizens and palace servants, guards, and king’s soldiers began to disperse when we reached the funeral pyre. Shadowy figures drifted up the sandy beach back to the paths that led to the city above. Silent specters. Muffled tears.

While King Ephrem’s pyre burned out, the last of the red flames snapped at the salty sea air, devouring the body of the king of Sariba.

A hot wind whipped at my bridal gown. I wanted to scrape the horror of the night from my sight until my eyelids were raw.

The acrid smell of smoke and ashes chafed at my nose and throat. I was sure that no amount of water could ever quench my thirst again.

Gripping my hand, Kadesh lowered himself before the funeral pyre, pulling me with him. On my knees in the soft sand, while waves rushed along the shore, I bowed my head. Tears slipped down my nose, conveying my devotion and love to the kindly old king.

King Ephrem had welcomed me as his nephew and heir’s betrothed, including my father into his household. We were part of his family now and he was ready to lay aside the safety of his kingdom and people in order to provide us shelter and a new home.

I was grateful for his love, but apprehensive about Kadesh’s inevitable crowning. The sooner it happened the better when three threatening armies were now at the kingdom’s doorsteps. His crowning would calm the citizens and show leadership and strength. But the man I loved was vulnerable, just as much as I was.

Kadesh’s heart was tender, and too magnanimous. And, blinded in one eye as he was, he was not the perfect specimen of a fearless soldier and commander in chief. His physical obstacles might not endear confidence unto his army.

Reaching out to me from the blackness of midnight, Kadesh lifted my fist to his lips and kissed my fingers. We knelt in the sand, trembling and clinging to each other. “I give you all that I am, Jayden, daughter of Pharez. All my heart and all my protection, for as long as I take breath.”

“We will fight together,” I said, my voice catching. “Horeb now, and any future adversaries. We must trust each other implicitly. You must let me do my part.”

“I’m not sure I’m ready for the latter.” His mouth crooked into a small smile as he brought me close. “Dear God in heaven,” Kadesh whispered into my hair, his hands cupping my head. “Help this kingdom. Help my people. Help us as their servants and leaders.”

Swirls of fine sand rose and I closed my eyes. “Let’s go home,” I said softly into his ear.

Kadesh motioned for Asher to take our horses back up to the city, and then he and I walked together, our hands in a death grip, not wanting to let go. Our shattered wedding, King Ephrem’s death, and the impending war overwhelmed us into silence.

When Kadesh and I staggered into the palace, my eyelashes were crusted with the salt of the ocean.

Servants rushed to attend us, bedraggled and dirty as we were. Wall sconces flickered with lowered late-night flames. We gulped down a goblet of water each, but the cool drink hurt my burning throat. All I could smell was ashes and death on me, my wedding dress, even my skin.

Waving away any more food or drink, Kadesh kept me moving past the columns and carpets of the entrance foyer, as though fearing I would collapse onto the floor. A fainting bride would never do in the public rooms with the eyes of the servants on us, despite the lateness of the hour and the few discreet guards on duty.

With Kadesh’s arms around my waist, our fingers tightly laced, we maneuvered the hallways, the train of my wedding gown trailing dirt along the deep-cut carpets.

Kadesh pushed open the door to my suite, light from the hall falling across the floor.

All at once, my legs gave out, and I faltered on the threshold, reaching for the doorjamb to stay upright. Kadesh swung his cloak around me and lifted me into his arms, carrying me into the suite.

To my right came the sound of whispers and the soft closing of the door to the bathing and dressing area; my maids prudently disappearing at our unexpected appearance.

I pictured them waiting up for me, worried after the destruction of the wedding, the sudden death and funeral pyre of our king. Rumors were already spreading like wildfire over the sighting of the enemy armies bearing down on us.

At the moment we all needed rest, but my mind whirled with a thousand thoughts.

Kadesh strode across the room to my bed, tossing the extra pillows aside. Gently, he laid me down on the coverlet, the folds of his cloak still caught around my body. I was distantly aware of the shushing sound my ivory wedding gown made against my legs.

Kadesh knelt beside me and slipped off the gold sandals from my feet, allowing them to clatter to the floor.

I caught at his tunic with my fingers. The fabric was smudged with ashes as well as dirt from the fight with the marauders who had attacked our wedding—and had shot an arrow into Chemish’s back. We didn’t know whether the King of the Edomites still lived or not.

“Any word from Asher about his father’s condition?” I asked, my voice hoarse in the eerie stillness of the suite.

Kadesh shook his head, and my eyes burned with a fresh wave of grief. I choked it back, not wanting to break down. I had to be strong. Guilt might wrack my conscience at bringing Horeb to the doors of Sariba, but I could not give in to panic.

“Shh,” Kadesh whispered. He rose from where he knelt on the floor and lay down next to me, curling me into his chest.

My fingers clutched at his back, pulling his warmth tight against me to stop the shivering. I didn’t realize how cold I’d been until now. “Tonight was our wedding—” I began.

“Don’t think of that, Jayden,” he said softly. “It will tear you into pieces. The future is still there, waiting for us. I promise. Now you need to sleep.”

I took a deep breath, keenly aware of his musky smell mixed with dirt and ash and blood. My limbs were limp and I was exhausted, but my mind continued to race with a hundred images. “There will be no more peaceful sleep until Horeb is defeated,” I said in a broken voice. “Or we are dead from his invasion.”

“Tomorrow will be a long day,” Kadesh said, his eyes on mine. “I’ll have your maids bring you a sleeping draught to help you relax.” I shook my head, but he placed his hands on both sides of my face, staring deep into my eyes. “Tomorrow Sariba will crown me as its new king. I must legally hold the throne before Horeb attacks.”

“How soon will the armies descend on the city?”

“It won’t be tomorrow, that is for certain. They’re still half a day’s journey away, and they’ll need to set up camp, find water in the hills. Plan their first battle strategy. Remember, this land is foreign to them. They’ll be sending out their scouts if they haven’t already. The city will remain closed, our own army at the gates, our own scouts in the hills to bring news of their movements.”

“Kadesh?” I whispered, his hair falling against my neck in the darkness. “I can’t stay in my suite pacing the floor for the next many weeks, hoping you’ll come home. I have to be at your side as your queen—even though we weren’t married tonight.”

His eyes flicked away and then back to mine. A deep sigh rose from his chest while he brought me closer. “I don’t like you being part of this. I can’t stand the thought of Horeb seeing you. Of hurting you again.”

“Yet King Ephrem said I was to kill Horeb.” My stomach churned when the words caught in my throat.

Kadesh pressed his lips against my forehead, his face hovering above mine. “Stay in bed tomorrow. Rest up for what lies ahead. Get your strength back.”

“I am strong—”

He rose to a sitting position and let out a chuckle. “A girl who crosses the desert and takes on the Edomites will never be underestimated by me.”

I gave him a small smile, wishing we were still lying together on the bed. I was cold, chilled, and terrified.

“I must go before the palace is filled with gossip about my presence in your room at such a late hour.”

“What are your plans tomorrow?” I asked.

He lifted an eyebrow. “What are your plans tomorrow?”

“Actually, I intend to get my sister from the temple. She wasn’t at our wedding tonight, even after I sent her an invitation. The High Priestess Aliyah stopped her from attending, I just know it. I must talk to her and convince her to move to the palace. It will be safer here. I—I don’t even know if she’s still alive. . . .”

“She is,” Kadesh assured me. “You shouldn’t leave the city, even to go to the temple. I’ll accompany you.”

“You have a war to prepare for. I won’t waste your time.”

“The forest between here and the temple might not be safe.”

“If Horeb’s army actually makes it that close to the city then we are all doomed.”

“True. We’ll face him in battle on the desert, between the frankincense groves and the foothills of the Qara Mountains. Far from the city gates. I plan to go out tomorrow with my scouts to see what we can learn.”

“Wait until my return from the temple. I want to go with you.”

“You are determined. We won’t be riding out until nightfall. I want Horeb to think he’s got a temporary reprieve. There won’t be a sign of any of Sariba’s scouts or soldiers. Silence from us—despite my secret convoy of soldiers already hiding in the foothills.”

“Then we have quite a day ahead of us. Which means you must kiss me,” I added softly.

“With all my heart.”

He leaned in and gently kissed me, his lips warm and comforting. “Soon I can say that I am your queen,” I murmured.

“To me, you already are.”

“Being married to you almost seems like a dream now.” I brushed away the tears leaking out of my eyes. “A dream that will remain elusive forever.”

Kadesh gazed into my face, pensive. “After all this is over, I’m not sure the marriage tent is good enough for us. I want to take you to the place my parents would often visit when they needed a respite from royal life and duties.”

“Where is that?”

“An ancient stone castle, or fort, almost two hour’s ride from here in the mountains. It was abandoned and in disrepair, but my father fixed it up for my mother when I was young. They had many happy times and memories there.”

I gave him a shaky smile. “It sounds perfect.”

We finally broke apart. Kadesh’s mouth was tight with grief, but his features were filled with an angry passion. “I vow to you, Jayden, that we will overcome the terrible deeds of this night. We will win.”

“I believe you,” I whispered to assure him. But did I actually believe that we could abolish three armies of Assyrian, Maachathite, and Nephish soldiers? To defend the city without the slaughter of innocent families?

Horeb’s armies weren’t our only worry, either. Kadesh had been away for a long year, recovering from the caravan raid and helping me search the city of Mari for my sister, Sahmril, while under siege.

Unfortunately, Aliyah—in her role as the temple High Priestess—had used that year to her advantage, gaining the trust of the city, showing off the fruits of the temple. With Kadesh’s absence and King Ephrem’s ill health, she’d had free reign to influence the army’s leaders and Sariba’s mayors and city council. Further, she had aligned herself with the Egyptians who were now living here and weaving their magical spells and charms. How dangerous that would prove had yet to be seen, but the knowledge made me incredibly uneasy.

“There’s wisdom in your being crowned as soon as possible,” I said. “To thwart any coup from your army—or Aliyah’s influence. You must act quickly.”

“I’ve been watching a myriad of thoughts moving through your head,” he said with amusement. “You’re weighing everything out.”

“How can you tell?”

“Your eyes go distant. Then you take a breath and hold it while you’re thinking. I always know when I’m about to get a barrage of ideas.” He tightened his grip on my waist. “Please return from the temple as soon as you can tomorrow. You can’t miss the king’s crowning.”

“Your crowning,” I emphasized, running a finger along his cheek, my heart tugging at the thick white scar along his face from Horeb’s sword that had gouged out his eye. “Who will do the honors of crowning you king?”

“Uncle Josiah, my closest relative to the throne. He’s in line as my successor. When Uncle Ephrem was a young man, the High Priest Melchizedek from Salem crowned him king, but there’s no time to get him here when the journey takes months.”

“This will all be over long before then,” I said soberly. “Horeb’s men will likely be under orders to capture me and take me to him.”

“I won’t let that happen, Jayden, but if you stayed safely at the palace that risk lowers,” Kadesh added pointedly.

“Many people will die over the next few weeks, all because of me. I can’t sit idly by while everyone else takes all the risks. The High Priestess also wants to get rid of me and take you and your kingdom for herself. Death might be the easiest way, but who will try to kill me first, Aliyah or Horeb?”
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The next morning I woke to darkness.

The hour before dawn hovered like a breath on the horizon. The city of Sariba lay in slumber outside my bedroom window, deceptively peaceful.

“My lady, it’s time,” Tijah, my handmaiden, whispered.

Fatigue gnawed at my bones. I shuddered to a sitting position and grasped the pillow, hanging on to it like a lifeline to sanity. I’d only slept three or four hours during which a mirage of images and nightmares had tortured me.

My mind replayed the sight of Horeb’s raiders slashing through our guests with their swords, hacking draperies, overturning tables of beautifully prepared food. My wedding utterly ruined.

The shock of finding Uncle Ephrem dead behind the curtains of the dais, his heart failing him as he witnessed the horror of a group of foreigners bent on our extermination caused my heart to hurt with the pain of the great man’s loss.

Finally, I thought about Asher sitting at the bedside of his father, Chemish, who had been shot through with an arrow, his life hanging by a thread. An arrow meant for Kadesh.

Kadesh, Asher, and the other Edomites had killed the intruders, pulling them off their horses—until one who was gasping for life confessed that Horeb had sent them. It was all I could do not to personally plunge my dagger into the mercenary soldier’s heart.

“My lady, please,” Tijah said, pulling me to my feet. “We must leave now if we hope to get to the Temple of Sariba before dawn. Prince Kadesh advised me that darkness will give us cover.”

I dipped my hands into a basin of warm water to wash my face, wavering on my heels. I used the towel she offered and stared at her. “Are you sure we can get in through your secret way?”

A hurt look came over her face. “I wouldn’t lie about something so important.”

I laid a hand on Tijah’s arm, recalling her knowledge of the temple tunnels and passageways. She could help me enter without detection. “I’m just worried that we’ll run into one of those menacing Egyptian magicians.”

Tijah’s younger sister, Jasmine, stepped from the shadows of the dressing room, silently holding out a pleated emerald gown, her eyes luminous in the glow of the single candle.

Beyond her, hanging in the wardrobe, was my wedding gown stained with mud and grass, ash and wood smoke still smudging the folds of ivory fabric.

Beauty to ashes.

The story of my life.

I stepped into the emerald dress, turning my head so the deaf girl could read my thanks on my lips. The girl gave me a tremulous smile and then busied herself buttoning up the back.

Smoothing the gown over my hips, I noted how the skirt dropped around my waist to fit every curve. The sleeves weren’t loose, but folds of softness fell past my wrists. The plunging neckline set off a necklace of sapphires and topaz, while a heavy emerald dropped between my breasts.

“It seems silly to dress so extravagantly only to slink through the catacombs into the temple,” I said, self-conscious at the luxurious outfit and jewelry.

Tijah’s eyes darted to mine. “You must be dressed like a priestess in case anyone stops us.”

Finally, my handmaids painted my eyes and brows in a midnight black kohl. Bloodred rouge on my cheeks and lips, my wedding curls still dusted in gold draping my shoulders.

I stared at myself in the sheet of bronze hanging on the wall, my figure shimmering in the reflection. I thought back to my home, and to Leila as a child. I still couldn’t believe we were here after all that we’d been through. In Sariba, the High Priestess Aliyah was even more powerful and threatening than Armana of the Temple of Ashtoreth back in the oasis city of Tadmur. Leila was not going to leave easily or on her own. Aliyah was sister to the Queen of Sheba. She was a princess and part of the royal enclave and had a hold on my sister. She was previously Kadesh’s betrothed, too. A fact I tried not to dwell on, but our relationship was too close, too personal.

While the girls put the finishing gemstone pins into my hair, I was trembling from nerves, my palms sweaty. Instead of a polished, refined appearance for the courts of Sariba, I appeared wild and unruly. The columned dress added five years to my age, and the makeup turned me into an Egyptian goddess.

The sight filled me with a sense of terror. I looked like a different person, not the simple desert girl I was in my heart.

“You are stunning, Princess Jayden,” Tijah said, smiling at her handiwork. “We wish you were queen already.”

I glanced in the bronze mirror one last time, lifted my neck, took a deep breath, and tried to feel confident. It helped that I had my dagger strapped to my thigh and my sling attached at my hip.

“I promise you that we will not be defeated.”

Jasmine kissed my hand, understanding my words as she read my lips.

Tijah bowed her head. “Spoken like a true queen.”

“I’m not yet a queen. And there is a very good chance I may never become queen. My life—our life—everything is precarious. We don’t know what today will bring, or tomorrow. All we can do is be as prepared as we can and pray that goodness will win in the end.”

I forced myself to impart confidence. Most likely, I would not cross paths with Aliyah at all—and I wanted to keep it that way. “Are you sure you want to do this, Tijah? You haven’t told me about your past or your family’s story, but the fact that you know a secret way into the temple tells me that somehow you’re tied to the Sariba Goddess.”

Tijah slowly nodded while Jasmine’s eyes filled with sudden tears. “It doesn’t matter any longer, but we grew up at the temple, and we’ll do anything for you and your sister.”

It was still dark outside the windows, but from a distance, a cock crowed loud and long. Wordlessly, we hurried out the door of the bedroom suite and into the hallway.

The reality was, depending on what happened at the temple, I might not ever come back. I was torn in two, desperate to bring my sister back home with me, but terrified of Aliyah’s power over Leila, including the power of the Egyptians and their magic incantations.
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Liquid moonlight dripped along the walls of the palace as I followed Tijah and Jasmine. The last of the moon lowered itself to rest upon the distant horizon.

I became like a thief, passing the chambers where Naomi, Josiah, their daughter Naria, and the rest of the royal family slept, making my way soundlessly through the halls blazing with lamps and candles.

The guards glanced at us quizzically but didn’t stop us. We passed my father’s bedchamber and then finally Kadesh’s royal rooms.

Five hours ago, we’d lain on my bed together, in tears and grief. Now I pictured him wearing out the rugs on the floors of his suite with his feet. Or perhaps he was somewhere else entirely with his war advisors, talking earnestly through the night.

Tijah pressed a finger to her lips, and I tried to mimic the girls’ stealth, not realizing that my sandals were making a shushing sound along the dense carpets. My heart drummed, pounding its way into my throat.

We turned left, then right, then left and left again. All at once, I bumped into Tijah who leaned in close to take my arm, guiding us through the side door to the palace gardens.

The hanging lights had been extinguished. Dawn hung on the brink and even the running fountains were stilled, waiting for morning.

Waiting for war.

The city was so dreadfully quiet. I swore that even from here I could hear the distant ocean kissing the shoreline.

I held Jasmine’s and Tijah’s hands tightly in mine so we wouldn’t trip across the stone paving or stumble on the steps that led us off the palace grounds. I didn’t know the layout like they did.

When we arrived at the stables, Asher had horses saddled and ready to mount. Walking past the stalls and stacks of hay, he stared at me through the gloom. His eyes swept over me from head to toe. “Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked.

I nodded. “I have to learn what Aliyah has done to Leila. The strange drugs the temple uses on the priestesses . . . I’m afraid Leila will forget I—we—ever existed. That would kill my father.”

The Edomite prince nodded. His lips parted with words he wanted to say, but couldn’t. We’d gone over my plan as we stood on the beach watching the flames devour our king, standing outside of Kadesh’s hearing while he conferred with Uncle Josiah about the hundred pressing issues over Horeb’s coming army.

“I have to rescue my sister,” I said simply, but it was all I could do not to break down in front of him.

Asher’s jaw worked, the muscles in his face twitching. “I don’t like it, but I’d do the same if it were my sister.”

“Please don’t bring it up to Kadesh. He has enough to worry about and plans to make. Not unless—” I broke off.

I didn’t have to say the words, Not unless I don’t return.

It was obvious Asher knew exactly what I was thinking. “You know I don’t like this,” he repeated, as stubborn as I was.

“My maids can find Leila. They know the secrets of the temple.”

Tijah spoke from the darkness. “Nobody else does.” Quickly, she added, “Please forgive me for interrupting.”

Asher waved away her apology. “A time of war has no need for etiquette—or silence about important matters.”

Under the last of the glittering stars, Asher helped the girls up onto their horse. “I’ve given you the most gentle old horse King Ephrem owned, but be careful in the forest dusk.”

Tijah said, “I rode when I was a child, a few times with my—” She broke off, and then added, “Jasmine is so tender, animals are never skittish with her.”

Asher bent beside the second horse and laced his fingers together, indicating I was to place my foot there so he could hoist me onto the mahogany-hued Arabian steed. “No, Asher. This is Hara, your own horse. I can’t take her from you.”

“Hara already knows you from the journey across the desert. Besides, if I lend you my horse, it gives you greater incentive to come back home to us.”

Our eyes met in the ensuing pause. “Incentive isn’t the problem,” I whispered.

Before I could turn around and run back to my rooms, I stuck my foot into his cupped hands, swinging my leg and dress over the horse’s back. After settling into the animal’s flanks, I grasped the reins.

Asher touched the hem of my gown, and I shivered. “I fear for you, not only because you’re playing into Aliyah’s hands, but because Horeb is on the plain in the valley of the Qara Mountains. At the temple up on the hill you’ll be that much closer to him, and closer to danger.”

Tijah wrapped the leather straps around her fists. “Nobody will see us. I promise, Prince Asher.”

He pursed his lips. “That’s a promise waiting to be broken. There’s no predicting who you’ll stumble across on the trail.”

“I know a secret way into the temple because I grew up there.”

Asher let out a low chuckle. “Even the servants carry secrets close to their hearts.”

“I hope that lessens your worry,” I told him, nudging Hara to follow Tijah away from the paddocks. Perched in front of her sister, Jasmine lay down along the horse, eyes closed, hands tangled in the thick mane, as though she was part of the horse itself.

“Asher—” I halted and then amended his name. “Prince of Edom,” I murmured.

“Yes,” he said, his eyes bright.

“How is Chemish this morning? What do the doctors say?”

He gave me a small smile. “I spent the night at his bedside, terrified at the letter I might have to write my mother, but he rallied two hours ago and gave my hand a faint squeeze. The doctors were able to remove the arrow from his chest, and it appears that the shaft didn’t hit his heart or lungs.”

“I’m so glad,” I whispered, relief flooding me.

“He’s weak from loss of blood, but the physicians are hopeful he’ll recover. He’s strong and he knows Kadesh needs his help.”

“He’ll be on that sick bed for weeks! There’s no chance he could ever fight in this war,” I told him.

“Don’t underestimate my father.”

“I’ll visit him when I return from the temple,” I promised.

Asher placed his hand along the length of my reins, making me pause. “Is there anything I can say to convince you not to go? You’re going for your sister, but Kadesh doesn’t trust Aliyah and neither do I.”

Distaste crawled along my skin. Aliyah’s previous words under the patio canopy several days earlier hissed again in my ears. My skin crawled with her strange touch. The insinuations she’d delighted to tell me about her betrothal to Kadesh were sickening. “I didn’t trust her the moment I saw her.”

“If you don’t come back, Kadesh will never forgive me.”

“I’ll come back,” I insisted. “Trust me.”

Asher gave a snort. “I trust you both. I love you both.”

His words shot at my heart. It was uncomfortable to hear his emotions spoken aloud because I knew his thoughts and feelings had a double meaning. Kadesh was unaware, and I intended to keep it that way. Asher’s love for me would remain unknown to anyone else.

Silence drew out between us. Finally, I stared at him through the morning darkness, clenching the folds of my dress. “There’s one more reason I’m going to the temple, Asher.”

His brow creased in concern. “What is it?”

“Last night Aliyah stole my marriage contract. I saw her behind the dais. She fled during the attack, not caring that King Ephrem had collapsed before her. I raced to stop her but I wasn’t fast enough. When I returned to the table, the marriage covenant papers were gone. I know she has them, and I’m furious.”

Gripping the horse’s halter, Asher’s knuckles glowed white under the starlight. He nodded soberly. “I’m still your bodyguard, Jayden,” he said, using my given name. “Over the next several weeks, I will be your shadow. You need to be back to the palace before the sun is at its zenith. Uncle Josiah will crown Kadesh King of Sariba today—and you must be there. He needs you at his side, and the people of Sariba need to see you, too.”

I was tempted to argue against his point. “My reception by the citizens of Sariba after the attack by the mercenary soldiers and their king’s death leaves me in a precarious position.”

“Don’t overthink it, my lady. Prince Kadesh tried to marry you last night. That is enough for the people. Nobody can blame you when your own wedding was invaded by warriors and ruined.”

“But Horeb sent those soldiers. They’re here—because of me. I guess—” I stumbled, trying to sort out my thoughts. “Mostly, Asher, I don’t want you to blame me for your father’s assault. If we lose him, I’ll be devastated.”

Asher laid a hand on the horse’s neck, dangerously close to my own hands wrapped around the pommel of the saddle. “We won’t lose him. He has better doctors here than back home. Trust me now.” He handed over the reins and then slapped the flanks of his horse.

My body jerked forward and the Prince of Edom melted into the shadows behind us.
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We rode for an hour, and when my horse pulled up next to the other riders, a sudden tug at my arm made me jump. “You startled me, Jasmine.”

The girl bowed her head in apology and beckoned me to dismount and follow them.

I glanced around at the lush surroundings of the rushing waterfall and a moment later the girls ducked behind the pouring water into the cave where Kadesh had taken me a few weeks earlier on our tour of the land of Sariba.

Moss crawled up the walls, and the narrow tunnel yawned into blackness. I shivered, a misty spray soaking my arms.

“Dawn is close,” Tijah said, dropping all decorum when she snatched up my hand to pull me along the cave’s floor. Moisture oozed from the stone walls, the air humid and cloying. “We need to get inside the temple before we’re stopped by any guards. The gates don’t officially open until later in the morning.”

“But why are we going into a cave?”

Jasmine smiled as Tijah said, “It’s a shortcut.”

We formed a single line. My hands flattened along the walls where the cave sloped upward. I found myself panting, feeling the way with my fingertips—until I almost fell into some sort of hollow. A sudden rush of cold air and emptiness dashed against my cheeks.

Jasmine grabbed me by the waist and pulled me back.

“Is there a pit down there?” I asked, teetering in my sandals.

The mute girl shook her head while Tijah said, “No, merely another bend in the cave. But there’s nothing down there.”

A moment of silence followed her words. What was the truth—a secret cache of hidden weapons for Sariba’s army? That seemed plausible and fantastical both.

“We must keep moving,” Tijah admonished.

We pressed forward, winding along until we reached the bottom of a stone staircase. Without speaking, we climbed a set of endless steps until we came out into the opening of another cave set into a low hill.

I was out of breath—and tottered on my heels when I saw the Temple of Sariba rising before us in dazzling splendor. It was a palace of such grandeur and opulence I could hardly see the roofline. White walls sparkled as though embedded with gold flakes. Glazed mauve staircases wound about the massive arched entrance with a set of grand gold doors underneath the portico. Fountains shot straight into the air, even at this early hour.

The morning’s dim light had grown hazy, the sun threatening to blast along the edge of eastern desert.

“Hurry!” Tijah hissed. She skirted the gardens and flanked the set of tiered steps that ended at the eastern doors, heading to a rear wall instead. A place where the shadows lay deep.

Jasmine pressed a finger to her lips, and then I spotted the temple guards rounding a corner, away from us, vanishing from sight. We twisted down a series of half staircases, and the gardens faded behind us. Just as quickly, we came to an old wooden door with brass inserts and bars running vertically.

Tijah tapped so faintly I wasn’t sure the sound would penetrate to the other side, but a slot high above us slid open and then closed again. A breath later, the wooden door snapped open and we were ushered into a dank, smelly hallway.

“Where are we?” I whispered.

“The servants’ quarters,” Tijah said. “The basement of the temple. Aliyah never comes down here.”

A moment later, we were assaulted by the smells of old food, body odor, and a drastic lack of fresh air. There were faint moans coming from within. It reminded me of the prison in Tadmur where Kadesh and I had rescued my father.

“What goes on down here?”

The girl didn’t answer at first, only held my hand in hers as we walked the filthy stone corridors. “There’s no one assigned to help down here, nobody to clean or tend the ill.”

Growing alarm soured my stomach. I’d never seen this kind of poverty when I lived at the Temple of Ashtoreth in Tadmur. “What path would someone take to get down here from the halls and floors above?” I asked.

“There used to be a staircase on the underground floor where the kitchens and servants’ bedrooms are located. But a few years ago it was covered up so nobody could get in or out. Food is now brought through the very same door we entered. Aliyah pretends these women—this place—doesn’t exist.”

Dread filled me when Tijah pushed open a door and we entered a large room filled with women, even elderly and infirm. The women sat listlessly at tables or lay on mats in the corners. Their dresses had turned to rags, and I shuddered at their tangled hair and blackened feet.

I pressed myself against the wall. “Who are these women and why are they kept here? I don’t understand.”

A mask seemed to fall across Tijah’s face. “These women used to be priestesses of the Goddess. They’ve been banished to the dungeons of the temple because they are no longer viable.”

“Viable?” I echoed.

Jasmine placed her hand in mine and pulled me across the room.

I halted on the cracked flagstones when Tijah crouched on the floor next to a woman who slept on one of the mats. She reached out a hand. “Mother,” she whispered.

“What?” I broke off when tears slipped down the young girl’s face. “This woman can’t be your mother. She looks too old—”

Tijah’s expression was unhappy but stoic as she bent over to kiss the woman’s hands. “My mother is Erina. She’ll have thirty-five winters next year.”

The woman’s skin sagged, drooping along her arms, her hair gray and stringy. Sores and boils scarred her arms and legs, and her mouth appeared unusually swollen. But behind the battered body, I could tell she had once been beautiful.

A hard knot of anger rose up my throat. I glanced about the room with its straw rushes strewn about in a feeble attempt to keep its occupants from sitting in squalor. “Where are the doctors?”

“Physicians come once a month,” Erina told me quietly. She cleared her throat, but didn’t speak again, holding her daughters tight while she rocked them, one in each arm.

“But why are you kept here if all these women used to be priestesses of Sariba?”

Her weary eyes met mine. “I was one of the temple’s highest-level priestesses. I adored the Goddess—until I realized that I was being kept to manufacture children to give to the gods of Ba’al and Moloch for sacrifice.”

“How many children have you borne?”

“Eleven.”

“And your babies . . . ?”

“All of them were sacrificed to appease the gods and goddesses. I was forced to watch. And hold in my screams until I nearly bit my tongue in half.”

“How did Tijah and Jasmine escape?”

Tijah spoke for her. “My mother was able to sell me into servitude. Jasmine was born mute, so the High Priestess claimed she wasn’t worthy to be sacrificed. My mother was finally able to sell us both to the palace last year.”

“You have no family that can help you, Erina?” I asked. “To live like this . . .”

“My parents were desert people. They disowned me when I went to the temple. I never saw them again. My brothers and sisters—I have no idea what has become of them.” She sat up straighter. “I take responsibility for my life—”

“—but you were lied to.”

“Life’s choices are not without risk or consequences, are they?” Erina’s tone held resigned irony. “I stay now to help the other women. Some in these dark corners are dying and they need someone to talk to and make sure they receive food.”

I admired her for not turning bitter after being abandoned by those she had once trusted. “You have two beautiful daughters who love you.”

Erina planted a kiss against the dark hair of the girls nestled beside her. “I count my blessings every single day.”

Her words reminded me of my mother. I’d heard Rebekah say the same thing about me and my sister. Watching Erina with her daughters, my throat ached with loneliness. My mother would never meet Kadesh. Never see me married. So many times, I’d wished she could rescue me, heal the hurts, banish the evil that had fallen on our fractured tribe. She would have mended the rifts that had come between our family and never allowed Horeb to hurt me.

I knelt to take Erina’s hand. “The temples have many dirty secrets, don’t they?”

“I’m sorry to burden you, my lady.”

“Never,” I said. “I know the truth now, and the truth will set you all free one day. As Prince Kadesh’s future queen, I promise you that.”

A flicker of light filtered through the grated bars along the upper windows.

“Dawn breaks,” I said. “We need to get inside before servants begin serving breakfast. I want you to come back with us to the palace, Erina. You need medical care.”

Erina instantly protested. “I would never taint the palace of King Kadesh—or you, his queen.”

“I’m not his queen yet,” I said dryly.

“My daughters tell me he’s madly in love with you.”

I tried to shake off the heat rising up my neck. “You can’t stay here.”

“Oh, my dear, I’ve become a surrogate mother to too many girls. Besides, war is coming.”

I flicked my chin upward. “You know what’s happening, then?”

“I suspected things were changing when our old High Priestess suddenly died and Aliyah took her place. I knew for certain when the Egyptian magicians appeared a few months ago. News of a fierce army arriving on the same day as King Ephrem’s death was too coincidental. Already there are priestesses packing to leave.”

“Where can they go?”

“The hills,” Erina said with pursed lips. “Our mountains of Qara.”

“But Horeb and his armies are heading to the foothills between the frankincense groves and the mountains. Anybody who goes in that direction will be captured and killed.”

Erina gave me a tight grimace. “But we know where the caves are.”

I didn’t want to argue with her, but I wouldn’t have been surprised if Horeb had already camped a platoon inside the frankincense groves to prevent citizens from fleeing. We were surrounded by Horeb, the Assyrians, and Maachathites. There was little between them and the city. In every direction north of the mountains lay an infinite ocean of empty sands. It was impossible to escape using the beaches either. Kadesh had explained that except for Sariba, the entire coastline was cut off by towering cliffs that dove straight down into the surf.

We were trapped by geography and an army of bloodthirsty warriors.

Erina broke off eye contact. Her fingers tore at the broken threads of her dirty dress.

“Tell me the gossip, Erina. For the city’s sake.”

She bit at her lips. “People are saying that you brought death to Sariba. That if you hadn’t bewitched our prince, we would still be safe and three armies would not be at our doorstep waiting to slaughter us.”

“I don’t blame them for being angry. But know this,” I told her, gripping her hand, “I will fight for all of you in this beautiful land. We will have the wits and courage we need to conquer this enemy.”

“Please keep my children safe, that’s all I ask.” Waking voices murmured from the room parallel to the one we were sitting in. The sound of a door opening. “Go! Don’t be caught here,” Erina cried softly.

Tijah clung to her mother, weeping large, silent tears while Jasmine slipped under her mother’s wool blanket and curled under her shoulder. Before I could blink again, the girl’s eyes closed and she was breathing deeply.

“Leave Jasmine,” Erina said. “I’ll bring her to you in the gardens when you’re ready to return to the palace.”

“We’ll be gone on our horses within the hour,” Tijah said, turning toward me. “Come, let’s go.”

My pulse throbbed with apprehension while Tijah, ever stalwart, led me out of the dismal gloom of the forgotten women’s quarters.
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We departed the same way we’d arrived, then entered the main temple through another outside door, finding ourselves in a windowless stone corridor. Wall sconces flickered, heat searing my cheeks.

Slipping through a bronze-plated door, we found ourselves in a marbled breezeway next. An odd gray color washed overhead, and I stared at the open sky above a columned portico.

“This way,” Tijah said.

We darted down the smooth, polished floor, scurrying into an alcove when Tijah spotted a servant carrying a basket through a side door. The girl’s hair was pinned up into a blue scarf, and she was yawning loudly.

Our skirts swept across the floor with hardly a sound. Quickly, we passed behind two guards talking before a window, gesturing toward the Qara Mountains. Their shoulders were stiff, fists on their swords and they were discussing Horeb’s army potentially moving to the foothills where they could hide among the crevices and boulders and launch their attacks.

Two more doorways and a final staircase led to the floor above us where we walked a lengthy hallway until we reached the priestesses’ quarters.

“This is it.” Tijah’s eyes were enormous in her pale face, and her lips trembled.

My heart banged against my ribs, I was so anxious to see my sister, but I pressed a hand to her cheek. “Everything will be all right, my sweet girl.”

She soaked in my words, hopeful, but still afraid. “Hurry. We can’t stay long.”

I nodded and pushed open the door. A thousand butterflies fought to fly from my belly.

When the door opened, I was surprised to see the priestesses’ large suites of rooms silent and empty. The beds were messy and rumpled, not smooth and pristine. No maids had come in to clean. The dressing rooms were a jumble, too. Clothes flung everywhere. Sandals tossed about the floors. Jars of lotions and rouge left open, a brush fallen to the floor. Trailing ribbons, a pile of earrings pawed through.

“The priestesses never rise before noon,” Tijah said in a small voice.

“The temple hasn’t been evacuated, has it?”

Tijah’s eyes roamed the room, a frown forming between her eyes. “I have no idea.”

I rubbed my hands together against the early-morning chill coming through the fluttering curtains. “If the temple had evacuated, we would have encountered the citizenry coming down through the forest to the safety of the city—but we saw no one on the paths. Where would they have gone?”

Tijah trailed a hand along one of the bureaus as though the furniture could give up its secrets.

An idea flashed through my mind. “They’re still here, and when we find the priestesses, we’ll find Leila, too.”

We retraced our steps down the staircase. At the bottom, I glanced into the dusky hallways. Through a window at the far end of the hall, a shot of gold on the horizon blinded me. The sun was rising faster.

“Show me where the halls and meeting rooms are located,” I said.

Tijah beckoned me down two sets of stairs and then we passed through the massive gathering hall. A gigantic statue of the Sariba Goddess watched our every move.

Memories flooded me of the time I had danced with all the emotions from my heart—and nearly gave my body and soul to the Goddess of Ashtoreth. I could still conjure up the heady scent of roses, wine splashing in goblets, cinnamon breads, and the thrill of sensuality running like fingertips across my skin.

We headed toward the double doors to exit, and I paused. Something pulsed underneath my feet. The pounding of drums was low and throbbing. “Where’s that sound coming from?”

The two of us turned in a circle while the floor shook beneath our feet. A length of draperies hung along the far wall and behind them was another set of carved doors, slightly ajar.

I peeked through the narrow opening, Tijah breathing on my neck.

The room was a smaller version of the great hall. Some type of ceremonial room with a life-size statue of the Goddess of Sariba front and center. She was, perhaps, even more beautiful than Ashtoreth. Large black eyes painted with kohl. A generous pomegranate-red mouth with perfectly shaped lips and high cheekbones. Flowing marble robes adorned her body, matching the length of sculpted black hair that fell below her waist and then melded into her gown—a gown carved with blooms of white lotus, scarlet miniature roses, and sprays of pale pink orchids.

The Goddess’s face lifted to mine, as though the statue was animated by an actual soul. As though she sensed I was staring at her through the crack in the door. I sucked in air and tried not to meet the Goddess’s eye.

While I watched, four and twenty priestesses fell down before the Goddess, holding golden vials of spicy oils in their open palms and raising them to the Goddess in adoration.

On either side of the statue, two altars had been erected. Behind the altars stood ten bald Egyptian magicians. The paint on their faces formed the shape of magical hieroglyphs. They wore leather aprons tied at their waists, and leopard skins draped their shoulders.

Their hands held up scepters crafted from polished frankincense timber and overlaid with gold and onyx, which gleamed in the ceremonial room. Someone must have fashioned them right here in Sariba.

A low chant accompanied the thump of three drummers sitting cross-legged in the corner. Their heads lolled to the side, eyes closed, as though transfixed by the music.

In fact, the entire room of priestesses and Egyptian men appeared to be in a trance. Candles of frankincense burned, smoke spiraling upward.

One by one, the priestesses came forward to the altar and took turns drinking from a golden goblet administered by one of the Egyptian priests of magicians.

My eyes flitted about the room, but I couldn’t see Aliyah anywhere—or the Egyptian priest who had stared at me when our company had ridden into Sariba along the main thoroughfare after the long desert journey.

Their absence was unnerving and my fingers twitched with apprehension.

When voices came from behind us, I crouched among the draperies next to Tijah, putting a finger to my lips to make sure she didn’t speak.

I sucked in my breath when Aliyah suddenly spoke in the alcove next to us.

“Will the spiritual transfer of the Goddess entering my body work, Heru?” the High Priestess asked in low tones.

“Egyptian magic always works, my love,” a male voice replied. Chills ran down my neck. It had to be the High Priest of Egypt, that man with the menacing black eyes that had stared at me from the crowds the first time I entered the city. “When I speak the words of a spell or chant, they become real. Whatever is written—whatever is said—the gods make it so.”

“That’s what I’m counting on,” Aliyah said with a note of pleasure. “After the ceremony the priestesses will believe that I am the Goddess incarnate. Whatever I say will be truth and fully obeyed.”

“The Goddess is on your side. Egypt and the Priests of Ba’al are also with you. I’ve always wanted to see a mortal woman rise to divinity in this world. I’m honored that you chose me to be the priest to make it happen.”

“You’re so good to me, Heru. I knew you were the priest who could make this happen. After tonight, I will be the most powerful figure in Sariba. Prince Kadesh will have no choice but to honor me and make me his wife. The people of Sariba will demand me not only as their Goddess but as their queen.”

I gripped Tijah’s hand so tightly she whimpered. I mouthed an apology and pulled her closer.

“And isn’t Prince Kadesh soon to be crowned, my lady?” Heru asked.

“Later this afternoon. Horeb’s mercenary soldiers destroying that wedding last night . . . King Ephrem conveniently dying—both were strokes of luck.”

“The Goddess provides,” Heru said smoothly.

“Once her soul resides next to mine, the power of the royal family will also be mine,” Aliyah continued. “There will be no stopping us from ruling this land. Our decrees will be carried into every corner of the earth, beginning with the kingdoms along the Red Sea and then east into Babylon. King Hammurabi will never know what happened.”

“Don’t forget that Egypt is already yours. I’m vizier to a weak Pharaoh who allows me to do most of the ruling since the Hittites have taken control of the government. If you help him keep his throne, Pharaoh will gladly let our gold and riches flow to Sariba. The Goddess of Sariba will be High Priestess and Mistress over every minor goddess, from Isis to Ashtoreth and
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