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CONTEXT

In the history of the Bara, few names evoke as much love and 
curiosity as that of the Ayoub dynasty. As warriors and vanguards 
of steadfast resistance—none more known than the great mystic 
warrior Salahuddin—the Ayoub are always on the cusp of change, 
the keepers of the future, the nexus of the Baran heart’s unraveling. 

The Ayoub we meet here, led by Dahshan Bin Malik Al 
Ayoub, come from a line of nomads living along a set of islands, 
each painted over in the unique color of her sands. Before it took 
the name of Asour, one such island was referred to as Dal’lal, the 
place of the thorns. While uninhabitable to most, the natives who 
survived its extreme conditions lived a fiercely isolated life, cut 
off from the rest of the world. Unlike their neighbors, they had 
no access to resources of their own and were often passed over on 
tours. Some natives remained. They are known most prominently 
as shepherds or gatherers of pearls, trained in the art of falconry.

When Sarah Shamlan arrives on Asour, the island is at the 
center of a socioeconomic renaissance in the region, prompted 
by technological and spiritual advances, as well as in the cross 
fires of regional strife, the result of an uprising after generations of 
oppression by the ruling class. Half-siblings Dahshan and Azala 
Al Ayoub raised the island under their name in the fourth centu-
ry Qa’anun. While Dahshan oversaw the island’s governance, his 
half-sister Azala was at work on a self-governing system, a spiritual 
cult of her own dedicated to the Daughter, child of the island, 
conceived in the womb of the legendary Flower of Asour. Azala 
Ayoub founded the Society of Estranged Mothers as a center of 
postindustrial progressive thought and practice, exploring the 
dynamics of interdisciplinary living under the formulations of the 
cult. To do so was to raise the family’s name to a symbolic place 
among the Bara—to draw on their imagination, their memory of 
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a time of greatness. Women from all over the world joined Azala’s 
society, and they came to be known as Amiras, teachers of the 
society, or Sisters, the hearts and hands of the tribe.

All this forward progress has come at a cost to the native 
cultures, who live in differing states of independence. Meanwhile, 
Asour’s bullying neighbor Almaaz, who view themselves as a big 
brother to the smaller surrounding islands, is making bold strides 
towards expanding their influence, one conquest at a time. At the 
time of this story, the island of Findian, Asour’s closest neighbor 
in proximity, culture, and history, has been annexed by the princ-
es of Almaaz, led by the inflammatory King Faisal. Almaaz is too 
great a power to oppose, and with international actors vying for 
a stake in Asour’s bright future much is on the line. The island is 
preparing for the opening of her doors. At forty-five years of age, 
the Father is in his prime. When the telling begins, the Father 
has overseen the great Ayoub rise and has brought his dream to 
fruition. A year later, he will open the island’s doors to showcase 
the jewels of his genius. His great successes are on full display, 
channeling the passions of the natives while engineering a botan-
ical and geographical revolution on the island. He reigns over his 
fiefdom in this way, enjoying the island he has built. At his side is 
the Anush, Subhan, chief caretaker and giver, who oversees the in-
ner workings of the island. This is the testimony of Sarah Shamlan, 
who enters the Society of Estranged Mothers as a young woman 
fleeing from war. 
 

CONTEXT

Now I am in a faraway place!
 In the house at the heart of the mind! 

  
- SONG OF JERUSALEM 
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It would be more fitting to my imagination if you were reading 
this on a windy day, seated against a backdrop of an endless sea, 
thinking of me as I spent a lifetime thinking of you. We met so 
fatefully and so soon you disappeared. You taught me to love. I am 
your student, and I am equal in your devotion. And your heroics 
are true. I have three histories in my life: my time before and after 
you, and my time with you, on the Island of Asour.

You shook the shape of the world when you committed your 
act, the act I was sent to bear witness to. The mystics say, The wit-
ness carries forth the spirit of the martyr. In your breach, the imper-
manence you established in light of your act, you became a martyr 
on the road to Jerusalem, clearing the path for a future grace.  

Today, when I hear Jerusalem, it is awash with meaning, 
colored in hues of gold and blue. But before I was approached by 
the mystics, its significance was not familiar to me. I had heard the 
name of the place, the city of our dreams, only once before. It was 
a parting gift, an amulet, a hint given to me by my father as he was 
captured and taken from me.

I was your witness, your mirror, reflecting your light. And 
soon we will see that either we were wrong or we were right, that 
we really did uphold the truth, that love is the seed of the resist-
ance. I see you now; like the mist that forms over the hills of my 
homeland, you sweep in with soft surprise. And I know that you 
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forgive me for letting you pass through the last days of your youth 
like a summer storm. But your violence will not have been in vain. 
Now I dwell on the cusp of the currents, wherein the mystics or-
bit, wherein the mystics spar.

There was a time before I paid my dues to the mystics’ 
cause: the path that you made your destiny and the path that be-
came mine, by soul and by blood, and the story is yours to know. 
My story begins in Korban.

I was fourteen years old when the insurgents first came to Korban. 
I knew very little about my family, my history. I had only the sto-
ries they told me, stories with layers of secrets inside them, secrets 
they thought I would not have been able to understand. 

Had your path been different, perhaps you might have vis-
ited Korban. I would have taken you to the citadel in the center 
of the old city—the site, they say, of the prophet Ob’s first bath, 
in the fourth century Qa’anun, Year of the Savior. You would 
have loved the solemn atmosphere, the wise and ancient stones. 
As children, we were taken on a walk to the site twice a year. In 
school, they made it a point to teach us of the ways as they were 
then prescribed. In earlier times, before the mystics were hunted, 
it was said that hordes coming from all directions visited Korban, 
passing through on their pilgrimages. 

My family lived in a neighborhood on the outskirts of the 
Port of Korban. Connections were close in the small town. Every-
one knew too much of their neighbors, their familial patterns and 
their private woes. We lived off of a famous set of roundabouts on 
the foot of a large hill, one of the seven hills that surrounded the 
port. At the end of our street, a checkpoint was in place for as long 
as I can remember, and it seemed to stay there forever. It became 
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a popular spot for gatherings. Many evenings were spent on the 
border marked by the lightly manned checkpoint, gathering with 
friends and family who lived in adjacent districts. My mother 
made it a point to walk the way several nights a week to meet her 
friends at the gates after curfew. The guards would not let people 
through after hours, but they allowed us to sit together in discreet 
spots: under small gatherings of palms between the road and the 
highway, or in a sandy lot beside the concrete huts and barriers 
that made up the checkpoint. Places on which they could keep 
an eye while they smoked cigarettes and ate chicken sandwiches 
so overwhelmed with garlic that the scent would carry over and 
cling to our clothes. The area was rife with construction. At night, 
the density of the districts showed in a huddled glow of diffused 
light, emitting a slight fog of neon over the island. At the heart of 
Korban is a lake, its diameter nearly a third of the island’s. After 
years of growing in settlements around the body of water, the 
residents of the city began to build little isles, some just the size 
of a single house. In winter, the lake lay smothered in sheets of ice 
and snow, thick as blocks of concrete. In the early days of summer, 
winds blow in from the west in a series of sandstorms. When the 
sand settled, shallowing the canals, a rich, red layer of damp desert 
fog covered the isles.

My father was a seaman working in import and export, 
maintaining a mid-level position in customs. He was a hardwork-
ing man, serious and subdued, but I always had the impression 
that he was on the verge of trouble. I could tell by the creases that 
formed in my mother’s brow when he stayed out late, and by her 
sharp, scolding tone when he finally came home, smelling of sea 
and smoke. He had always been popular, a well-respected figure in 
the community. People used to say, Abu Sarah has lived two times. 
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When I was young, I didn’t know what they meant. Now I know 
that my father was a mystic in hiding, tired in the heart but awake 
in the eyes.

When the war began in Ras Shahid, there was no illusion 
that we would be spared. But confidence was high, and the men 
believed that our defense was steadfast—small in number, but 
well-disciplined and strong. It never occurred to them that they 
would be wrong. The months before the violence bashed through 
our front doors were exciting, stirring an air of electric agitation 
and bringing fresh faces to the city, mercenaries from the north. 
We had been cut off for two generations, isolated during the civil 
war, and were living under the protection of several feudal lords. 
But the old agreements had long since worn out. Enough people 
had had enough of the oppression and were hoping to galvanize 
a small rebellion into a full-fledged revolution. This possibility 
threatened the government, the religious sects, and international 
interests all at once.

My family had long fled the horrors that befell our home-
land of Shamlan to build a quiet life in the safe sands of Korban. 
Soon after we settled, tensions began to flare, fanned by winds 
blowing in from a nearby war. Determined not to lose another 
home my parents decided we would stay, hoping against odds for 
stability, if not peace. The truth was, there was nowhere left to go. 
The Baran lands had been cursed with the scourge of violence, lost 
to a game of power and unbridled greed.

Every day more and more soldiers came into the city, setting 
up like they’d never leave. At first, my family tried to make like 
things were normal, like nothing had changed. They playacted, as 
adults often do. They wished for us to be aware of the dangers, but 
they softened our fears with practiced nonchalance. It was strange 
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to see the adults act like that, pretending calm and normalcy until 
suddenly they became animated, beside themselves. My father 
and my uncles and their friends, the men who often visited our 
home to talk and smoke on the balcony, were often frustrated 
and annoyed when they were together. They acted as men often 
do when they feel caged, pacing and growling and making empty 
threats, dragging their feet, huffing and puffing, wracked by that 
helpless feeling, so familiar to them, of being on the brink of war. 
In their minds, they knew the war had already brought ruin. They 
lived on their last nerves, with expectations of violence every day. 
They made no arrangements, because they felt they had nothing 
to give, little to lose. But there was always fresh coffee on the stove, 
and we ate well and for a while we still went to school.

Eventually, some two years later, I fled Korban. I traveled 
over the water, leaving my family and my home behind, their fates 
fragile and compromised. We are always in two minds when we 
are in motion, arriving as a stranger in a foreign land. When one 
feels at home, they are caught in one place, indulging in a stasis of 
the mind. I have not had that feeling for some time. To retain what 
one has left behind is a journey in itself. I have had to learn how to 
relive this lesson several times over, learning each and every time 
again how to confront the loss, and then the absence, and then 
the forward flow.

I was fortunate to gain access to you and to your family. Your story 
is essential to the common future that the Bara face, as we are all of 
the orbit of the family Ayoub. You led us from temple to tempest 
to tender revolt. The generation before us, your parents and mine, 
they sold for luxury the land of their gods; but we won’t make 
their mistake. We will heed your sacrifice, delivering the desires 
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that inflamed your heart, and the hearts of those who followed in 
your footsteps.

Our forebears chose to elect a city to the name of their in-
tentions, and they gave her to us: Jerusalem, a burden and a bless-
ing all at once. But they were lost. And with them went the name, 
taken brick by brick, word by word, until it was forgotten. Was 
it their fault? What was possible in the past will pass, predicted 
in the annals of time. I am a witness to a world that I have built 
with my own two hands, to a world in which I was forced into 
insolvency twice, and twice I rose. But all of us who are alive are 
in the annals twice. First as passive and naive, as I was, coming to 
the island a stranger, to live in the illusion. And then again, with 
agency, and with the will to fight. 

I was still only seventeen when I arrived on Asour, some 
years after fleeing from Korban. I admitted that I had nothing to 
my name, that I was in danger and without a home. And I prom-
ised that I would live in devotion to the Daughter, the island’s 
child. I was thankful to live under the merits of the family Ayoub, 
and I took into your name, and we called ourselves brother and 
sister, and I had, all of a sudden, so many sisters, all of whom came 
from the world about, migrants to the island, fostering a new form 
of devotion. Your mother did not yet have a name for the practice, 
as they still considered themselves followers of the Prophets, and 
of the Seven Imams.

Though I had been strengthened by the lessons of the mys-
tics, the sorrows of loss were still weighing on me, the trauma still 
brewing inside. I had become a stranger to myself, living on two 
fronts. When you have lived a life like mine, you can be easily lost 
at times, but you can also quickly come to know your own mind. 
When the mystics came to me in the interim camp on Almaaz, 
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offering a path that would lead me to a reckoning with my past, I 
accepted the mission with little hesitation, imagining I had noth-
ing left to lose. I believed that joining in the fight for Jerusalem 
would bring me closer to my father, insisting on the hope that he 
was still alive. 

I came over the water, where I lost my name, so the story goes. 
And I stayed until after the island flowered, opening its doors, in-
viting the world to share in her wonder, lifted against the backdrop 
of mystery, still like a dream in my imagination. And despite the 
secret motives I held close, I lived like everyone else in that time, 
devoted to the island, truly believing, in spite of what I knew was 
to come, that Asour was a work of magic, the hand of the merciful 
and the benevolent Ra.

The island we know of today is different in the memory of 
those who were there, who lived in appraisal of your family’s cre-
ation, the fantastic feat of Dahshan Al Ayoub, a man who had the 
audacity to challenge nature, to cure her affliction, to defeat her 
scourge and to bring flowers bursting through the thorns. There 
was an uplifting romance to the idea that this man, an orphan out 
of the desert, rose to live among princes, to barter his identity as 
though it were gold. He had the seed of the Republic in his hands, 
the seed of all matter, and he buried the seed in the island’s sick 
sands, and from its power he wielded the strength to battle the 
thorns, to cause them to wither from their full-bodied forms, and 
to instill in the island of his birth a lushness unmatched in all of 
the world. Building on the triumphs of his ancestors, he raised the 
island under the name Ayoub. 
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When I was swept into your world, I was seduced by the 
beauty and the rituals of the island, by the excitement of the mo-
ment, the allure of the silver spoon, the adornments of gold, the 
stunning temple made of marble and glass, and the fine, persua-
sive silks we wove on the society grounds. I cannot deny the ex-
tent to which I was taken, at first by the currents of the island and 
the glamour of your tribe, and then, when I loved you, into the 
storm of your eyes.

I have now built up the courage to wander with my wis-
dom, with my language, to be heard. Today, I own nothing. I am 
dispossessed, and I am free. And I have learned that in times like 
ours every act, every expression is a political statement. But living 
in the midst of the island’s mysteries, I could not comprehend the 
nuances. I was too young, and there was too much at stake. I was 
the stranger, living half blind, moving through the world by the 
will of others. And I was led into your arms and into your story, 
into the currents of the martyrs and onto the path to Jerusalem, 
where we will meet again.  

 


