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      To Lydia Luree Kreidler, my mom,

      who showed me God.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        They will tell of the glory of Your kingdom… so that all men may know of Your mighty acts.

        Psalm 145:11-12

      

        

      

      
        
        
        But I have raised you up for this very purpose, that I might show you My power and that My Name might be proclaimed in all the earth.

        Exodus 9:16

      

        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Zipporah paused, stirring the lamb stew bubbling in a pot over the fire outside her dry-mortared dwelling. She smelled the dried rosemary as she crumbled it to add to the stew.

      “Is that Father?” Gershom pointed to a lone figure running down the hillside.

      She looked where her son pointed. Her heart pounded. Moses was returning home early. What was wrong?

      “Zipporah!” he yelled as he panted for breath.

      She dropped her spoon. “Gershom, stay with the baby.” She raised her ankle-length tunic to run.

      When she reached Moses, she clutched his arm. “What is it? Where are the flocks?”

      She looked into his eyes gleaming with a fire not his own. His face flushed with color, not just from running.

      “God appeared unto me!” Moses grabbed her waist and swung her in circles. His beard tickled her neck.

      She squealed.

      He laughed. He smelled of sheep, dust, and sunshine.

      Zipporah grabbed his shoulders as he continued to twirl her. “Moses, stop! You’re making my head spin.”

      His demeanor grew somber. He stopped twirling her, suddenly serious. “I saw the Lord, the Lord God Almighty. He spoke to me.”

      “What do you mean? No one sees God and lives.” She touched his flushed face. Was he feverish?

      He gently lowered her feet to the ground. “He gave me a mission.” He put his arm around her waist and guided her toward their house. “I saw a light flickering like a star. I went to see. It was a bush on fire, but without ashes. Yet it burned. I drew closer.”

      Fire brought death in pastures where rains fell only in the rainy season. Zipporah smelled for smoke. His cloak did not smell of smoke. Had he dreamed this bush? She touched his face again; it was warm, not hot. “Weren’t you afraid?”

      He took hold of her hand. “I took off my cloak to smother the flames if it spread. A voice from the bush called me by name. I fell before His presence.”

      She studied his eyes. She could almost see the reflection of the bush that burned.

      Moses stared into the distance. “Who am I but a shepherd, a watcher of sheep and goats? My unworthiness filled me as the voice spoke, ‘Do not come closer. Remove your sandals for you are on holy ground.’ I knelt before His presence.”

      Zipporah looked at his feet. “Your sandals. Did you leave them at the bush?”

      Moses appeared not to have heard.

      Zipporah squeezed his arm.

      He started walking, still holding her hand. “I covered my face. I feared to look at Him. The Lord spoke, ‘My people suffer in Egypt. I hear their afflictions. Go to Pharaoh. Bring My people out of Egypt.’”

      Her heart raced and her legs felt weak. Zipporah whispered. “Pharaoh will kill you. I cannot lose you, Moses. This God can save His people without you.”

      Moses squeezed her hand. “The Lord assured me that the men who would kill me are dead.”

      They reached the house but stayed outside. Zipporah took baby Eliezer from Gershom.

      Gershom gave Moses a hug. “You are well?”

      “Yes, my son. All is well.”

      Zipporah jiggled Eliezer on her hip as she stirred the stew trying to clear her thoughts. This God might say Pharaoh would not kill Moses, but the entire world knew Pharaoh’s power and control. Moses ran from Pharaoh forty years ago. Could she believe this God would protect Moses now? If Moses obeyed, who would watch the flocks that had grown under his care? How safe would she feel away from her father’s land?

      Zipporah said, “Why must you go? What do you care of the suffering of those people?”

      “Those people, Zipporah, are my people. Remember, I killed that Egyptian overseer because he whipped my brothers. You can’t imagine doing nothing while watching your own people suffer. I saw the agony of my people. I can’t forget it.” He took the spoon from her hand and put it into the pot, then gathered the baby from her arms. “God calls me to obey.”

      Her breathing quickened. Her voice trembled. “Why you, Moses? God can find someone else.”

      He squeezed her shoulder. “I asked God the same thing. He didn’t tell me why. It didn’t seem to matter to Him what I’d done. Instead, He told me who He is. ‘I Am that I Am. The Lord, the God of your fathers.’

      “This God promised Abraham a nation like the stars in number, Zipporah…” He sighed and handed the baby to Gershom. “This God of Abraham is sending me. He will be remembered from generation to generation. He will lead His people to their land.”

      Zipporah stirred the fire under the stew. Her insides felt like the sparks that flew around her. Why would this God tell her husband to leave everything that she valued? Why would Moses want to obey? “You left your first wife. Why would God want you?”

      She grabbed her spoon, trying to call back her words.

      Moses’s face paled, as he stepped from her.

      Why did she spout such words?

      Moses swallowed several times.

      Could she persuade him not to go? She approached him.

      Moses held her face toward his own.

      She did not look into his eyes.

      He waited.

      She met his eyes, seeing the hurt but also his resolution. She wilted. She would yield, and already hated herself for it.

      He squeezed her shoulder. “The Lord commands. I must obey.”

      Could she accept this Lord that called her husband to his death? Thoughts tumbled through her mind like bubbles in her boiling stew. She wanted to shout them at Moses but instead willed herself to calm down. Zipporah would not convince him if she were angry. Breathing deeply, she slowed her thoughts. She stroked his beard gently. “You trust this God too much.”

      “I trust this God too little. Or I wouldn’t question.”

      “This peace, this confidence that you have…” She shook her head, unable to finish. How could he obey? Throwing back her shoulders, she resigned herself. “Sit, eat. We must tell my father.” Keeping her hands busy, she lowered her head and did not meet his eyes.

      Before settling to eat, Moses tucked her head to his chest. He smoothed her head covering away and stroked her hair. “Oh, Zipporah,” he whispered. “This is what I was meant to do.”

      “Sheep are enough for me.” Her shoulders trembled. “Why would the Lord take you from me?”

      “God is with me. He will do great things. What more can I do but obey?”

      

      The next morning, Zipporah finished packing their blankets, and cooking vessels. Glancing to the hillsides that surrounded their rock dwelling, she wondered if they would ever return to her lands, her home. She knew where to gather herbs after the spring rains came. She had watched the lambs gallop across the rolling hills.

      With a sigh, she massaged the back of her neck as if she could rub away thoughts that threatened to topple her. Would her father allow Moses to leave? Maybe she would not have to leave, if her father did not bless their departure. She threw her shoulders back and clung to that thread of hope.

      Eliezer began to cry.

      She cradled him. “You hate to leave too, little one.”

      Gershom burst through the doorway, stirring the air. “Father comes with the goats.”

      “Settle, Gershom. You disturb Eliezer.” She directed her focus to the baby, at least outwardly, tucking her memories of her land into her heart where they would stay protected.

      Moses came inside their dwelling. “Ready?”

      Zipporah sighed. Could she ever be ready to leave her homeland? Her husband’s countenance still glowed with excitement and purpose. Could she keep him from fulfilling his mission?

      Moses squeezed her shoulder. “We’ll leave shortly.”

      He handed Gershom a small bundle. “Here, son, carry this to the donkeys.”

      Gershom lifted the offered bundle with great effort and followed Moses who carried more skins.

      Zipporah could hear Moses speaking. She rose to listen from the doorway.

      “You must calm down, Gershom. Your mother needs quietness. This move is hard for her.”

      “Why’s it hard?”

      Zipporah strained to hear Moses’s response. “Sometimes, we value what we have more than we should. We struggle to give it to God when God asks us.”

      Gershom plopped his bundle by the donkey with a grunt. “What does God want from us?”

      Moses finished tying the bundles onto the donkey. He squatted before Gershom to look him in the eye. “Your lamb you raised without its mama, could you give it to me when time came for its meat?”

      “Does God want my lamb?” Gershom’s voice rose in pitch.

      Moses patted Gershom’s back. “No, but we must give whatever He wants.” Moses glanced at Zipporah in the doorway. He stood and smiled.

      Zipporah returned his smile with a wobbly one of her own. Looking one more time around the inside of the dwelling, she whispered, “So many memories.”

      Moses came behind her. “We’ve only begun the memories God has planned for us.”

      Nodding, Zipporah tore her gaze from her house.

      Moses settled her on her donkey with Eliezer in her lap. Taking the reins from Moses’s offered hand, she raised her head covering over her dark hair. She kicked the donkey to start. The dirt rose to meet her, filling her nose with the smell of pasture, flocks, and home. She heard the goats and sheep shuffling behind her, settling into their order. Ewes called to their lambs to stay close. If only she could stay close to her family, too.

      When she came to the first rise, she turned back for a final view. The hills rolled beneath a cloudless sky of blue. Her stone home blended into the brown landscape as if it were nothing. Would her memories also disappear? Her gaze lingered on the sheep following them. She knew nothing but desert life. Things stayed the same. Her life was here.

      Egypt’s city life frightened her. How would she live with another people? Would these people accept her? She was dark skinned, Moses light. How would she even talk to them? Would her sons adopt their ways?

      She hugged Eliezer close. He squirmed and fussed at the constraint.

      She turned her gaze away from her hills and set her head forward. This God of Moses must change her heart if she would be ready for this mission.

      

      After a day of traveling, they approached the land belonging to Jethro, Zipporah’s father. Zipporah heard him shush his dog’s barking as their flocks approached his watering pool.

      Jethro embraced Moses, kissing each cheek, and then faced Gershom. “Who do we have here?”

      “Grandfather, it’s me, Gershom.”

      Jethro bent to one knee and pressed the boy to his chest. “Could this be the little boy whom I last saw? You’ve grown to be a man in one night.”

      Zipporah dismounted from the donkey, jolting Eliezer as she did. “Father.”

      Jethro stood to hug her and Eliezer. “My desert flower, you grow dearer with the days.” He stepped back to tickle the baby’s foot. “This is Eliezer? If only the pastures could grow as fast as he.”

      Zipporah saw Naima, her mother, running to meet them.

      Naima hugged her. “It’s been too long. This is Eliezer? How quickly he grows! You feed him well.”

      “Could that man who stands beside my husband be my little Gershom?” Naima asked.

      Gershom thrust out his chest and stood taller. “I’ve lived four cycles of the harvest. I’m almost a man.”

      They laughed.

      Reaching the dry-mortared stone house, Jethro settled on cushions around a raised table. “Sit, Moses. Tell me, how are your flocks?”

      Conversation ensued. Preparations for the meal began.

      When the evening meal was prepared, Jethro requested the blessing. He dipped his flatbread into the bowl in the center of their circle. He dug chunks of chevon with his bread before dipping it in a paste of cheese and herbs. Once he prepared his, Moses, as the respected male guest, followed. The women finished, helping Gershom fix his flatbread.

      No serious news was shared until the meal was completed. The finishing blessing over the meal was spoken. Jethro settled against the cushions. He held his wine vessel in his hand and relaxed in the growing dusk.

      Snuggling against his father’s side, Gershom nestled his head on Moses’s lap and closed his eyes.

      Jethro drank. “You have prospered. My flock thrives under your care. Yet something brings you here. Speak what is on your heart.”

      Moses hesitated. “I wish to return to my people.”

      Eliezer fussed and wiggled. Zipporah settled in the darkened corner to soothe him.

      Jethro drank from his cup in the silence. Her father was a man who weighed his words. “Zipporah is not from the tribe of Israel—why risk her and the children becoming slaves in Egypt?”

      “God desires to free all Israelites.”

      “All Israel hopes for that, but until then, won’t your family be in danger?”

      Moses grabbed Jethro’s arm in his enthusiasm. “God’s time for deliverance is soon. He has told me to lead them.”

      Zipporah strained her eyes from the corner to see her father’s expression over the glow of the fire. Would he forbid them from going? Her father’s long pause gave Zipporah hope. She closed her eyes and took a calming breath. They might not leave.

      Moses’s voice broke the silence. “God called me from a bush that burned but was not consumed. He promised protection. He gave me a mission.”

      Jethro looked to his cup, which was apparently empty because Naima hurried to fill it for him.

      She offered Moses more.

      He shook his head.

      Jethro drank. “Tell me what He said.”

      Zipporah could not mistake the excitement in her husband’s eyes. His countenance glowed as his words came with speed.

      Resting her head against the wall, she sighed in defeat as Eliezer settled in her arms. Moses could convince anyone of anything. Didn’t he change the minds of shepherds so long ago when she first met him?

      She and her six sisters had fought with other shepherds over water. As the men pushed her flocks away from the well, Zipporah sucked in her words, her face growing hot.

      She heard a voice, rich with Egyptian accent command, “What’s going on?”

      The speaker’s rich linen garb and recently shaven face and head spoke of an Egyptian ruler with power. His height threatened even these herdsmen. She looked for his caravan. None was visible.

      Zipporah watched without word as the shepherds measured Moses against their strength before retreating.

      “You can’t wait your turn?” Moses stepped forward to uncover the well. The huge stone over the water hole moved easily in his grasp. “Allow the women to go first.” Dipping the water buckets, he filled the sheep’s trough.

      Her sister nudged her. “Shut your mouth; you’ll catch a frog.”

      Zipporah forced herself to direct the sheep with her rod. Her shaking hands and clumsy movements further frustrated her. What was wrong with her? What power did this man have over her that made her heart flutter and her hands tremble? Why did she feel useless in his presence?

      Zipporah sputtered to thank him but could not find her voice. Lowering her eyes, her face flushed with heat.

      Her sister rescued her. “You would honor us by eating with our father.”

      Moses helped lead their flock home. He married Zipporah thirty years later, after his first wife died.

      Zipporah pushed her head away from the wall and listened.

      Eliezer turned in his sleep as she held him. She covered him with a goatskin against the cooling night air. Her focus returned to the present.

      Her father spoke. “You have my blessing. May God be praised. I do not envy your mission. But I wish to see God’s power.”

      Zipporah’s heart sank. Her father had granted permission. She would leave her homeland and live with a people not her own. Swallowing, she tried to dislodge the lump in her throat.

      

      They stayed the night and rose early.

      Naima squeezed her. “Moses is a great man. His God will favor you.”

      Zipporah could not speak. She nodded but wondered if she believed it.

      Naima hugged her grandsons. “Oh, little ones, may our God protect you.”

      Jethro clutched his daughter. “Zipporah, my flower of the desert, may your home be where your husband is. You will see God in the days to come.” Dropping his arms from Zipporah, he placed his hand on the head of each grandson. “Gershom, your name ‘alien,’ may you find your true home. Eliezer, may your smallness bring you closer to the greatness of the Lord of your father.”

      Jethro grasped Moses’s shoulders. “I give you fresh donkeys and servants to speed you on your way. Accept my blessing for your journey. May you find favor with our God.”

      Moses helped Zipporah and his sons onto donkeys and they started for Egypt. Moses held the staff of God in his hand.

      Long ago, Moses had told Zipporah of Lot, Abraham’s nephew. Before the Lord destroyed their city, Lot and his family fled. Lot’s wife looked back, turning into a pillar of salt. As Zipporah watched her father’s homeland grow dim, she, too, could feel her heart torn in two.

      Moses reached across her donkey and patted her hand. “The Lord knows. If He sees the Israelites’ suffering, He knows your suffering, too.”

      She nodded, blinking back tears. Moses was taking her from everything that she held dear. Was she losing Moses to this mission? Clutching Eliezer closer to her bosom, she determined not to forsake her own customs. She bit her lip to keep it from trembling and raised her chin. She adjusted Eliezer to straddle ahead of her on the blanket. She would remember her people and keep her memories. No God would take them from her.

      

      The day grew hot under the sun’s penetrating power. Sand sifted through their clothes and coated their mouths with grit. With the donkeys’ plodding gait, Moses reviewed the Lord’s words from the burning bush.

      God showed Moses signs of His power.

      Moses obeyed when God told him to throw his staff. It became a snake. Without the staff in his hands, he was defenseless, and exposed. When God told him to grab the snake by its tail, he stepped forward, believing God. That snake turned back into his staff.

      The donkey faltered over an animal burrow. Moses tightened his grip on the reins.

      He studied his staff now in his hand, the sole protection of a herdsman. He had killed many snakes with his staff. Each nick in the wood contained a story of God’s past protection.

      God would convince Pharaoh with his shepherd’s tool. Egyptians disdained shepherds. God would show His power to Pharaoh by using something unclean in Pharaoh’s eyes. Moses smiled as he thought of the humor of his God.

      The donkey’s gait settled back into a rhythm. Moses fell into the cadence as he considered the next sign God had shown him at the burning bush.

      God told Moses to put his hand in his cloak. When he removed it, it was white.

      Moses had seen leprosy once in his life. In his upbringing in Egypt, he had observed a leper village on the outskirts of the land. His stomach rolled as he stared at people without arms or legs; most had no fingers and toes. Their white skin was like the snow on the far distant mountains during the rainy season. Leprosy wore away the flesh to leave nothing. Moses had observed and grown sick. He turned from their village to look no more.

      When Moses removed his hand from his cloak at the bush that burned, he clasped it with his other hand. The contrast between the white skin and his sun-browned hand made him nauseous. His hands shook. He forgot the burning bush.

      God’s words broke through his fears. “Put it back into your cloak.”

      He did, remembering he was before God. When he removed his hand again, it was whole, like the other. He breathed deeply, gratefully. God wasn’t ready for him to die, yet.

      Could God take him—a murderer, a fugitive from the former pharaoh’s wrath, and elevate him to lead His people? Moses nodded. His return to Egypt would bring many surprises. God would do great things.

      Moses glanced at Zipporah. How was she managing? Her troubled looked nagged at his heart. He was dragging her to the most powerful city in the world. She had never left her father’s land. If he had not promised himself that he wouldn’t leave his family for anything, he’d let her stay with her father until this mission was finished.

      Memories of his first wife, Tharbis, were bittersweet. After fleeing from Egypt, he never saw her again. Her princess status would not permit her to live in a desert, hiding from civilization. Nor could he return to Egypt to meet his death. They lived apart. Moses mourned the separation. On news of her death, Moses grieved over his loss. His actions could not be undone. Her death also brought him a feeling of release. The killing he had committed would no longer bring suffering to another.

      He promised himself when he married Zipporah that they would never be separated. Now he questioned his promise. Was Jethro right about the danger of his family in Egypt? Would they be safe?

      Zipporah’s words still stung, “You left your first wife. Why would God use you?” Could he obey God with Zipporah with him?

      That was another problem. Gershom was four seasons old, Eliezer was six cycles of the moon; both were long overdue for circumcision. When Moses suggested Gershom’s need for circumcision at his birth, Zipporah had almost sent Moses into the desert without water. When Eliezer was born, Moses repeated his request. She would rather cut off his manhood than hurt her babies. Moses had conceded. Now thoughts of God’s people brought the subject of circumcision to his mind again. His request would send Zipporah spitting snake venom. Moses laughed, but it died quickly. He had better not laugh while she smoldered and stewed. How could he obey and make Zipporah understand?

      Moses glanced at Zipporah. Deep furrows creased her brow. She never complained of the hardships of a shepherd’s life; she knew nothing else. She roamed her father’s hills gathering fresh herbs for their table and their illnesses. She thrived in the desert’s space. How would she manage in a city, confined by people and streets? What was best?

      Moses watched her.

      Her focused look reminded him of when she tried to tame Gershom’s energy and could not.

      Moses pulled on the reins and waited for her to come beside him. “You’re doing well?”

      She kept her head down. “Yes.”

      The tension between them crackled. What could he say to ease her thoughts? If he ignored the tension, it would not go away. He would rather face all the wrath of Pharaoh, than Zipporah’s disapproval. “What troubles you, my precious desert flower?”

      Zipporah lifted her eyes. A ray of light shining from them gave Moses hope. She looked relieved to talk. “Why must you obey? Why can’t you be happy with sheep? Weren’t you fine with sheep after running out of Egypt like a mouse from a hawk?”

      “Zipporah.” Moses took a deep breath. “I was fine with sheep until God commanded me to leave. Do you want me to disobey God?”

      “Why does He want you?”

      “I don’t know, but He does. Can’t you support me?”

      “Do I control whether you obey or not?” Zipporah pulled back on the reins of her donkey.

      Moses blurted, “I need to obey. And that also means we need to circumcise the boys.” He was immediately sorry for his timing.

      “Not that pagan custom.” She hissed. “You won’t change my mind about that savage ritual. No, Moses…” Her voice trembled as her tone deepened. “My sons are mine. I may be going with you to your people, but I am not a part of them, nor will my sons be.” She raised her chin. Moses stared into her cold, hard eyes.

      “Zipporah, what happens if I don’t obey God? I don’t want His anger for our sons.”

      “These are my sons. No cutting will take place unless I allow it, and that will be over my buried body.”

      Moses saw her face turn pale and her lips tremble. What could he say to undo her promise? He started to speak, but closed his mouth. Would God kill her so he could obey?

      “Zipporah, do not ask for that. God brought you into my life to help me be the man that I am. This mission is not my doing but God’s. This mission is yours, too. I can’t do my part without your help. I must obey my God. I do not know how to make both you and God happy. Tell me how.” He searched her face.

      She bowed her head. Her silence was her answer.

      He pulled away from her donkey and kicked his donkey’s sides to take the lead. Why was obedience so hard?

      

      They approached a lodging tent at dusk. Zipporah drained from the desert’s heat. Her lips were dried and burned. The wind blew sand through her loose clothing, coating her skin with grit.

      Moses dismounted. “We will stay here tonight.”

      They spoke no more of circumcision, but the subject sat between them like a camel in the cooking tent. Zipporah had no answer, short of letting Moses perform the procedure. She felt her insides tighten into a ball and wished they did not have to spend the night with others.

      Moses lifted her off the donkey, then handed her Eliezer. He whispered in her ear, “I love you.” He turned to hail the owner of the lodging.

      “Please don’t leave me,” she called, but he was gone.

      

      The host offered cool water to wash. Moses dipped his entire head in the bowl and splashed water up his arms.

      Zipporah wished that she could submerge her entire body, but instead splashed water on her face and arms. The water refreshed more than she could have imagined. She settled in the shadows at the back of the tent with Eliezer and Gershom. Gershom remained quiet, watching the new surroundings.

      Moses ate with the host. They conversed of news and ideas as they scooped lamb chunks from the serving dish placed between them on a low table. They used the flatbread to gather pieces from the thickened stew. Moses raised his vessel toward his host. “This wine is from Egypt?”

      “Can you taste the delicate flavor? You heading there?”

      After Moses’s nod, the host eagerly shared his news. “To Egypt, eh? Pharaoh Merenre Nemtyemsaf II is in power now. What a name. The pharaoh before him ruled over eighty years, they say. He created a kingdom none could conquer. I’ve heard his successor is more arrogant than even he could be. He has made an image of himself for every household to worship. Can you imagine having such worship?” He belched, as was the custom.

      Zipporah trembled. Was this the Pharaoh Moses must confront for his people? She drew her cloak tightly around her frame. Her insides knotted like a halter on a stubborn donkey. Her father, a priest of Midian, worshiped the same God as Moses. She saw no need to depend upon Him as they did. He was just a faraway God with no interest in her. As Moses sought to obey this God, he slipped farther from her reach.

      Could she trust this God to protect Moses from Pharaoh? She gained much information from the innkeeper, but it did little to calm her heart about the trials soon to test her very beliefs.

      

      The stars rose high in the night before the host stopped talking and directed them to their tent.

      Moses assigned a night guard with his servants, knowing that both mountain lions and animals with two legs wanted his possessions. Afterward he entered the sleeping tent. He was grateful for Zipporah’s sheltered life that left her ignorant of the treacheries of man. How would city life affect her innocence?

      He settled beside her on the pallet of skins. What should he do about circumcision? He sighed. Circumcision was required of every Hebrew. He had allowed Zipporah to sway him from obedience. He needed to obey God. But could he do it, if it meant her life?

      

      Zipporah awakened from a restless sleep by a bright light. She squinted to see its cause.

      The Angel of the Lord stood at her feet. His presence filled the room with his brightness. His eyes penetrated her being, as if he could see her thoughts. His countenance shone with holiness. His stature exuded strength. In his hand, he held a drawn sword.

      She shook in his commanding presence and trembled at his low, deep voice.

      “Circumcise Gershom, My son, so he may serve Me.”

      Zipporah clutched her throat, trying to breathe. The air closed around her.

      The Angel’s voice split the silence again. “Circumcise My son or I will slay you.”

      She looked for Moses.

      He sat still, swallowing.

      Why did Moses not do something? Zipporah screamed, “Save our son!” She grabbed him and shook him.

      “You must allow this, Zipporah.”

      In her panic, she paused. She vowed her death, if she would circumcise. Moses did not want her death. She could read the struggle in his eyes.

      “He’ll kill my babies!” Zipporah whimpered.

      The angel stepped forward with his sword aimed at Gershom.

      Keeping her eyes on the angel, she felt for the knife that Moses kept by his head for protection at night.

      She threw the skins off her son and lifted Gershom’s loincloth. With one quick, precise slice, she cut off the foreskin and then threw it into Moses’s lap. She crawled to Eliezer and did the same, heedless of the wailing. As the scent of blood struck her nose, she winced. She ripped part of the hem of her tunic to tie around their cuts to stop the blood flow.

      The room darkened. She glanced to where the Angel of the Lord had stood.

      He was gone.

      Her shoulders sagged; her strength was gone. She gathered Eliezer into her arms, squeezing him tightly. She pulled Gershom to her side. Her whole body shook. Her sons could be dead now. She gulped air to calm down.

      Moses knelt in front of her. He reached for Gershom with trembling hands. “Zipporah, give me Gershom. I’ll hold him.” His voice quivered.

      She looked into his face. It was white. She hissed, “You’re a bloody bridegroom to me. Get out of my sight.”

      Moses walked out of the tent and into the night.

      She cradled her two sons to her breast. She crumbled against the cushions, squeezed her eyes shut, and cried.

      What kind of God did Moses serve? Why did He demand such a bloody practice? How could she protect her sons and her husband from the dangers of the world, when she could not even protect them from this God? What did this God want from her? She looked at her sons, whimpering in her arms and lap. What would this God do to them if she continued to fight? Would He stop at nothing to make her obey? She struggled into the night with her thoughts.

      Moses’s pale face returned to her memory. She had moved in anger and terror protecting her sons from this God. Her anger, now spent, left emptiness. She controlled nothing. She looked for Moses to return, but he did not. She waited without comfort.

      

      In the coolness of the morning, before the stars finished shining, Moses loaded the donkeys for travel. He had walked the remainder of the night. He should have obeyed a long time ago. He caused the Lord to visit in the night. If he had obeyed at their sons’ births, Zipporah would not be hurting now. What a mess he had made by disobeying.

      Last night, he would have obeyed the angel’s command, but for Zipporah’s vow. Now, he resolved to obey, but he could not have Zipporah interfering. He would send her home.

      Zipporah stood waiting, her cloak wrapped tightly around her against the morning chill.

      “Zipporah,” Moses said, hoping she would look at him.

      She did not.

      “Zipporah, I’m sending you back to your family. The boys will heal faster. I won’t endanger you or the boys any further with any disobedience on my part.”

      Zipporah looked up, but her eyes stayed guarded.

      Moses finished tying the bundles onto the last donkey. He straightened the blanket where Zipporah would sit. He fidgeted with the reins. “I’ll send back all the servants but Jaden. Stay there until I contact you.” He reached to hold her, but instead dropped his arms.

      During the night, she had been furious with him. When Moses glanced into Zipporah’s face, her tear-filled eyes broke his resolve. He stepped toward her.

      She threw her arms around his neck and hid her face in his chest. “Moses, I’m sorry. Your God wins. I must obey so you won’t be killed.”

      He kissed the top of her head. “You will be safe. The time will be short. The Lord will come near to you and become your God. Let Him.”

      They stayed like that until he felt her body calm. He broke her hold and removed her arms from his neck. He lifted her onto the donkey and handed her the reins.

      He motioned for the servants to bring the other donkeys to mount. He hugged Gershom to his breast and whispered in his ear, “You’re my son. You will soon be home in the country God has given our people. Your flesh will heal. Remember to obey. The Lord has set you apart to be great.”

      Gershom squeezed Moses tightly. “Last night, I saw God, just like you did, Father. Does God have a mission for me too?”

      Moses gulped down the lump in his throat. “Yes, Son. Your mission right now is to obey your mother. Then you’ll be able to hear what the Lord tells you.” Moses hugged Gershom before placing him on a donkey and handed Gershom the reins.

      Moses took Eliezer from a servant and smelled deeply of his baby smell. “Your blessing will come from being with the Lord’s people. You will do well.” He lingered as he held him. Then with resolution, he handed him to Zipporah.

      Moses took her hand in his and looked into her face. “I love you; I’ll send for you when I can.” Then he motioned to the servants to begin.

      He watched his family retrace the path they had taken the previous day. Before she went over the first rise of a hill, Moses saw Zipporah turn back. He raised his arm to give the final parting for a long time.
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          Old Kingdom Egypt 2451 B.C.

        

      

    

    
      “Lay the lad on the table. Prepare a fire. Heat the blade.” The swne commanded his servants as the stretcher entered his house. His skills as a doctor would be tested again.

      Aaron guessed that the boy had not seen more than twelve cycles of the harvest.

      The boy lay still. Sweat beaded his face. His hands clenched the edge of his loincloth.

      Aaron’s eyes lingered on the boy’s leg. The flesh was crushed below the knee. The bone protruded from the flesh like a sharpened dagger.

      Aaron adjusted the leg to its normal position, watching the boy as he did.

      The boy tensed, his lips whitened, his jaw clenched, but he admitted no sound.

      Aaron swallowed. When would the Egyptians stop using the Israelites as if they were animal dung? When would the suffering of God’s people end?

      He inspected the side table, containing scissors, a second knife, strips of linen, honey, bread covered with a hair-like growth of black and green, and vials of tonic. His servant Mack had anticipated all that Aaron would need. Aaron nodded. “Toda raba.”

      Glancing at the fire, normally dormant in the heat of the season, Aaron noted his blade gaining the heat’s power. Fig and date wood piled beside the fireplace would feed lingering flames to prevent chills from the boy.

      Aaron breathed deeply of the warmed air. Would the boy live? Only the sovereign Lord knew.

      He paused, noticing the empty chair pushed in a corner. “No family?”

      One man by the stretcher answered. “His father begged to come, but the statue must be carried to the temple for the priest’s blessing.”

      Aaron shook his head and bit his lip to keep from speaking. He took the tincture of belladonna from the side table.

      Growing the bush in his garden, Aaron guarded it lest a stray child taste the sweet black berries. Three berries could kill a child. For cases like today, the pain-relieving qualities would more than redeem the risk. Once harvested, Aaron extracted the medicinal qualities with the skill that brought his name to the Hebrews’ mouths when trouble came.

      Now it would soothe the lad into sleeping. He dropped several drops into the boy’s mouth.

      The boy licked his dry lips and grimaced.

      Aaron patted his arm. “It doesn’t taste good but will help.”

      The boy nodded, his eyes staying closed.

      Aaron smoothed back the boy’s dark hair from his cool yet sweaty flesh. His color appeared pale, almost bluish. Aaron moved his hand to the boy’s neck, pressing lightly against the channels that carried life to his head. The faint beat fluttered, showing signs of weakness. Aaron watched his chest as he breathed with great effort. The swne felt the twitch under his fingertips.

      The lad jolted his legs off the table. “Father, help me! I cannot move…” His legs relaxed back onto the table.

      “Shalom, my son. Be still. May the sovereign Lord’s care over you reach where no man can touch and heal all your wounds.” Aaron looked again to the blade in the fire. Its color reflected the red of the flames. He retrieved the blade from the flames and moved back to the table where the lad lay.

      Mack held down the boy’s upper legs.

      Aaron turned to the servant who stood by the stretcher. “Can you keep his chest still?”

      The man’s face paled, but he nodded and moved to brace the boy’s trunk.

      Before touching the leg, Aaron dropped a few more drops of the tincture into the boy’s mouth.

      The boy did not lick his lips this time. His eyes remained closed.

      Aaron nodded to those who held the boy.

      They returned the nod. They were ready.

      Aaron shifted the handle of the blade in his hand for a better hold.

      A crackle from the fire as wood shifted interrupted the silence of the room, sending sparks up the chimney.

      Aaron breathed deeply again and struck below the knee.

      The boy arched his back off the table, jerking his leg. The men held tightly and kept him from thrashing. The cut limb fell to the floor with a thud. His screams echoed around the walls of the small room before the boy passed into the state like sleeping.

      Aaron seared the blood flow by holding the heated knife against the stump. The room filled with the smell of burnt flesh. Aaron laid the instrument on the side table. Breathing deeply through his mouth, he avoided the smell. He glanced at the servant holding the boy’s chest.

      The servant let go and wiped his hand over his sweaty forehead. He stepped back, apparently unsure what he should do.

      Aaron massaged his fingers, sore from clutching the knife. “You have done well. It’s never easy.”

      Aaron felt the boy’s neck to find if he still lived. Faint movement beneath his fingers told him life remained.

      The fire crackled. Aaron jumped. He rubbed the back of his neck and raised his shoulders to stretch out the tension.

      Dropping his arms, he examined the wound. The blood had stopped. Wiping a thick layer of honey infused with healing herbs over the stump, he asked, “How did it happen?”

      The servant, diverting his eyes from the legless stump, spoke. “Pharaoh required a new image for his temple by the Nile. While the men delivered the statue, the cart’s wheel collapsed. To protect the sculpture, the boy braced the cart—”

      “And caught his leg under the cart,” Aaron finished and sighed.

      Mack handed Aaron the bread covered with blackened hairs.

      Aaron broke pieces from the offered bread and added it to the honey covering. “His name?”

      “Amos.” Amos meant burden carrier. He would not carry heavy burdens again.

      Mack handed the linen wrap to Aaron.

      The swne wrapped the wound to keep the bread and honey in place as the wound healed. When finished, he covered the boy’s body with a sheet to prevent chilling. “Keep cooling cloths around the leg but not on the end. The redness of the flesh will carry the evil away. But don’t wrap too tightly, it’ll bring pain.”

      Mack nodded, dipping linen strips in a clay vessel filled with water. He wrapped the cloths around the now shortened leg.

      Aaron studied the still figure. May the God of Abraham be pleased to work His miracle.

      

      After Aaron finished treating his patients, he paused under the shade of his garden’s fig tree. He mused about his doctoring skills. He barely touched the needs of his people. Even with his own wife, Aaron had felt helpless. The Lord had not spared her from suffering or death. What did the Lord expect of him?

      He stepped on the mint growing between the stones of the path. Bending to pick a stem, he crushed the plant in his hand. He smelled deeply as the mint filled the air with its power to relax.

      He used many of his herbs for tonics and poultices, but he only helped healing. The Lord controlled the outcome.

      When he was young, Aaron became a swne through Moses’s appointment. Moses, holding a place of power in Pharaoh’s palace, placed many Hebrews in high places to help others see their God.

      Aaron had often discussed with Moses how to remove their people’s afflictions. Aaron alleviated some suffering, but much required a miracle.

      On that fated day when Moses ran through Aaron’s open gate, Aaron had been harvesting garlic. Its smell hung thick in the air.

      Aaron saw Moses’s pale expression and his trembling lips. “What is it?”

      Moses glanced behind him before drying his sweaty hands on his white tunic. “Aaron, I must flee.” He licked his lips before continuing. “I’ve killed an overseer.”

      “Oy vey, Moses!” Aaron had once witnessed a slave stumble under a burden. The overseer motivated with his whip until the man could not stand. Aaron had turned from the sight, sickened by the back that held no flesh. He felt powerless to help. He could understand Moses killing the overseer. He sighed.

      Moses raised his hand to stop any words. “He lies deep in the sand where no beast will find him. But our people will report me.”

      “Why?”

      “Two of our people were fighting. I interfered.” Moses lowered his voice to whisper. “They saw me kill the overseer yesterday. I can’t be reported to Pharaoh. Too many wish me dead.”

      Aaron knew too well the jealousies in Pharaoh’s court over Moses’s position and leadership. His position gave him rights, but Pharaoh spared no one from his wrath if Moses’s rivals swayed Pharaoh. Aaron embraced Moses. “Flee quickly. Shalom, my brother. May our God protect you and show you His way.”

      “A way to end our people’s suffering,” Moses added before he slipped from the garden and out of Aaron’s life.

      Could that have been forty years ago?

      Aaron squeezed the mint still in his hand. He breathed deeply. Its power to refresh was gone, just like his ability to bring healing to a people burdened by pain.

      Mack approached, interrupting his thoughts. “Ptah, Amos’s master, wishes to speak with you. He waits by the fountain.”

      Aaron turned his steps toward his trees brought by merchants from faraway lands. He quickened his pace and found Ptah sitting on the stone bench by the fountain. “Ptah, welcome!” Aaron extended his arms for a welcoming embrace.

      “In peace, good Swne. How is my servant? Is he ready to work?”

      Aaron guided Ptah with a hand on his back as they began to walk. “Amos’s leg was crushed. I removed his leg below the knee. He needs much sleep to fight the evil. If he wins over the evil, he must fight for the will to live.”

      Ptah nodded. “Should I send a priest?”

      “The priest may help you.” Aaron shrugged. “But for a Hebrew, nothing but the Lord can help him.”

      “I’ll tell his family to pay you.”

      Aaron swallowed. He directed Ptah to the gate. “His father knows of the injury?”

      “He was there. He begged to leave. Why can’t Hebrews just do their job?”

      Aaron coughed into his hand.

      Ptah looked into Aaron’s face and blushed. “Well, most Hebrews. You work, good Swne.” Ptah fidgeted, trying to undo his words.

      Aaron remained silent.

      “But the blessing and feasting at the temple was worth it.” Ptah smiled with pride.

      Aaron bit back his retort. Did the Egyptians think the Hebrews weren’t human? Ptah would send Amos to the stone quarry. If he healed. Aaron massaged his neck.

      They came to the gate.

      “May you hear only good things.” Aaron sent Ptah on his way.

      The suffering of God’s people never stopped. Aaron’s help was like one drop in the great Nile. Did it even make a difference?

      

      After dinner, Aaron returned to Amos’s side. A young maiden sponged his head and body with cool cloths.

      “Does he waken?” Aaron placed his fingers on the boy’s neck.

      The maiden trembled. “It’s as if he has left his body.”

      “Place your fingers here on his wrist.” Aaron waited for her to comply. “Can you feel the movement?”

      She concentrated, then nodded.

      “That assures me that he lives. His color is turning from pale to flesh. That helps me know the Lord is at work in his body.”

      Her fingers lingered on the wrist, then grasped the hand and squeezed it. A smile took possession of her face. Tears filled her eyes. “My brother will live?”

      Aaron nodded. “He fights. But he wins.” Aaron dropped belladonna and poppy seed tonic into Amos’s mouth.

      Amos’s face contorted to reject the bitter potion.

      Aaron pointed to Amos’s reaction. “That is another sign that he will make it.” He laughed and lifted Amos’s shoulders to offer a swallow of water.

      Amos swallowed and licked his lips.

      “Hand me that other blanket. His flesh feels cold.”

      The girl covered him in spite of the warm temperatures in the room.

      Aaron heard a low, commanding voice.

      “Go, meet Moses.”

      He looked at the maiden, but she remained unmoved. He moved to look down the hall. All was dark except for the single candle at the entryway. Aaron turned back into the room. Again, he heard, “Go, and meet Moses.”

      Aaron walked toward the window flooded by the moon’s rays. Lord, by tomorrow, I will be on my way.

      

      Early the next morning, before the sun’s rays fell on his back, Aaron left Egypt with his servants. Their path entered a pass between mountains surrounded by boulders. Highwaymen would gladly relieve them of their burdens, not to mention their lives. Resting his hand on his dagger sheathed at his side, Aaron nodded to his servants. He saw them touch their daggers. Some drew them.

      The shelter of the mountains kept the sun’s direct heat off their backs. Hours later, they passed through the mountains. Now their backs warmed with its direct heat. Aaron wiped his brow with his cloak sleeve.

      A rasping ffff sound startled him. He turned in his saddle to see Zimran, his servant, lean over his horse and slice the head off the horned viper.

      The others circled the writhing, headless snake.

      Aaron nodded to Zimran. “Toda raba, I didn’t see it.” He breathed deeply and searched for other snakes.

      After replacing his sword in its sheath, Zimran wiped his palm on his tunic. “I fear the spitting cobra more. Have you ever seen it fly through the air?”

      The others shook their heads.

      “It appears from nowhere. The only thing you see is its black neck against the sand.”

      Aaron knew of nothing to treat the horned viper’s venom. “Let’s be alert.”

      Aaron motioned his servant Zimran to come beside him as they nudged their horses. “I think that Moses went to Midian. You are from there?”

      Zimran responded with a nod.

      “How should we prepare ourselves?”

      “My people are mostly herdsmen with little. We fight for water or better herds.”

      “Why were you taken?” Aaron questioned into the forbidden territory of a servant’s past.

      Zimran shrugged. “Merchants steal for more possessions. Once I became a possession… there’s no freedom in Egypt.”

      Aaron nodded. He hesitated before asking, “Would you stay, if you could?”

      “You mean in Midian?” Zimran asked. “When I came with you… You treat me as an equal, not a servant.” He looked down and did not answer.

      “The choice is yours. I grant you freedom, without the penalty of an escaped servant.”

      Zimran studied Aaron’s eyes, even though, he should not, as a servant, directly look at him.

      Aaron added, “While I search for my brother, you could find your family.”

      Zimran’s entire face lit with enthusiasm. “Oh, yes, master, that would be… that would be beyond my wildest dreams!”

      “Let’s find Moses, so you can live out your dreams.” Aaron chuckled. “How soon will it be?”

      “Not soon enough,” Zimran said, “Within three days’ light.”

      “Why don’t you lead the way?” Aaron fell behind Zimran, pleased at his plan.

      

      The days passed. God blessed them, directing their steps.

      As their journey ended, Aaron lifted his baritone voice in songs of praise. He could not contain his smile. He would see his brother soon.

      At a well, while all the servants refilled their water skins, Zimran called to Aaron, “Master, I’ll fill your water skin.”

      Aaron was looking to the east. “How much longer?”

      Zimran handed Aaron a filled water skin. He reached for Aaron’s empty skin, tied to his saddle. “Hard to wait?”

      Aaron rinsed his mouth, spitting out the grit, before swallowing a mouthful of water. “It’s been forty years since I’ve seen Moses.”

      The servants passed figs, raisins, and salted dried beef from their saddlebags as their horses rested. They submerged their heads and dunked their arms in the water. Their break was short, and soon they moved again.

      Aaron’s desire to see his brother deepened as the hours passed. The gait of his horse seemed too slow for him. He must show restraint. The desert killed men who hurried.

      Had Moses changed? Would he have an answer to their people’s suffering?

      He glanced ahead at his servant and smiled. Zimran’s face beamed like a child awaiting his father’s blessing. Aaron did not know what prompted his impulse to grant freedom, but he felt that his time remaining in Egypt was short. He did not want his faithful servant in the wrong hands.

      Before stopping at midday, Aaron noticed that Zimran could hardly sit on his horse.

      Aaron finally asked, “What ails you? Do you want to stop?”

      “No, my Master. We are close to my father’s land. I seek my family.”

      “Your family?”

      “I had a wife and one son, land, and a good-sized flock of sheep and goats. I’ve been gone seven years.”

      “How did you become a servant?” Aaron asked.

      “Sheep were missing. I went to search for them. A merchant lured the stragglers and caught me.” He shrugged his shoulders. Men were captured all the time. They brought a good price in Egypt where men died daily under heavy toil.

      Aaron could not imagine being a slave. What men did to gain more wealth was evil. He wished to stop all suffering.

      They continued in silence. His morning’s exuberance mellowed at the reminder of his people’s sufferings. “How much farther?”

      “My father’s land should be over the next mountain.” Zimran paused, tilting his head toward a dog that approached, barking. He jumped from his horse to meet it. Kneeling, he called in a language unfamiliar to Aaron.

      The dog approached warily.

      Zimran grabbed it hugging it in a rolling wrestle.

      The dog’s alarming bark changed to happy yips. In spite of the different language, Aaron understood the endearments of a master reunited with his dog.

      Aaron stayed mounted on his horse. He heard yelling and watched several herdsmen investigating their dog’s alarm. Within moments, they rushed to Zimran, surrounding, shouting, and embracing him. Aaron could see their resemblance.

      Zimran had found his family. When he finally broke free of their embrace, he pointed to Aaron and spoke something in their language.

      His family’s eyes narrowed. One, who looked to be the oldest, murmured.

      Zimran laughed. Shaking his head, he responded.

      Aaron watched their expressions turn from scowls and distrust to welcome.

      Zimran turned to Aaron, “I said that you were my master. They would not accept you until I mentioned your promise of freedom. They welcome you to their fire.”

      Aaron and his men followed the herdsmen to their campsite. They staked their horses to graze while Aaron and Zimran’s brothers settled around the fire.

      They commenced to eating. All took from the stacked flatbread, dipping into the community bowl of goat cheese. Conversation stopped until their hunger was satiated. Afterward, they lounged with their water skins. The dog lay at Zimran’s feet, not taking his eyes from his master. Zimran interpreted as the men talked.

      Zimran’s brother Hanoch asked, “Where’re you headed?”

      “I search for my brother who’s been gone forty years.”

      Hanoch nodded. “I remember a family with seven daughters. One married a foreigner from Egypt. He stayed more than thirty years before marrying Jethro’s daughter.”

      “Could that be your brother?” Zimran asked Aaron.

      Hanoch studied Aaron, “The resemblance is there. He’s taller than you.”

      Aaron nodded. “Moses stands tall.”

      Abraham was their ancestor. Jethro, a distant relative by Abraham’s second wife, Keturah, seemed a likely choice for Moses to flee. “That would be the right time. Where’s their land?”

      “Their land borders our neighbor’s. Their father is a respected priest.”

      Aaron nodded. A priest from a descendant of Abraham would worship the One and Only God. The Lord had led Moses to descendants who would worship the true God.

      Aaron requested directions, noting landmarks.

      In a lull of conversation, Aaron asked, “Zimran, how close are we to your home?”

      Zimran’s eyes twinkled. “Just beyond the ridge.”

      Aaron stood, motioning his servants to prepare the horses.

      Hanoch patted Zimran on the back as he saddled his horse. Zimran’s eyes shone. Zimran would not be returning with him. He was home.

      Aaron smiled. It was good they had rested the horses at midday, for the pace that Zimran set for the group would have taxed a less rested animal.

      Soon, Zimran kicked his horse into a gallop.

      About to caution him not to tire his horse, Aaron glimpsed a lodging ahead protected against the hillside. He let Zimran gallop, but slowed the pace of the others.

      Aaron watched Zimran leaped off his mount before he even stopped. He rushed toward a woman by the house and they flew into each other’s arms. Aaron slowed his men. Indeed, Zimran had found his wife.

      Aaron’s eyes misted. He thought of his own wife Elisheba. How would it be to hold her again? How many years had she been gone? He blinked. He shook his head.

      Aaron’s group slowly moved toward the couple. Another servant grabbed the reins of Zimran’s rider-less horse.

      As they approached, Zimran’s wife stepped from his embrace.

      Aaron could not help but smile. What a roaring fire there would be in Zimran’s tent tonight, regardless of the amount of animal dung that fed the cooking fire.

      Zimran turned to Aaron, his face shining his pleasure “Praise the gods. She lives.”

      “May God be praised,” Aaron answered.

      An awkward silence followed. Women did not converse with men. Aaron glanced around for a distraction. Taking his water skin from his saddle, he drank. Dismounting from his horse, he glanced across the pastures.

      A boy, perhaps eight seasons of the harvest, ran toward them. He yelled something.

      Aaron saw Zimran’s attention torn from his wife’s face as he heard the lad’s cry.

      Zimran’s wife responded, reassuring.

      Zimran took several faltering steps toward him. “Epher.”

      The lad slowed to a walk. He tightened his hold on a small knife and scrutinized the men.

      Aaron watched the lad’s courage and protective nature as he approached the strangers near his mother.

      Zimran’s eyes gleamed with pride.

      Aaron could sense the boy’s scrutiny.

      Zimran’s wife spoke softly.

      Epher finished the remaining distance, appearing cautious, studying Zimran’s face as if to see recognition.

      When his son came within several cubits, Zimran broke from his wife’s side, knelt down, and extended his arms to his son. He crushed him to his chest.

      Aaron wiped his face with his sleeve. He glanced at the other men from the corners of his eyes. They watched the distant hills. Some swallowed deeply.

      Zimran uttered blessings to his gods. He wiped his face on his cloak before turning to speak to Aaron. “You’re most welcome to stay at our tent tonight and eat of the night’s meal.”

      Custom demanded eating at their fire before leaving, but Aaron desired to journey farther before dark. Aaron glanced at Zimran’s family, finally reunited. Zimran needed time with his family without a group of men. “Zimran, my beloved servant, we will move on.”

      Zimran hesitated, and then spoke quietly to his son and wife. He returned to his horse to remount.

      Aaron stepped forward, touching Zimran’s shoulder. “Your service is over. I cannot be so cruel as to separate you from your family. You are granted freedom.”

      Zimran searched Aaron’s face without speaking.

      Aaron grabbed his shoulders and shook him. “You stay here.”

      Zimran remembered his place and lowered his eyes. “You are a master worthy of the God you serve. You show me His grace and mercy, but I must fulfill my agreement to lead you to your brother.”

      “God will show me the way. We will move on. You, I command to stay.”

      Zimran chuckled. “A more difficult command you could not give me. You showed me your God when you bought me and as you set me free.” They embraced, no longer as master and servant but as friends. They walked back to the others arm in arm. Zimran embraced Aaron again before Aaron mounted his horse.

      “May your God lead you to your brother, as you brought me to mine.”

      Aaron adjusted his reins in his hands, and raised his arm. “He will indeed.”

      

      As the sun was sinking behind the horizon, Aaron tightened his cloak against the coolness of the desert.

      Two figures in the distance approached on donkeys.

      Aaron nodded to his companions. Even in the shadows, he would not guess them to be merchants, for their loads were light. He heard them call a greeting in Egyptian. He responded. The greeting made him wonder at the man leading, for he was not an Egyptian yet he spoke with no accent. He dressed like a shepherd, as did his servant. He held a staff. Would it be safe to camp with them? It would soon be too dark to continue.

      “May God be praised! Is it Aaron?”

      Aaron looked again at the approaching man. He was tall, broad in shoulder, cloaked in soft goat leather, and wore tough rawhide sandals. His face, though darkened by the sun, held the look of Aaron’s father, no longer living. “Moses?”

      The man dismounted from his donkey.

      Aaron slid from his horse to embrace him. “Moses, God is good. He led our steps to you.”

      Aaron felt between them not just the bond of family and heritage, but of a mission that God had begun for them and their people.
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      Badru hurried from the temple of the most important god, Amun-Ra. He was the highest priest, second only to the great Pharaoh Merenre Nemtyemsaf II in responsibility for the spiritual welfare of the Egyptian people. Badru had been priest for part of the reign of Pharaoh’s father, Phiops II, and had served him well.

      Today, he offered incense to the gods to ensure the purity of the gifts. He gazed into the flames, beseeching the gods’ favor.

      As he stared, the flames turned from blue to green to red without the special agents he would normally cast into the flames. The fire grew without fuel. The flames possessed power of their own.

      He fell before the fire, bruising his knees on the tiled floor.

      A voice, deep and strong, spoke. “Beware of one who seeks to take all the power of Egypt from Pharaoh.” The voice ended as quickly as it began, the fire dying with it.

      Badru covered his head with his arms, shaking prostrate on the tile floor. Should he warn Pharaoh? Would Pharaoh kill him, though he was just the messenger from the gods?

      Badru rose and rushed out of the temple. He ran through the dirt streets toward home. He thought only of what the vision would mean for him.

      A distant voice broke through his ponderings. “Badru! Wait!”

      He turned to see another priest, one who knew nothing of casting spells or analyzing the stars, but who had served in the temple for three months. Badru drew a breath and released it before speaking. What could he want now? “Yes?”

      He gestured toward Badru’s garb. “Are you well?”

      Badru looked down. He had run from the temple in the leopard skins worn only for worshiping the gods. After sacrificing, the priests changed into spotless white linen tunics. He had left behind even his cloak for the chill of the evening. His feet were still bare from presenting the gifts before each god. They bled from running through the stone drainage channels in the middle of the road.

      Badru stuttered and coughed. “I must get home. I don’t feel well.”

      The assistant studied Badru and nodded.

      Badru resumed his flight through the slave quarters where mere huts housed families.

      He continued through the artisan section of town. Their larger mud-brick buildings served for both living and business. One street, where carpenters built furniture for noblemen using mahogany and cedar transported from faraway lands, held smells of sawdust and oils. On another street, sounds of clanging and pounding told of silversmiths working into the evening to form statues of gods. The scent of heated metal filled the air.

      Badru entered the section of town where the noblemen and court officials lived. Castle-sized houses loomed on platforms that prevented moisture from seeping through the painted mud-brick walls. Badru entered his house. He noticed not the servant who washed his foot to cleanse away the evil.

      He staggered into his inner chamber where his wife and son were playing a game of senet. He paused in the doorway to catch his breath. What would the vision mean for Egypt?

      

      “Badru, what’s wrong?” Sacmis stood and approached her husband.

      Their son stared at his father.

      Sacmis escorted Badru to a chair. “You look faint. Sit down.” She clapped her hands, demanding drinks for both of them.

      Badru sat breathing deeply, staring in front of him. When the drink came, he sipped.

      Sacmis tired of waiting. “Badru, tell me.”

      He drank again from the jar, trembling in his hands. His fingers shook. He dropped the jar, spilling the contents down his leopard skin and his bare legs.

      Sacmis shouted in alarm. She clapped her hands again and a servant appeared. “Clean this up.”

      Badru remained silent, staring straight ahead.

      Sacmis waited for the servant to leave. She paced as she waited. “Badru, tell me.”

      He mumbled in a voice so low she had to sit beside him to hear. “I saw a vision. A betrayer of Egypt will steal her power.”

      “What will you do?”

      His shoulders hunched and he shook his head.

      Sacmis stood by his chair, bracing his arm. “Stand up.”

      She motioned for her son to grab his other side. “We’ll take him to bed,” she whispered, as if Badru was not there.

      They escorted him to his chamber. “Rest awhile and then a warm bath will relax you,” Sacmis said. “Everything will be fine.”

      Once Sacmis situated Badru in bed, she directed her son to follow her from the room. “Not a word to anyone. Pharaoh could kill us for treason, blaming us for Egypt’s ruin. Send for Aaron, the Hebrew swne. He will not spread rumors. I’ll decide what to do next.”

      

      Why had Aaron not returned from his journey to find Moses? Mack, Aaron’s servant, hurried to the priest’s home in Aaron’s stead. Why had they called for a Hebrew swne? Egypt had many swnes.

      When Mack entered the house, he heard nothing—as if death walked before him. He followed a servant through the dark entryway and hallway to the master’s bedroom.

      Mack paused before entering the chamber. His eyes adjusted to the well-lit room, where a bed stood in the center. He saw the chief high priest, his pale, flabby flesh blending with the white linen sheets draped over him.

      As Mack approached the bed, he felt the heat of the room. He pulled at the waist of his tunic to allow himself to breathe and noticed the flames in the fireplace in spite of the warm evening. Moisture in the air attested to a recent bath.

      Placing his basket of supplies on the floor by a table containing candles, offerings, and statues, he smelled the strong musk incense. The smell reminded him of the bucks in his father’s flocks of goats. His nose wrinkled at the memory. He looked at the window, wishing for a breeze. There was none. All he saw was the blackness of a moonless night.

      The silence deepened. Mack studied Badru. The priest did not open his eyes. Mack felt Badru’s forehead. His flesh was cool and sweaty. Mack turned at movement by the door.

      Sacmis walked to the other side of the bed. “You have come.”

      Mack responded, “In peace.” He gestured to Badru.

      “He saw a vision concerning Pharaoh.” She opened her mouth to continue speaking, but then closed it tightly.

      Mack’s eyebrows lifted at what was unsaid. Why had they not called another priest who would worship for the high priest’s health? What had the chief high priest seen?

      If the vision foretold evil, they would have sent for a magician. Priests pled for mercy from the gods; magicians did not plea, but demanded results. The vision must have foretold evil. Were they afraid at who might know of the dream? Why else would they call for Aaron?

      A weight settled over Mack’s ka. If he did not make this chief priest well, would the gods and Pharaoh curse him? Was this a test? Had he come here to his own death? He knew Aaron’s God, but he had much to learn. Aaron’s God would give him peace. Mack took a deep breath. He rubbed his hands together before touching Badru’s chest and arms.

      Badru did not move.

      Mack leaned over him to feel his breath on his cheek. Could a man die from a vision?

      Mack took a tonic of coriander, poppy seed, and honey from his basket of supplies. He dribbled several drops into the priest’s mouth.

      Badru grimaced.

      Mack reached for the vessel by the table. “Wine?” He looked to Sacmis. At her nod, he propped Badru’s shoulders and coaxed some into his mouth, watching him swallow.

      Mack listened again to Badru’s labored breathing. Allowing time for the tonic to work, Mack massaged Badru’s body with oil infused with lavender.

      Sacmis watched silently.

      Badru grunted but said nothing.

      Sacmis slipped out of the room.

      Mack looked to the door when she left. What kind of vision had the priest seen? His wife had watched him like a falcon eyeing a mouse’s hole. Turning to extinguish the noxious incense, Mack breathed deeply. He was no longer watched. He massaged Badru’s shoulders. His cool flesh moved easily in folds under the pressure of his hands. Mack applied more pressure to reach the deeper flesh.

      Badru sighed under the pressure. “No betrayer will steal Egypt’s power…”

      Mack continued to massage but lowered his head closer to Badru’s ear and whispered, “What betrayer?”

      Badru’s lips stayed open but no words came.

      Mack rolled Badru onto his back and skillfully applied pressure to loosen tightened flesh. What betrayer? Was this the vision? He reached the bottom of the priest’s back and circled outward.

      Badru mumbled, “No betrayer will take Pharaoh’s power.”

      Mack moved closer to Badru’s head. “What did you see?”

      Badru’s eyelids quivered. “The flames grew with power, the colors changed like one who would consume—death was present. Whose?” He shuddered and grew quiet. His eyes closed again.

      Mack finished the massage, covering Badru with the light sheet.

      The fire had died down. The room would grow cooler. Mack found his way outside. He breathed deeply of the cool air. He would not feel at peace until he spoke to Aaron. Had he done the right treatment? Would the priest recover? Treating Hebrews was one thing: if they died, no one cared who could do anything. But the chief high priest, if something happened… Mack could neither change what he had done, nor heal Badru. He must place this in the Lord’s hands and work to leave it there.

      

      The next morning, Sacmis sat beside Badru on his bed. She waited for him to awaken as she considered the vision.

      Badru opened his eyes, reached for her hand, and smiled. “Ra shines again. We have hope.”

      “Sacmis, hand me my amulet with the scarab. I need its power and protection.”

      She found the charm of a beetle overlaid in silver on the table beside him. She placed it on his wrist, leaving her hand over it.

      Badru looked into her face. “Was the vision yesterday just a bad dream?”

      She shook her head. “Wishing will not make it so. Egypt is in danger.”

      Badru whispered, even though they were the only ones in the room. “How should I tell Pharaoh?”

      “With a banquet, inviting all the high officials and Pharaoh…”

      Badru put his hand over hers on his amulet. “I knew you’d protect my position. Make the plans.”

      She nodded but not so confidently as before. She controlled Badru. She knew his thoughts and could control his actions. But Pharaoh… He disturbed her. His arrogance dominated all his decisions. That made him unpredictable and volatile.

      She squeezed Badru’s hand and left to plan the banquet. She would host it tomorrow, Pharaoh willing, when Ra began his battle with the evil of the darkness at sunset. May the gods soften Badru’s message and protect his power.

      

      Sacmis invited the Pharaoh to the banquet. He would not dine at just anyone’s house; high-ranking officials must meet his requirements. He had not been in power long enough to acquire a full harem, but he had married Nitocris, his sister. Sacmis requested her presence.

      Sacmis would invite Pharaoh’s vizier, along with all Pharaoh’s counselors and the main priests with their wives.

      Sacmis planned the menu with care. Male servants roasted geese, kidneys, and tender gazelle, all rich in garlic and onions to release any evil. Female servants prepared desserts of figs, dates, cakes, and pastries sweetened by honey and shaped in rings or discs.

      She selected both red and white wines from their own vineyard.

      Entertainment would provide relaxation and amusement. Sacmis sent messengers to engage a dwarf acrobat to humor Pharaoh before musicians and dancers would stimulate his mind. She selected candles and incense that would create drowsiness and calm.

      All these preparations Sacmis planned in detail. With wine in abundance and the Pharaoh’s mind distracted, Sacmis schemed; the vision’s message would lose its power. She hoped.

      

      After two days of rest, Badru glanced outside at the setting sun. Ra would battle hard to win tonight. Badru hoped that not only Ra, but also he himself would win the battle over the evil that threatened to consume him.

      Badru turned back to Sacmis who stood beside him greeting their banquet guests. He forced a smile that did not extend past his mouth. He gulped some air to calm his insides.

      A banquet provided an opportunity for all to show their favored gods on their clothes and jewelry. For the men, the normal white linen tunic became the starting point for attire. Women wore long, closely fitted dresses of rich linen weave. Both sexes added colorful collars of glass beads, flowers, berries, and leaves. Men and women shaved their heads to make their wigs more comfortable. Time-consuming hairstyles kept servants busy in preparation. Black and green paint accentuated the shape of their eyes. Fine leather sandals completed their attire.

      

      Badru listened as wives expressed false appreciation for one another’s attire, and men lustily enjoyed the wine and entertainment. Everyone consumed heartily of the food and drink.

      Badru rubbed his chest. He should not have eaten. His insides churned as if he were on a boat. He had consumed more wine than he should have. He did not feel the calmness that it should bring. The wine rumbled and churned inside him. His chest tightened making breathing difficult. He took a swallow of air, but it did not go far. How should he approach Pharaoh with his vision?

      Sacmis had drilled him before the banquet to appear calm, to look confident. Badru caught her eye.

      She shook her head.

      What was he doing? He dropped his hand from twisting the beads on his collar and grabbed his wine vessel instead. He raised it to his lips but did not drink. He could drink nothing more. He put it down again with trembling fingers. His insides flopped like a snake with its head cut off. He deliberately slowed his breathing.

      Pharaoh leaned over the table. “The banquet is satisfactory. What is the occasion?”

      Badru gulped, grabbing his vessel again, and took a sip of wine to soothe his dry throat. “Oh Pharaoh, may you live forever. May you be worshiped as Ra, for his goodness.”

      Badru glanced into Pharaoh’s face. His sleepy, glazed look showed that he was hardly listening. This was good. Badru continued with more confidence. “While I served in your temple, giving offerings to the gods, I watched as the flames turned from blue to green to red without my aid. As I studied the fire, the flames grew without fuel. I fell to my knees in worship.

      “As I watched, the flame spoke. I could not look at it, for it was great and powerful. The voice said, ‘Beware, a betrayer to you, oh, great Pharaoh, is coming, and you must prepare for him. This betrayer seeks to take the power of Egypt with him. Beware and be ready.’ I know not the betrayer. I tell you my dream, so that you may be prepared.”

      Pharaoh’s relaxed, sleepy expression was now gone. His eyes looked colder than the Nile during the rainy season. His reddened face displayed anger. He leaned toward Badru.

      Badru flinched and slumped against his cushion. His heart thumped loud enough, he thought, for the entire table to hear it. The wine was taking effect now, for he needed to run to his chamber to relieve himself, but his legs would not work.

      Pharaoh sat without speaking. His neck bulged and twitched.

      Badru could not take his eyes from him. He felt like the prey of a snake, about to be eaten. He tried to swallow, but his mouth was too dry. He licked his lips and forced himself to look down from Pharaoh’s gaze.

      Pharaoh stood and pounded his fists on the table.

      The sounds ceased. All conversation had stopped to listen.

      When Pharaoh finally spoke, it was with a confidence that amazed Badru. “No one has the power to take away my throne.” He surveyed the room with deliberation, and stalked out.

      Badru rose, as did everyone, when Pharaoh stood, and watched without a word as he left the house. A great silence remained. No one dared to suggest what the future held for any one of these great men or women.

      Nitocris, Pharaoh’s wife, rose, and followed leisurely. Her graceful, calm exit left Badru wondering if she even sensed the tension.

      After their exit, Badru glanced at those remaining for comfort. They settled in their chairs, looking at each other for an answer.

      The vizier remained standing and raised his vessel into the air, declaring, “I served as vizier not only for the great Pharaoh Merenre Nemtyemsaf II this harvest, but also for the great Pharaoh Phiops II, his father. He ruled for over eighty harvests. I served during his rule five harvests. In my youth, Thermuthis, Pharaoh’s daughter, adopted a Hebrew into Pharaoh’s house. This Hebrew was trained in war, taught law, and presided in judgment in the Egyptian courts. He was tutored to be the next leader.

      “In warnings by the sacred scribes, they predicted that a child of Pharaoh would trample upon Egypt’s government and provide the Hebrews with a hope. The scribes thought he was the man. Both Thermuthis and Pharaoh protected this man, in spite of the warnings.

      “After an embarrassing battle with the Ethiopians in which the Egyptians were defeated, Pharaoh appointed this man as General of the Army, and sent him into battle at great risk to his life. This Pharaoh did to appease the counsel that continued against this man.

      “The land before the Ethiopians bred serpents in vast numbers. These serpents excelled in magic, power, and stealth. They would fly through the air as they struck without warning. This land of snakes protected the Ethiopians from any secret attack.

      “This impossible battleground gave the sacred Egyptian scribes pleasure, for should the nation of Egypt suffer defeat, the general would be slain and the Hebrew army would be beaten.

      “But this great general of the Pharaoh provided tactical shrewdness never before seen. He filled baskets with tame ibis, the natural enemy of these serpents. When the army approached the breeding grounds of these snakes, he freed these birds. They devoured the snakes before the army marched one foot over the ground. Then the army marched through the land, unharmed.

      “The Ethiopians were caught unaware. The Hebrew army overthrew their cities. In fact, with this leader’s diligence, they reduced the Ethiopians to slaves.

      “The general of the Egyptian army continued to pursue those who escaped. He besieged the city of Saba, although surrounded on all sides by water and a strong wall.

      “While the army rested from their march, Tharbis, the daughter of the King of Ethiopia, watched from the wall. She spotted this great general, towering over his soldiers in stature, giving direction, skill, and courage to his men. She realized the danger the city faced with this powerful man. She watched daily as his army attested to his skill. She requested marriage with him.

      “He agreed, providing he gained possession of the city. They married immediately. The city was his. He praised his God and returned to Egypt.

      “Not only had this general conquered the Ethiopians, but he had thwarted the Egyptian council’s plan to be rid of him. He came back victorious.

      “Animosity against him continued, fueled by those who felt threatened by his God. Others felt uneasy in his presence. Until one day, rumor reported he killed a supervisor for beating a Hebrew slave. He fled to the desert. He remains there, as far as anyone knows. If he is still alive, perhaps the betrayer—who knows Egypt so well—is he.”

      Badru could now breathe. He asked with renewed confidence and hope, “And his name?”

      “He is called Moses. Even his birth showed protection by some God other than ours,” the vizier concluded. “I will speak to Pharaoh concerning this man.”

      Badru observed all those present. He would not be blamed for the betrayal. He was safe as long as Pharaoh focused on this Moses.

      The evening passed and the guests departed in couples and in groups. Badru saw to his visitors’ departures with relief and almost ecstasy after the despair that he had lived through the past day. His future was secure. He would continue to guide the Pharaoh to glory and great power.

      As he turned from seeing the last guests to the entryway, he glanced at Sacmis. One look at her eyes and Badru asked, “What ails you? We are saved by this betrayer in the desert. We have only to find and slay him, and our power remains. Why do you fear?”

      Sacmis placed her arm in his, directing him to be seated on a bench against the wall. “If this God of his protected him at his birth and has kept him alive in spite of all of Pharaoh’s wise counselors, who are we to think that we could dispose of him?”

      Badru stroked her fingers. Who was this God Who protected one lone man from harm? His fears returned anew.
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      The campfire had burned to coals and the servants had settled to sleep for the night by the time Moses recounted to Aaron his experience with the Lord at the burning bush. He shared the mission, even confessing his desire for God to send someone else.

      Aaron threw some fuel on the fire. “Didn’t you fear the Lord’s anger?”

      Moses shuddered at the memory. “Zipporah wondered about my sandals. I had left them behind when I ran to tell her. I was concerned more about whether I’d live.”

      Aaron smiled. “But you still questioned Him?”

      Moses nodded. “He asked me, ‘What about Aaron? He speaks well. He’s coming to meet you. I will help both of you.’”

      Aaron shook his head. “So you volunteered me. I’m always the big brother rescuing you from your troubles.” They both laughed. Even though they had grown up separately, Moses at the palace and Aaron at their parents’ home, they had always been close.

      Aaron pointed beside Moses. “Is that the staff?”

      Moses nodded, rubbing it.

      “May I see?” Aaron reached for it as Moses extended it across the coals. He caressed the wood. “It is nothing on its own, but in the hands of the Lord’s man, with the Lord’s power and the Lord’s direction, we will soon see the suffering of our people vanquished.”

      

      Aaron and Moses returned together to Egypt. When they arrived, Aaron sent for the Hebrew elders to meet that evening to tell them what the Lord would do.

      Shifting his thoughts to his patients, Aaron walked through his corridor to Amos’s chamber. Standing in the doorway, he studied the scene. Amos’s sister sat beside the bed where he slept. Aaron entered the room. Touching Amos’s brow and then his neck, Aaron commented, “No heat. His fluids run strong. He’s a fighter.”

      She nodded as she stood to watch.

      Amos stirred as Aaron opened the wrapping. He struggled to sit straighter so he could watch. “How does it look?”

      Aaron checked the wound. “The redness is gone. That is good. The flesh is joining together nicely.” Aaron patted the other leg. “The evil won’t win over you.”

      Amos leaned his head against the cushion and shifted as Aaron rewrapped the wound. His face beaded with sweat at the exertion. “Will I be able to work?”

      Aaron finished covering the leg before answering. “Life is a fight, but you are a strong warrior.”

      “And if I don’t want to fight?”

      The girl paled and squeezed Amos’s good leg.

      Aaron held his gaze. “You accept what the Lord wills.”

      “It’s hard.”

      “That’s why it’s a fight.” Aaron studied both the girl and the lad a moment before continuing. “When you do, you find strength that runs deeper than the flooding Nile.”

      The girl rested her head on Amos’s shoulder.

      Amos shook his head. “My strength does not run that deep.”

      Aaron placed his hand on Amos’s good leg. Aaron waited until Amos looked him in the face. “You draw from God’s strength. His runs as deep as you need.”

      

      Shortly after the evening meal, the elders arrived. Each of the twelve sons of Jacob had an elder chosen as their representative.

      God had promised Abraham a nation from his offspring, Isaac. Isaac’s son, Jacob, whose name was changed to Israel, would carry on the promise. Jacob had twelve sons, representing the tribes of Israel. Now from each of the twelve tribes, a representative would come to hear the news and spread it throughout their tribe.

      Most wondered at the call for a meeting. Why would a swne call them together? All gathered on the floor around a low table set with jars of wine, figs, and dates for refreshment.

      Aaron prepared to address the gathering. Would they acknowledge the Lord? “Shalom. I stand before you to tell you what the Lord has said.”

      Moses showed the men the signs from the burning bush. Once again, his staff turned into a snake and his hand changed to one of a leper.

      The men fell on their faces and worshiped the Lord Who saw their people’s suffering and Who desired to redeem them.

      The night passed quickly. Most had not directed their worship to the Lord for many years. Hearts convicted, and minds convinced that the Lord had entered their midst. They resolved to tell their clans of what the Lord would do for His people.

      

      The morning following the elders’ meeting, Aaron and Moses prepared to speak to Pharaoh. They waited in the threshold of his throne room. The sun streamed through the open doorway and filled the room with light. The height of the ceiling and the large pillars spoke of excellence. Aaron leaned closer to Moses and whispered, “Let’s pray our reception will be like last night.”

      Moses shifted the rod to his other hand. “Pharaoh listens to all requests. He then knows how to rule his people well.”

      Aaron stepped closer to Moses. “Listening does not guarantee ruling well.”

      Moses nodded.

      A guard motioned for their attention. They followed him through the doors into the throne room.

      Aaron had never stood before Pharaoh. The long corridor before Pharaoh’s throne stretched many fathoms. Large columns on either side of the corridor reached toward the sky.

      Aaron blinked after viewing Pharaoh’s throne. It sat on a platform at the end of the corridor. Golden stairs led to it, where Pharaoh lounged. Servants kneeled by him. Important officials stood behind him, waiting instructions.

      Guards stood at the stairs before his throne. Their stoic stance made them blend with the pillars.

      Aaron’s sandals clicked on the polished tile. His heart beat in rhythm with the drummer who sat at the base of the stairs.

      Glancing at Moses walking beside him, Aaron licked his lips. “Just like old times?”

      Moses shifted the staff in his hand. He nodded toward Pharaoh. “Similar. But God’s mission is far more important than any petition that I brought before the previous Pharaoh. But that doesn’t stop the eagle’s wings bashing inside me now.”

      Aaron smiled. They stopped at the base of the staircase. He looked again at the staff the Lord would use to demonstrate His authority.

      He looked down at his common Egyptian white tunic and then glanced at Moses in his shepherd’s garb. His white tunic glimmered beside Moses’s goatskin cloak. As he turned his eyes toward Pharaoh’s silks, linens, and jewels, and his gold-paneled throne, Aaron’s status as a swne could not compete with Pharaoh’s grandeur. Pharaoh’s servants were dressed better than he.

      He reminded himself of Moses’s words: “This is God’s mission.”

      They waited for Pharaoh to acknowledge them.

      Pharaoh’s vizier moved to stand beside Pharaoh. “If it pleases the Pharaoh and his power, this is Moses, the man from the vision that I consulted you about, and Aaron, a swne to the Hebrews.”

      The mighty Pharaoh Merenre Nemtyemsaf II turned for a drink from a vessel held by a servant at his side. He swallowed, lingering over the mouthful. He broke the silence with a mocking laugh. “What entertainment do you bring me today?”

      Aaron stepped forward. “The Lord, God of Israel, says: ‘Let My people go, so that they may hold a festival for Me in the desert.’”

      Pharaoh laughed again. “Who is this Lord, that I should obey Him? I don’t know this God.” He paused, selected some grapes from a vessel a servant held beside him, and tossed them into his mouth. “I won’t let Israel go.”

      Aaron saw the vizier start forward, hesitate, and then step behind Pharaoh again.

      Moses spoke for the first time. “The God of the Hebrews appeared unto us. Allow us to sacrifice to Him, or He may strike us with plagues.”

      Pharaoh raised an eyebrow and tilted his head. His mouth tightened. “Who are you to request favor from me?” He leaned forward to stare at Moses. “Oh yes, Moses, the mighty soldier who fled afraid. And Aaron who is wise enough to treat dogs and slaves.

      “Why take my people from my labor? The people have important jobs to do for me. You are trying to stop them. Be gone!”

      

      Moses felt the eyes of all on them as they retreated from Pharaoh’s presence. The distance stretching before them appeared longer than when they had approached the throne. Their steps echoed against the tile.

      When they stepped from the palace into the sunshine, Aaron sighed deeply. “We didn’t even show him the signs of the Lord’s power.”

      Moses shrugged as they started walking home. “Pharaoh has been taught from his infancy that he is god. The Lord must change their thinking to acknowledge Him as the only God.”

      Aaron’s voice raised, “But Pharaoh makes God’s people suffer.”

      “The Lord wants all to see Him, not just His people.”

      “Don’t you think judgment should be soon?”

      Moses stopped walking and looked at Aaron. “Don’t you want mercy before judgment?”

      Aaron swallowed. “But the suffering of His people…”

      Moses leaned on his staff. “I don’t like to see any suffer, but suffering should make us look to God. His own people must see Him. They can’t because they aren’t ready for Him.”

      Aaron started to speak but then shut his mouth.

      Moses continued walking.

      Aaron hastened to catch him. “Exactly what did you learn in the desert, my dear brother? You see God more clearly than I remember.”

      “Living without the people I love taught me what is important. Living without obeying God taught me what is essential.”

      

      Once Moses and Aaron left the presence of Pharaoh, the vizier stepped forward to speak with Pharaoh. He was hesitant to counsel Pharaoh when his mood appeared to be arrogant. The vizier studied Pharaoh, wondering how to approach him.

      The previous pharaoh had allowed the Hebrews their religious festivities. If this pharaoh would not, they might rebel. Did he not realize the strength behind all those men who daily worked the stone quarry for his pyramids and temples, made bricks for his canals, plowed for his food, and trained as soldiers? These strong, powerful men were made to do Pharaoh’s bidding.

      They had never rebelled before, but now they had a leader they would follow. Pharaoh must not push them too far. The vizier waited without speaking. He must get rid of Moses, discreetly, or an uprising might happen. Pharaoh’s dominion was threatened. How could he encourage Pharaoh to listen?

      Pharaoh tapped his finger against his hairless chin. “Declare a new decree: the Hebrews must find their own straw for making bricks, it will no longer be provided for them. They must meet the same quota. They are lazy. If they have time to cry about sacrificing, they do not have enough to do. Make them work harder. I will pay no attention to lies.”

      The vizier reminded himself that Pharaoh was one-step below divinity and that he, as his vizier, was one-step from giving advice that could cause his own death. The vizier nodded stoically. “At your command, oh Pharaoh, greatest in power.”

      He executed the order. He spoke to the slave masters who oversaw the labor camps of the Hebrews. They would relay the order to the slave drivers in charge of specific projects. The Hebrew foremen in charge of each labor group would know by tomorrow. If this did not push the Hebrews into rebellion, the vizier was not sure what would. He would expect the Hebrews’ response within three days.
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      Nathan, a Hebrew foreman, received Pharaoh’s order. His ten-man team would now have to produce the same quota of fifty thousand bricks per day, but they would not have straw. The men wasted no movement. Now without straw could they make them?

      Nathan announced the new ruling to his team without looking at them.

      Ellis wiped his face and shook his head. “We have to find our own straw?”

      Nathan scratched his jaw and looked at his feet, before raising his gaze to meet Ellis. “No straw will be given.”

      Ellis folded his arms over his bare chest. “The flood waters cover the harvested fields. The only hay to be found lies piled in Pharaoh’s storage tents. I know because we put it there.”

      “I know.”

      Ellis pushed further. “Does he want weaker bricks?” If they used more mud from the Nile, the bricks would be heavier, but would crack easier. The straw strengthened the brick while making it lighter.

      Nathan looked at the tents of stored straw. Guards surrounded them. Nathan sighed. “We need to work.”

      Michael, a member of their team, suggested, “Cattails, growing along the northern part of the Nile, might make the bricks stay together.”

      Nathan nodded.

      The swamps stank of decay. Mud oozed between their toes, sucking their legs into its grasp with each step. Cattails sliced their callused hands and pierced their thick-skinned feet.

      Nathan looked at the western horizon. The sun was setting. No one would be going home anytime soon. The quota must be met.

      The moon took the sun’s place in the sky as Nathan watched his crew. They worked without stopping. When they harvested enough cattails, they mixed the bricks and poured them into forms.

      Their bodies swayed. Some rubbed their faces, tipping their heads back and closing their eyes. Others laid their heads on their arms as they squatted on the sand. Nathan heard rumblings beside him from hunger not yet satisfied. No one needed to remind them that they had not eaten.

      Michael lifted the brick form from bricks made with cattails. The mud crumbled.

      Ellis stomped in a circle. He yelled, heedless of the guard who stood with a whip in his hand, “What do we do now?”

      Nathan did not silence him. He did not need to look at his circle of men to know their shoulders sagged. Nathan heard their groans. Some rubbed their eyes to look through the darkness at the crumbled mud. Others squatted to rest their legs before they fell.

      “Let’s go home.”

      He shuffled his feet to cover the distance from the brick-making location to where the slaves lived. He stumbled with his men to their adobe huts where bean stew and barley flatbread had long grown cold.

      Once in the slave town, they separated to meet their own families.

      Sleep was needed before the sky would lighten for another day. What would that new day bring?

      

      Dinah was stirring the pot of stew when a noise at the doorway startled her. “Ellis, what happened? You’re so late. I was worried.” She stopped talking when she realized that he did not hear her and laid their pallet on the floor for him to rest.

      He grunted loudly as he bent himself to the dirt floor.

      She dipped her cloth into a clay basin of water to wash his feet. “Where’ve you been? Your feet are slashed like hemp strings.”

      His only response was a groan before he fell asleep.

      She stirred the beans before removing them from the coals. Maybe he would awaken in the night to eat. She looked at him again and doubted he would waken at all.

      Dinah retrieved a jar of rendered fat. She smeared the fat on his sore feet while he slept. What had happened?

      

      Before the sun’s light crept into their dark adobe house, Ellis gulped the wheat softened by cooking, then washed it down with a swallow of milk. He saved the rest of the milk for Dinah who carried their first child. He felt her gaze and tried to smile. How could he provide what she needed after Pharaoh’s new demands? The payment for bricks yielded enough barley, wheat, and beans to make flatbread if they made quota.

      Dinah watched him.

      He tried to smile. “Good meal.”

      She gave him a tentative smile as she placed her hand on her swollen womb. “Toda raba.”

      “The midwife will be close?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      He struggled to his feet.

      Dinah stuffed the beans from the previous night’s stew into flatbread.

      He took it and gave her a hug.

      She looked into his face. “May the Lord bless your day.”

      Ellis clenched his jaw at her words. “The Lord does not bless my day nor my life. I want none of His blessing.”

      Dinah backed from his embrace. “I’m sorry, Ellis. I just want you to be happy.”

      He laughed with no humor. “Happy? God turned His back on me when I needed Him most. I turn my back on this God now.” He looked into Dinah’s ashen face and felt remorse for his harshness. He left without another word.

      

      Before the sun rose, Ellis arrived where his team molded bricks. Before yesterday’s decree, they would mix the straw with the Nile’s mud and pour the mixture into molds. He would not start until the others from his team arrived. He watched them shuffling from the village.

      His cracked feet and hands bled from the cattail slits. He rubbed his neck and rolled his head to ease the stiffness. His back was tight. His bare legs and back showed many knife-like slices from the cattails from yesterday.

      Hoping yesterday’s decree was just a bad dream; Ellis looked at the tents filled with straw.

      Guards stood posted. An Egyptian driver appeared with a whip.

      Ellis’s wish was shattered. Yesterday was the dream. Today became the nightmare, but not one to be awakened from anytime soon.

      

      Dinah walked to the Nile to fill her last jar with water. The Nile’s overflowing banks spoke of the rainy season. The coolness of the early morning would not last. She shifted the jar for water on her shoulder. She would need extra water to soak Ellis’s feet tonight. Those slices that she saw on his feet and hands were deep.

      After she married him, his tender features had changed. He often looked past her rather than at her. His hard expression made her retreat and feel rejected. When she commented about God, he stiffened and ignored her. She felt her marriage was a mistake. She loved Ellis, but when he was home, she felt her insides tighten, and she tried not to anger him. She did not know what to say that would please him.

      She shifted the jar from one shoulder to the other, being careful not to spill any water. Today, she trudged slowly from the Nile. Her side gave a sharp twinge. She stopped, placing her hand protectively on her babe. Perhaps today, little one. She was ready to hold him in her arms. The twinge slowed, as she massaged her side. She resumed her walking, bringing the water inside the house where it would stay cool.

      She took three handfuls of barley from the vessel by the hearth. The amount would be enough, if she stretched it, to make four flatbreads. If only she could make something special for Ellis, maybe he would eat more—and be happy. He worked so hard.

      She crushed the grain beneath a molded rock in the hollow of a second rock until coarse flour formed. She gathered it into a wide-mouthed clay bowl, added a pinch of salt, a dipperful of water and a few finger mounds of rendered fat. She must stretch the fat to last until Ellis could barter for more. She renewed her kneading, flattening four round discs and placing them close to the hearth. She would heat them later. Her hands were busy, but her mind lingered on Ellis.

      Cleaning the pot from breakfast, she put onions, garlic, dried beans, and some herbs that she had gathered during the harvest season. She covered them with water and placed the pot close to the heat by the hearth. It would cook slowly for dinner.

      Dinah finished her work quickly so she could go to Salome’s. Salome mentored and encouraged her.

      They had harvested reeds from the Nile’s edge yesterday. Today they would make baskets. She needed the baskets for the grain that Ellis brought home from his labor. She gathered the reeds piled in the corner and hurried to Salome’s. Maybe she would have answers about Ellis.

      

      Nathan wiped the sweat from his forehead with the back of his arm. The team had scrounged the riverside for growth. They had already harvested and stored the straw in tents. No new straw had grown more than a few inches during this rainy season, and was not dried enough for use.

      After spending most of the morning searching, Nathan called his team to him. “We can’t keep looking. Let’s make the bricks without the straw.”

      The men nodded without a word.

      Nathan usually had only two men carrying the mud and two the water. Without the straw, more men would carry the mud. “Ellis, you and Michael help the others haul mud.”

      Other teams from the gravel pit, located in the stone quarry, hauled pebbles.

      Thoughts of the stone quarry made Nathan shake his head. If his men did not meet their quota, they would be sent to the stone quarry where slaves hauled room-sized boulders for Pharaoh’s pyramids. Slaves working the stone quarry did not last. They died daily, working in the heat of the desert as Egyptian drivers watched. Nathan could not allow his men to be sent there.

      They must make the bricks. They mixed the mud, water, and rock chips, poured the mixture into molds, and jiggled air bubbles from the mixture. Michael would remove the forms after several hours.

      Since Nathan was the only one who could read and write, he wrote Pharaoh’s name on each brick. The bricks would bake in the sun for three days on a bed of sand to prevent sticking to the ground. Then they would stack them. They repeated the process to make 50,000 bricks every day.

      Today the bricks fell apart until they found the right consistency without the straw.

      Nathan sipped from the warm water in the water trough. He wiped his face with his arm. Have mercy, oh Lord.

      The sun heated the air without remorse. Sand concentrated the heat and returned it on weary feet. Bodies glistened from the sweat of hard labor. The sun stole their strength and depleted their reserves.

      The men worked, for they feared the ever-ready whip. They had families that would die without their source of grain. Egyptian overseers’ whips lashed all day.

      Nathan’s team shadowed him, preventing the overseer’s discipline, but by late afternoon, their weariness caused them to lag. They left Nathan alone.

      The overseer found him. “You didn’t meet your quota yesterday or today.”

      Nathan said nothing.

      The silence made the overseer smile. He coiled the lines of his whip as he stood waiting for an answer. He heaved the whip over his head, striking Nathan repeatedly. “Where’s your God now?”

      

      Ellis’s baskets were loaded with mud and balanced on his shoulders. He stretched his neck, adjusting his load when he saw Nathan on the ground. The overseer stood over him, using his whip. Nathan did not flinch.

      Anger flooded through Ellis at the sight. He dropped his baskets and ran toward Nathan. When he reached him, the Egyptian stepped back, turned from his task, and stalked away. Ellis dropped to his knees. “Nathan?”

      Nathan lay face down with his mouth open in the sand. Ellis turned his head gently to the side. Another team member approached.

      Ellis held his head up to breathe, brushing sand out of his mouth. “Get water!”

      When the water came, Ellis sloshed it over Nathan’s face. “Call the others. We’re taking him home.”

      No group ever left their work early. The other members’ eyes widened. “There’s half the day to work.”

      “Hurry!” Ellis rolled Nathan to a sitting position, so the sand would not stick to his bleeding back.

      Ellis poured more water on Nathan’s face. Nathan licked the water, and then dropped his head back onto Ellis’s arm. The team gathered. “Link arms. We’ll lift him.” Ellis pointed at four to support him.

      Nathan groaned.

      Ellis felt the eyes of the overseers on his back as he walked away. The overseers would beat them later. One good beating could cripple or kill a man. Ellis was ready to grab that whip and lash any Egyptian who stopped him. Let them come.

      

      The day had grown hot early. Dinah’s walk to Salome’s drained her. She shifted the reeds under her arm as she paused to catch her breath. She must talk with Salome about Ellis. Was she just an ignorant bride of fifteen or was this how marriage should be? Why did Ellis not talk to her?

      When she reached the doorway, she allowed her eyes to grow accustomed to the darkness inside.

      “Dinah, come in, Salome called from the corner of the room.

      Dinah put her reeds in a stack by the door and hurried over to hug her. “Shalom.”

      Salome held Dinah at arm’s length and studied her face, “What’s the matter?”

      “Something’s happened, but Ellis won’t tell me.”

      “He’s probably trying to protect you.”

      “But I’m not a child. I’m his wife.”

      Salome adjusted the tattered sheet over her two napping children. “Men process differently. You talk through problems then you have an answer. Men must have an answer before they talk.”

      Dinah’s eyes filled with tears. “By the time he has the answer, he’s found a new problem and still won’t talk with me. I am losing him. I fear to talk to him.”

      Salome moved to the pile of reeds against the wall. “Why do you fear him?”

      Dinah gathered her reeds and followed Salome outside. “His face shows anger, needing no reason to pour it out.

      Salome pushed a few of her reeds into an earthen vessel filled with water. They would soak the reeds to make them pliable for weaving. She leaned over Dinah’s shoulder. “This reed is too brittle. Try this one, it’s soaked enough.” She handed Dinah another reed, holding onto it until Dinah looked into her face. “It is not like you to be afraid of people. Why is he angry with you?”

      Dinah sniffled. “This morning, he told me he didn’t want God to bless his day… I just want him happy.”

      Salome hugged her. “Dinah, he sounds angry at God not you. As his suffering increases, he fears for your safety. He can’t protect you and becomes frustrated.”

      Dinah pulled away from Salome’s embrace. “Does God hear our cries?”

      “I trust His love when I can’t see through the pain.”

      “If He loves us, why do we suffer?”

      Salome handed her a reed from the earthen vessel of water. “Do you look for Him when you don’t feel pain?”

      Dinah thought for a moment and shook her head.

      Salome nodded. “When everything around me is a whirling sand storm, I focus on Him and find rest.”

      Dinah folded up the reeds from the base of the basket that she was forming. “I don’t even know where to look for Him. He hides from me.”

      Salome dipped more reeds into the water. “Search for Him with all your heart. He won’t stay hidden.”

      “I’ve nothing to give Him.” Dinah rubbed her front as she leaned back against the wall. “I could use a bit of food for this baby who eats all day.”

      Salome laughed. “I love you, Dinah. You don’t make me guess what you’re thinking. The flatbread by the hearth may still be soft. Your baby reminds you of your needs. When you hold your babe in your arms, he will remind you of your need for God.”

      

      Ellis reached his house, directing the men to lay Nathan on the cloak that he threw on the floor. “Toda raba. Does anyone know where the Hebrew swne lives?”

      Most shook their heads and looked down at their feet or around the house. None responded.

      “I know you all have families, but this is for Nathan…” Ellis’s voice petered out.

      They had left work before making their quota. None knew what penalty they faced. Nor would they risk their lives going to the Egyptian section of town in a slave’s loincloth looking for the swne. They shook their heads.

      Ellis sighed. “Could someone tell his wife?”

      Several agreed with a nod and left like beetles running from the sun.

      If Nathan were not so wounded, Ellis would have laughed. He understood their fear. His heartbeat still raced. He took a deep breath and began dabbing cool water on the lashes on Nathan’s back.

      “I’ll go.”

      Ellis jumped at the voice. He had assumed that he was alone. Expecting an overseer, he turned to the doorway.

      “I’ll go,” Michael repeated.

      Ellis calmed his heart. “To the swne?”

      Michael nodded.

      “Toda raba. May the Lord be with you,” Ellis said. Why had he added the blessing? He no longer believed that God even cared. He shook his head. Why did Nathan trust a God Who allowed this?

      Ellis looked at Nathan’s wounds. Nathan’s breathing was shallow.

      Nathan had told him of Abraham, their ancestor, who was called a friend of God. Nathan knew this God as his Friend, telling Ellis that he could know Him, too. Who wanted a friend that would treat His faithful like this?

      Nathan’s eyes struggled to open. He tried to speak.

      Ellis quickly touched his lips with water. “Don’t talk. Just rest.”

      Nathan swallowed with great effort.

      Ellis heard a step inside the doorway. He turned defensively to see Salome enter.

      She fell to her knees beside her husband. “Nathan!” She touched his hand.

      Nathan’s eyes struggled to open. “May the Lord’s people…”

      “See Him.” Salome finished for him their prayer from the night before when Nathan shared the new decree. She saw the whip marks and gasped, “May the Lord help us.”

      Ellis watched Dinah stumble inside with Jabin, Salome’s baby, in her arms, and Etania, Salome’s child, by her side.

      Looking to where Ellis sat, Dinah inhaled sharply. “What happened?”

      Ellis glanced at the doorway. “Michael went for the Hebrew swne, if he will come.”

      “He must come quickly.” Salome patted Nathan’s arm. “The Lord will help.”

      

      A sandaled footstep outside the door brought Ellis to his feet. No slave would wear sandals. He grabbed the poker from the cooking fire and crouched ready to defend Nathan.

      A man entered, dressed in Egyptian clothing, although his beard and head covering showed he was Hebrew. He carried two baskets. “No need for that, my friend. I am Aaron. I come to help.”

      Ellis put the poker back and allowed the swne to kneel at Nathan’s side.

      Aaron asked, “Has he opened his eyes?”

      “He took a small drink, then went back to sleep,” Ellis answered.

      Aaron removed several jars of dried herbs from his basket. “Honey aids healing. Mine has special herbs.” The honey sealed the wound and prevented the fluids from leaving.

      Ellis watched Aaron coat the wounds. Nathan groaned without waking. Ellis held his breath, waiting for Aaron’s verdict.

      The swne addressed Ellis. “Why was he beaten?”

      Ellis glanced at Dinah and lowered his voice. “Pharaoh gives no straw but demands the same number of bricks to be made.”

      “When did this begin?”

      “Yesterday afternoon. We tried cattails in place of straw, but…” Ellis looked at his hands and feet.

      “I’ll leave salve for you. What about the other teams? Their foremen?”

      Ellis’s voice rose in anger. “We took Nathan home. The other teams left their foremen until the end of the day.”

      “It was good that you didn’t.” Aaron lowered his voice, glancing at Salome. “Your man will make it. His heart beats strong.”

      Nathan’s eyes opened and rested on Salome. He groaned but tried to smile.

      She extended her hand to rest in his callused one.

      He breathed deeply and closed his eyes again. “The Lord will change hearts, my Salome.”

      Her eyes filled with tears. “He will indeed.”

      Aaron dribbled some drops of tonic into Nathan’s mouth. “This will help with pain. How many other foremen were…”

      Ellis glanced at Dinah, who was busy with the baby. “Ten for sure.” He jerked his head, trying not to say more.

      Aaron shook his head. “Lord, have mercy as we obey You.” He faced Ellis. “I’ll leave this honey for all wounds. Apply several times throughout the day. Give him drink as often as he will take it. The wine will help with pain, but drop these into his mouth every meal time.” He gave his vial to Salome.

      Aaron emptied the second basket beside the hearth: bundles of figs, raisins, dates, leg of a lamb. Ellis’s eyes widened and he could not look away.

      Dinah watched with open mouth. “Meat! It’s like a festival and we are to be blessed. The Lord answered beyond what I could dream.” She met Ellis’s eyes and shut her mouth. Hebrew custom did not permit women to speak in the presence of men.

      Ellis attempted a smile. He watched her cheeks flame red as she lowered her head and busied herself with the baby. Dinah deserved better. If only he could provide for her and the coming babe. They lived on beans, wheat, and barley. The amount he provided enabled only survival. And if their quota was not met…

      Aaron turned to Michael. “Would you show me the others?”

      He nodded, silently looking to Nathan.

      Aaron placed his hand on Michael’s shoulder. “He’ll live.”

      Michael gestured to his foreman. “Nathan showed me the way to peace.”

      Aaron nodded to the man on the floor. “He’ll make it.” He followed Michael to treat the others who needed his herbs and his prayers.

      

      Dinah cleaned the common bowl with sand from outside the doorway. Her family and Salome’s had finished eating.

      Nathan’s groans of pain had subdued conversation.

      Salome stayed by Nathan’s side, holding his hand or chasing flies from his back. She held Jabin close to her. Etania clung to her as they watched Nathan.

      Ellis rose. “Dinah, I’ll be back.”

      She arched her eyebrows but did not ask where he was going.

      He gave her a rough hug and left without a look back. He squared his shoulders, held his head high, and strode with purpose.

      Dinah watched him leave. He looked angry enough to kill someone. Would he?

      Salome gave Dinah an understanding look. “Tell the Lord.”

      Dinah nodded with eyes full of worry. “God must be appeased by your family’s sacrifice to give calmness like this. I want to rest in a God like this.”

      Salome nodded; her eyes were full of tears. “Rest comes in letting Him control. Tell Him all your thoughts, but don’t try to control what He does.”

      

      Once the sun began its journey across the sky for another day, Ellis gathered the supervisors of the brick-making work force.

      They walked with a mission toward Pharaoh’s palace. These men represented not only their own lives and their teams, but also their families. Some hesitated, fearful. They studied Ellis in the lead, shoulders thrust back, muscles toned and firm with only a slave’s loincloth concealing them. Ellis’s confidence gave them courage.

      Ellis stopped to allow the men to reach him. Most struggled to walk, but he would not humble them by offering aid. No team made their quota. All were beaten. The swne had been busy throughout the night.

      Ellis had not told Nathan where he was going. If Nathan knew, he would tell Ellis about his God’s ways. If this was God’s ways, Ellis wanted no part of them.

      This looked more like Pharaoh’s ways. He acted like a spoiled child. Pharaoh was not Ellis’s god. Ellis could strangle this Pharaoh for his treatment of him and his people. Furrowing his brow deeper, he turned to walk again. He clenched his hands at his sides. He must curb his tongue if he wished the favor of Pharaoh.

      His life held no pleasure. Dinah’s face came to mind and was almost enough to make him smile. She was the only sunshine in his hard life, remaining cheerful despite their hardships.

      She had been fourteen when they married, bubbling with life’s joys. Why had she lost that? Perhaps the babe tired her. He knew she did not eat enough.

      Pharaoh stole from everyone and lived a life of ease, authority, and god-like existence. What kind of a God would allow a man like him to rule over any people?

      What of the Lord’s “chosen people,” as Nathan would tell him? Chosen for what? To make bricks for some spoiled grown-up child? Ellis would rather have no god, than a God who allowed that.

      The men reached the palace entrance. Clustered around Ellis, they waited permission to see Pharaoh.

      Previous pharaohs had allowed any subject of his kingdom seeking his deity’s wisdom and favor to enter his presence. This Pharaoh was no different.

      When they entered, nothing Ellis imagined could have prepared him for what he saw. The palace pillars displayed strength as they reached toward the sky in columns wider than his hut. The marble floor felt cool beneath his callused, bleeding feet.

      The guards at the entrance, although not holding whips, made Ellis glare his hatred.

      Pharaoh appeared small before this grandeur. His throne sat a long way from the entrance, raised on a golden platform. Ellis looked to the men with him. Would they be able to walk the distance without stumbling and falling? He slowed his pace so the others could stay with him.

      Ellis looked with contempt at Pharaoh. A normal slave should feel intimidated by the wealth, the architecture, the protection of his soldiers. Ellis did not. He felt hatred.

      Before they reached the stairs of the throne, Pharaoh stopped them. “That’s far enough. The stench of your bodies reaches me. Why do these dogs come before me in my house?”

      Ellis stepped forward and spoke, choosing his words. “Oh, great Pharaoh, why have you treated your servants this way? You give us no straw, yet told us, ‘Make bricks!’ Your servants are beaten, but the fault is with your own people.”

      There was a silence, pregnant with contempt.

      Pharaoh leisurely took some figs and ate them. He chewed them slowly. “Lazy. That is why you say, ‘Let’s sacrifice to the Lord.’ Now get to work. You will not be given any straw, yet you will produce your full quota of bricks.”

      Ellis bit his tongue until he tasted blood. He looked to the others. What did Pharaoh mean, sacrifice to the Lord? They had asked for nothing. Their brick quota was impossible. How could these men continue?

      With heavy hearts, they limped and staggered to their work. The sun was now overhead. The quota must be made.

      

      Returning to their brick area, Ellis wondered what Pharaoh had meant by “sacrifice to the Lord.” When Ellis saw Moses and Aaron waiting for them at the Nile, he recalled the elders’ report after their meeting with Moses. He had asked them to worship. Moses had caused this added suffering.

      Ellis strode to stand beside Moses and spat at him. “May your God judge you! You made Pharaoh treat us like dogs. His officials whip us until we’re barely alive.” He did not wait for an answer. He stomped over to his yoke, where he had dropped it yesterday, and trudged to the riverbank to haul mud. His anger did not cool during the heat of that day.

      

      Moses spoke not a word to the man who spit at him. He watched the man stalk away. His eyes followed him until he could see him no longer. How could God’s people suffer so? Where was God in this man’s struggle for daily survival?

      Moses looked at the other men who had resumed their work. Their shoulders bowed forward in defeat and hopelessness. This people, who knew only to make the next brick, could not believe his message of deliverance. He swallowed several times, trying to breathe. He could not speak. The weight of God’s suffering people overwhelmed him.

      God must prepare His people to leave. His people did not know Him. They must seek Him.

      Moses watched the workers through tear-filled eyes.

      He turned to Aaron and nodded. Without speaking, they retraced their steps to Aaron’s house. Moses fell on his knees by his bed, and poured out his heart to his God. “Oh Lord, why have You punished Your people? I speak in Your name and Your people hurt more. When will Your people seek You?”

      He silenced his questions to wait.

      The stillness was full.

      When he began, the sun had shown high overhead, but now it lay on the horizon. As Moses tarried, he listened.

      The Lord spoke, “You will see what I will do to Pharaoh. By My mighty hand, I will bring My people out of his country.”

      Moses nodded. He knew of the Lord’s mighty Hand, but Pharaoh did not.

      “I am the Lord. I will make known My name to you. I hear the Israelites’ anguish. I will judge Egypt with mighty acts. I will make you My own people. I will be your God. You will know that I AM the Lord your God.”

      “I am your servant, Lord. I will obey.” But in his heart, Moses wondered how a people crushed under the heavy hand of bondage would hear his message.

      He did not have long to wait.

      After telling Aaron of his prayer and the Lord’s message, Moses returned with Aaron to the brickyard. The sun had long since set, but the men still worked. When Moses shouted for their attention, only a few half-heartedly listened. Most glanced at the overseers, and kept working

      Ellis returned from the river with a load of mud. He yelled to Moses, “Are you going to meet our quota?” He paused and laughed bitterly. “Then we won’t listen to you. Tell the elders we don’t want your help. You have brought nothing but suffering to us and to our families. Leave us alone!

      Moses looked at the men, their shoulders stooped over loads of burden. He sighed. The message from the Lord had come, but the men were too discouraged to hear it.

      Moses took his heavy heart to his bedchamber where he asked the Lord, “If the Israelites won’t listen to me, why would Pharaoh listen?”

      The Lord answered, “Pharaoh won’t listen until all of Egypt acknowledges that I am the Lord.”
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      When the Hebrew slaves came before Pharaoh with their request, the vizier stood behind him. The vizier cared nothing for the marks of the beatings on their backs, except that they were grotesque and ugly. The Hebrews were dogs anyway. What concerned him, because it affected him, was how their leader, the one with hatred in his eyes, looked not only at Pharaoh but at him, as well.

      The vizier did not fear him personally. He should have one of the Egyptian overseers humble him with a beating. That is what he needed.

      What concerned him was the hatred, hatred for everything about Pharaoh. Hatred motivated. This man could unify the Hebrews to cause an uprising. This man concerned him.

      The vizier lived hatred. He often contemplated the unfairness of his life. He depended not on all these gods, for worshiping them weakened a man. He was not weak. He desired power and strength, especially Pharaoh’s.

      Pharaoh’s uncontrolled demands forced everyone to fear for their lives. He toyed with people and then discarded them when the fun was over. He was doing that with the Hebrews. The vizier saw him do that with Moses and Aaron.

      The vizier saw no problem with that, except with this situation. He tapped his finger on his hairless chin in contemplation. He saw a big problem. The Hebrews now had a leader they would follow and now had a cause to fight.

      He ordered the records of the Pharaoh Phiops II (Pepi), the previous pharaoh, brought to his room. He searched the papyrus sheets until he found the period that he wanted to know about. He read the records chronicled there.

      Pharaoh Pepi noticed the Israelites’ numbers and controlled them. He feared if war erupted, they would join their enemies and overthrow Egypt. So Pharaoh Pepi forced slave masters over them. He built the cities of Pithom and Rameses through their work force. Even with this oppression, the Hebrews’ population increased. So Pharaoh ruled more ruthlessly. He forced them to make bricks and mortar. When flooding was over, he took their produce while they worked his fields.

      In spite of all this, their population continued to increase. Finally, Pharaoh Pepi called Shiphrah and Puah, the midwives to the Hebrews. “Kill all boys at birth.”

      Pharaoh issued the command secretly. He waited for the population to decline. His informants reported, “The midwives feared God and didn’t obey; they let the boys live.”

      Pharaoh summoned the midwives again. “Why have you let the boys live?”

      Shiphrah bowed before his feet. “Hebrew women aren’t like Egyptian women. They give birth before we arrive.”

      Pharaoh Pepi shook and jabbed a finger in their faces. “I want every Hebrew boy thrown into the Nile!

      The women left his presence and obeyed.

      The vizier took a drink from his vessel. Pharaoh Pepi would have been twenty seasons old, just like the present Pharaoh. Pharaoh Pepi had considered the future for his kingdom. The current Pharaoh Merenre saw only himself. He did not recognize the danger of Moses being the Hebrews’ leader—again. He saw no threat to his throne.

      The vizier paced his chamber. Even though he hated the Pharaoh, he did not wish Pharaoh’s power grabbed by another.

      The vizier turned back to his reading. Pharaoh Pepi had a daughter, Thermuthis. She would then have been seven seasons old.

      The vizier scowled. He looked out his window at the Nile River. Its snake-like ramblings gave beauty to the land around it. The vizier saw neither the beauty nor the god-like status that the people gave to the Nile.

      He thought about this pharaoh’s daughter. She reminded him of his mother. All women wanted to control men.

      He picked up the papyrus sheet to continue reading. The Pharaoh had been about thirteen seasons when he fathered Thermuthis, the custom of the times.

      Thermuthis went bathing at the Nile with her attendants. This was before Pharaoh Pepi made the Hebrews construct indoor bathing vessels. She heard crying in the river and found in the reeds a basket containing a Hebrew baby boy. Seeking to keep the baby, she carried him toward the palace. A Hebrew maiden approached her, suggesting a Hebrew nursemaid. Thermuthis returned to the palace with the baby. She beguiled her way into her father’s heart, and the dog of a Hebrew ended up in the palace.

      The vizier shook his head in disgust. That is what happened when women controlled the hearts of men. Thermuthis had jeopardized the nation’s security with Moses’s presence.

      Her nagging reminded the vizier of his mother’s badgering, making any son kill his mother. He had done just that but escaped justice. The present pharaoh’s arrogance kept him from thinking anyone could threaten his throne. The vizier counseled without threat of justice, while the pharaoh imagined his own deity.

      Princess Thermuthis raised Moses in the palace. He learned architecture, law, war, and agriculture. She groomed him to be the next Pharaoh.

      The vizier remembered the power struggles between some of the officers and this Moses. The vizier’s father complained much about him. The vizier may have been young, but he remembered his father being furious about decisions in high places.

      He was troubled that Moses had been born—against all odds and against Pharaoh Pepi’s command and lived in the palace, and excelled in everything taught by the pharaoh’s own instructors and scribes. He remembered the general story, which he had retold at the banquet at Badru’s.

      Where in the records could he find why Moses would now return? Did he seek pharaoh’s power? Maybe Badru could find him in the temple records. The vizier must find answers about this Moses.

      The vizier suddenly stopped his reading. Moses had this presence that enabled him to escape danger, to avoid death, to rise as a leader. Maybe the vizier could get this presence for himself, or maybe this presence would not allow Moses harm. The vizier must find answers.

      

      Badru stepped into his house after a day at the temple. A servant informed him of a visitor.

      Badru tugged at his tunic. “Who is it?”

      The servant whispered with discretion, “The vizier waits in the garden.”

      Badru swallowed the lump in his throat that grew whenever memories of his vision in the temple replayed in his mind. The nightmares of colored flames, the voice, and the message still haunted him. He shivered.

      The vizier was a man of evil. Badru laughed nervously. He dealt with good gods and bad gods all the time, but they did not sour his innards like this vizier who wore an evil ka. He straightened his shoulders and walked into his garden.

      He found the vizier before the fountain. “You have come.” Badru motioned toward the tray held by a servant for the vizier to take a drink. After sipping from his vessel, he wiped his sweaty palm on his tunic.

      Badru could feel himself scrutinized by the vizier. He sipped again from his drink, trying to appear confident.

      “Tell me, Badru, what do you know of the Hebrew God?”

      “Not many people ask about their God.” Badru did not think the vizier cared for any god. “Their God is a jealous God. They are allowed only one. They combine all of ours into one.

      “I haven’t given much thought about what they believe. I suppose we could ask a Hebrew scribe.” He filled the empty spaces of silence with chatter.

      “You know Adlai? He is a scribe for Pharaoh, but very knowledgeable about the Hebrews. Well, he is a Hebrew,” he added lamely.

      The vizier stared at Badru without saying anything.

      Badru rubbed the back of his neck, biting his lips to keep from saying too much.

      The vizier looked at Badru in disgust.

      That made Badru more nervous. If the vizier continued to stare, Badru felt sure that he would tell the man all he had ever done wrong. The vizier would remember and use anything against him.

      Why had he exposed himself to this man by telling his vision?

      Finally, the vizier nodded. “Where might I find this Hebrew scribe?”

      “My servant could take you to his house right now.” Badru summoned a servant.

      Just when he thought that the vizier would leave, the vizier asked another question. “Have any more visions lately?”

      Badru did not trust his voice. He avoided eye contact, looking instead at the walkway. Should he tell of the vision that recurred nightly without fail? He saw again the flame growing larger and larger, seeking to consume him. Each night it threatened to touch him. He always woke before it did. Badru shook his head, his forehead beaded with sweat. He paused. For the first time during the conversation, he just shook his head. He struggled to voice his denial.

      “Really, Badru, no more visions?” the vizier pressed.

      Badru nodded more forcefully, again not trusting his voice.

      His response prompted a lighthearted laugh from the vizier. “What information do your visions tell you about Egypt’s future?”

      Badru squeaked, “No information, I mean, no more visions.” Then he shut his lips tightly to keep himself from speaking further.

      The vizier nodded.

      Badru tried to direct the subject away from himself. “Thank you for sharing at the banquet the true betrayer, Moses. We can all be cautious of him now.”

      The vizier smiled again.

      Badru dreaded the vizier’s next words. Would the vizier use this information against him?

      “Yes, Moses. Do you know why he returns to Egypt?”

      Once again, Badru wished he had kept his mouth shut. He shook his head and tried to still the shaking of his limbs. He needed another drink, but his jar was empty. He did not want to get more lest the vizier stay longer. He wiped his forehead with his sleeve. “It’s a hot evening, isn’t it?” He tried distracting the vizier as he walked toward his gate.

      The vizier did not move.

      Badru stopped and turned. He must not appear rude. After all, the vizier held much power, but he wanted the man to leave. He probed into things that made Badru nervous. “My servant will show you to the house of Adlai.” Badru left without waiting for a response, calling over his shoulder, “May you hear only good things.” He did not wait to be thanked for his hospitality, but fled to his chamber.

      

      The vizier followed Badru’s servant to the house of the Hebrew scribe. He had received no valuable information from Badru, other than confirmation of the incompetence of both the chief high priest and the pharaoh who allowed his existence. How could he have thought that the priest would know any information? Badru was an absolute fool and a weasel in action. Perhaps this scribe would provide him with the information that he needed.

      The servant requested admittance at a house where the richer Hebrews lived. Badru had said he was a Hebrew scribe. Why would Pharaoh need a Hebrew to do the work that an Egyptian could do?

      After an introduction to the gatekeeper, the vizier was ushered to a garden to await his host. He contrasted this garden with Egyptians’ gardens, not so much by the type of exotic plants growing, but by the absence of statues and shrines to gods. He did not see the gods of the water, sun, nor light. Everywhere in Egyptian houses, gods struggled with each other for power. This absence of any form of god was disarming.

      “Welcome. You have come, Vizier. How nice of you to visit.” The Hebrew scribe said as if he meant it.

      The vizier looked at him closely. This scribe, in Egyptian garb and Hebrew beard, showed confidence. He would bear watching. He might give some information. He smiled and responded, “In peace. Scribe—”

      “Adlai. The name is Adlai. Go on.”

      “Yes, Adlai.” He hated when someone corrected him. “I wondered if you would tell me about your God.”

      Adlai’s face brightened. “Certainly. What do you wish to know?”

      “All that you want to tell me.”

      Adlai led him to a bench in the garden beside a fountain. He gazed toward the splashing water. “All about my God. Let me see. Our God made everything that we see. Our people came from Abraham. He obeyed God and went to a land promised to him.”

      The vizier interrupted, “The Hebrews have their own land?”

      Adlai nodded. “The story gets better.” He resumed speaking, “Joseph foretold of our exodus, requesting his bones to be taken when we leave.”

      “Wait!” the vizier interrupted. “Who is this Joseph that has his bones here in Egypt? And when will they be removed?”

      “When we leave,” the scribe said calmly.

      “How do you know that you’ll be leaving?” the vizier narrowed his eyes, wrinkling his brow. What was their plan?

      “Before Joseph died, he predicted that God would help us leave. Joseph made his sons swear an oath to carry his bones with them.

      “Who is this Joseph? I’ve never heard of him.”

      “Oh yes, you have,” Adlai responded. “You Egyptians called him Imhotep.” He paused to let the vizier realize the significance of that person.

      The vizier stood and paced. “Your Joseph is the Great Architect Imhotep, the vizier, the treasurer to the great Pharaoh Zoser?”

      “The one and only.”

      “How did he get here from Abraham’s land?”

      “Joseph’s brothers sold him into slavery. Merchants brought him to Egypt.”

      The vizier interrupted, “He was a slave? How did he become so powerful?”

      “He interpreted the dreams of Pharaoh Zoser, which promised plenty for seven harvests and extreme drought for seven harvests. He stored the grain for the world during the time of plenty for the coming famine.”

      This was information that the vizier could use. “But how did all the Hebrews come?”

      “When the famine came, Joseph’s family moved to Goshen, where they pastured their flocks.

      “Imhotep, or Joseph, masterminded the building of the first pyramid, the step pyramid. Initially it stored the grain needed to feed the world for those seven hungry harvests. Later it was fashioned as Pharaoh’s tomb.” Adlai paused. “Imhotep, your god of medicine and architecture, is the same man that we know in the lineage of our tribes Manasseh and Ephraim. They are his sons.”

      Adlai turned to the fountain where a servant had placed a platter of fruit, cheese, and wine. “Care for some, Vizier?” He offered as he took a jar to drink.

      The vizier took a jar without thinking. “This explains why the Hebrews were here. But how did you know you will leave again?”

      Adlai shrugged. “We are strangers here. We do not belong. Our God is not your god. Our God must take pre-eminence. He is jealous for His rightful place not only in our lives but also with our people. Surely, you know that we are not treated like the chosen people that God has called from among the world, here in Egypt?”

      “When?” The vizier had to know their plans. He had gained much by coming here. “When will you leave?”

      “When God tells us,” Adlai said with confidence. “We wait His word.”

      “What kind of an answer is that?” The vizier exploded and then stopped himself. He needed to remain calm to get their plan.

      Adlai sipped before stating, “Allow me to finish my story of my people. Maybe then you will understand more of the God that you seek.”

      “By all means.” The vizier clenched his jaws, trying to appear calm. He gulped from his vessel and grabbed a bunch of grapes that he stuffed into his mouth. Distractedly, he sat again and chewed.

      “I told you about Joseph. Moses’s parents—”

      At the name, the vizier stood and stared at the scribe, who continued.

      “Moses’s parents, not fearing pharaoh’s decree, hid him three months after he was born. Moses chose to suffer with God’s people rather than be known as the son of the pharaoh’s daughter.

      “Why do you say that he chose to suffer with God’s people?”

      “Another way to say it is that he remembered his God. When he became of age to counsel Pharaoh Phiops II, he helped employ many Hebrews in high positions of government. They had a perspective that would not only help the Hebrews, but would assist Pharaoh because they knew the true God. He helped my father become a scribe. That is why I was able to become one.”

      The vizier nodded. A common practice to employ those who would support you. “Who was your father?”

      “Korah. He began the training the Hebrews that enabled us to know our history and to record our language.”

      The vizier sipped from his drink. “I remember him.” He had been in the background yet influential. Now his son Adlai held his position.

      “What now?” The vizier would get the secrets of these people and then control them. Moses fled Egypt because he had chosen the people of this God. The fact that he was back in Egypt must also mean that his God directed him. Why? Was Egypt’s work force the power that the betrayer would take? Was Moses that betrayer? He had to be. How could he stop Moses when his God directed all of this?

      Adlai smiled. “We wait for our God. The suffering of God’s people will end soon. Our God will show Himself, not just as the Provider during times of famine, and Sustainer during many times of oppression, but now He will show His power as Deliverer from Egypt, so His people can go home where they belong. You asked about our God. Does that help?” He rose and began walking to the doorway.

      The vizier followed. He needed to think. He neglected to take leave of his host as he left.

      This God of the Hebrews was greater than he imagined. He made the vizier feel little and needy, and out of control. He must plan about this new God. If this God was real, He was supreme. How could the vizier be like Him? How could he get His power?

      This Hebrew God was nothing like the Egyptian gods that a person could worship when he wanted and forget when he did not. This God held too much control. He demanded your all, all the time. That was more than the vizier would give.

      

      The vizier slept little during the night, and the disturbing questions from his conversation with Adlai did not diminish with the rising of the sun.

      If this God decided to take His people, would Egypt be able to fight back?

      Today, the vizier must speak with the General of the Army, Chike. He would know the state of Egypt’s power, should this God attack.

      The vizier must be in control. He would direct the pharaoh toward making wise decisions regarding this betrayer.

      Instead of going to the general’s house, he walked to the outskirts of the Egyptian town where the troops practiced. To the east lay the desert where their soldiers trained for strength, skills, and stamina.

      Pharaoh Phiops II had built a powerful army. Egypt controlled the nomadic irritants who sought to control the Nile River. Pharaoh Pepi pushed those peoples beyond the deserts that surrounded Egypt.

      The vizier thought that this present pharaoh maintained the army by default rather with any foresight. Pharaoh cared not what his army did. The army practiced but not for any campaign.

      The vizier did not know how the soldiers trained, but he thought he had better learn for the welfare of Egypt’s future. He came to the wall that separated the town from the desert. He could see the soldiers separated into groups. Their uniform was a short kilt. Their bodies looked toughened by the army drills. He observed Egyptian officers controlling each group. He found General Chike who strode between the groups giving directives.

      General Chike finished his dictates and turned, showing pleasure at the vizier’s presence. “Greetings, Vizier.”

      “In peace, General Chike. How do you train your men?”

      “Training begins early, before the sun beats strong on the desert, and before the pink of the clouds can be seen in the eastern horizon. Wrestling and lifting sand bags consume time before a light break of archery and knife throwing. That completes the morning training, before the heat of the sun requires light refreshment. In the afternoon, we complete the workout with free fighting and stick fighting. Sometimes, if there are enough Egyptians, we include charioteer maneuvering.”

      “So only the Egyptians of proper status are charioteers?” the vizier interjected.

      “Of course. They stable their own horses at their houses. They train in the evening after they’ve completed their other occupations.”

      “Are most of the footmen, archers, and spearmen Hebrews, then?” the vizier asked. If they had no other occupation, they must be slaves.

      “Yes, all are Hebrews,” he said with a nod of his head. “Have you heard how they defeated the Ethiopians during the time when Moses was General of the Army?”

      “Indeed, I have. Was that when the Hebrews became such a great part of the army?”

      “I think that started it. They would have followed Moses any-where. He had the presence of their God, they say.”

      The vizier hesitated and then asked, “If the Hebrew people decided to fight against Egypt, could our people withstand it?”

      “If the Hebrew people wanted Egypt today, they would have nothing to stop them,” Chike replied, then shrugged. “But Moses isn’t here, and they have no leader. Most of them have no concept of who their God is. We can be safe from that threat.”

      The vizier remained silent, thinking.

      The general started walking toward another group, yelling the instruction to begin another drill. His supervisor echoed the command around the circle of trainees.

      The vizier watched the general. “Moses is here.”

      General Chike stopped mid-stride. “He couldn’t be. He disappeared about forty seasons ago. That would make him…eighty seasons now. Where? Did you see him?”

      “He requested the pharaoh let the Hebrews sacrifice to their God.”

      “He better let them go,” the general responded, quickly looking at the vizier.

      The vizier nodded, noting that Chike understood the danger. “Well, the mighty pharaoh oppressed the people more instead. They petitioned Pharaoh for better treatment, but he denied them. They left angry.”

      The vizier studied the man in front of him. Chike let out a long breath. His face was very troubled, but he said nothing.

      Chike raised his head after several moments. “What do you wish me to do?”

      The vizier smiled. This man knew Egypt’s peril. “Why don’t you rest; don’t work the Hebrews for a while. Perhaps bring the foremen—they are Egyptians right?”

      When he saw the answering nod, he continued. “Perhaps the Egyptian foremen could entice some Egyptian men into contests of their strength and skill. Build an Egyptian army to be ready for the Hebrews and their God.” The vizier smiled again, for this plan should work. It required nothing for Pharaoh to approve, but would give Egypt the army she would need in the near future.

      Chike smiled. “It has been a long time since I’ve rested. I will enjoy my wife, and see to my house.”

      “Good.” The vizier felt in control. His plan—if they had enough time before Moses and his God tried to take control—would work. He walked toward the palace with a light step. Egypt could do it, if they had the time.

      

      The stars had not left the sky when Dinah heard footsteps outside their doorway. She knew they were not from a Hebrew, because the noise was the shuffling of leather sandals. No slave owned sandals. She nudged Ellis awake.

      The unknown man entered the house, grabbing Ellis by the hair, and threw him out the door. “The vizier sends his regards.” He laughed.

      Dinah’s heart raced as she crept to the doorway. She saw the man coil his whip into a circle. She held herself standing by the doorframe, and willed herself not to look with every lash she heard. She jolted with every grunt Ellis made. Her baby responded to her pain with added movement.

      The overseer hissed. “That will teach you to make quota. That will teach you not to leave work early.” He drew a deep breath. “That will remind you to be thankful for what Pharaoh gives you.” He dusted his hands before sauntering down the street.

      Dinah ran to Ellis.

      He groaned, pushing himself up from the ground. He spit out the dirt in his mouth. “I must get to work.” He raised his body to a sitting position.

      Dinah ran for a dipper of water. She held it while he drank. She brushed her hand across his forehead, pushing his hair from his face. His eyes showed an intensity that caused her to pull her hand back in alarm.

      She gasped at his expression.

      His face showed no pain. His lips were pulled back, in a sneer of rage.

      She whimpered, “Ellis, let me cool your back with the salve from the swne.”

      He staggered to his feet. “No, Dinah!” he shouted.

      She withdrew, placing a protective hand on her belly. She stepped from him, biting her lip to keep from crying. Who had this man become?

      “Dinah, I have to get to the brickyard. I can’t let them think they have won. Don’t you see?”

      Dinah did see. She saw that his hatred consumed him. She nodded, keeping her eyes downward. When she heard him rise, she watched as he walked down the street. He thrust his shoulders back in spite of the pain she knew he felt. How could a heart filled with such hate ever have shown her tenderness? Had she ever truly known her husband?

      Her pain intensified. She crawled from the street into her house and rested against the wall. The pain came with rhythm and intensity, easing enough to allow her to catch her breath. Her time had come. She delivered their firstborn son on the day that she lost her husband to his hate.

      She cradled her son to her breast and wished to know this God Who controlled all.
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      Before the day was half over, Chike came home.

      Amunet ran to him. “What’s wrong?” She threw her arms around his neck.

      “Can’t a man come home to see his wife without a reason?” Chike laughed as he encircled her waist, lifting her to give her a kiss.

      “Many a man does, but not you. What’s wrong with the army?” Amunet persisted, leaning back in his arms to study his face.

      “I had an interesting visit with the vizier today. He requests that I train more Egyptians for the army.”

      “Are you finally given permission to develop the chariots? That would be wonderful!”

      “No, not the chariots. I must train more footmen and archers.”

      “Will Egyptians be consigned like slaves to bear arms? Who would dare attack Egypt, the leading power of the world? Would they march through the desert, where the Hebrews guard our entrance? What foreign country threatens us?”

      “It’s for another time to solve the kingdom’s problems.” He embraced her. “I came home to see you.”

      “I’ve something to show you.” Amunet grabbed his hand and led him through the hall to her chamber. “Close your eyes.”

      “What have you done now?” Chike laughed as she positioned him at the entrance of her door.

      “Open your eyes and look down,” she commanded, when she was satisfied with where he stood.

      Chike opened his eyes. “It’s Sekhet. You mummified her.”

      “Now she will always protect me while I sleep.”

      “When I am not here to protect you, she will.” Chike stooped to touch the top of the cat’s head.

      “Don’t speak of not being here. Do you know something that I don’t? Is your army going on campaign? Oh Chike, tell me it’s not.”

      “Do not fear. This pharaoh believes his kingdom will last forever. I go nowhere. We practice for nothing.” Chike shook his head. “I’ll always be here to protect you.”

      “You better be. I cannot live without you.” She placed her hand on his as he stroked the cat.

      He took her hand and kissed it.

      “Let me show you something else.” She took his hand and led him inside her chamber where she had a table prepared. Sacmis, the goddess who protected pregnancies and births, sat with incense holders and gifts arranged around her. “Sacmis will be appeased. She’ll give us an heir.”

      “You are with child?” Chike’s eyes glowed and he squeezed her hand protectively.

      “Not yet. Having you home will lead to success, will it not? And having the shrine will guarantee it.”

      He took her in his arms. “You know an heir would please me, but it’s you that gives me the most pleasure.”

      She nestled in his arms. “You being home should guarantee an heir. One thing would make me happy…”

      “What?” He smelled her wig. “Is this mint?”

      “I tried mint soap, do you like it?”

      “It rejuvenates me from the sun’s rays.”

      “Chike, you are distracted. Are you listening to me?” Amunet pushed away from him.

      “Of course.” He held her tighter. “What one more thing would make you happy?”

      She waited until he looked into her face. “Since my Sekhet died, I’ve missed her. Do you think that I could get another cat?”

      Chike laughed. “Amunet, you are my Kitten. You may get a litter if that would make you happy.”

      Amunet tipped her head back to look directly into his eyes. “You make me happy.”

      He looked into her face. “But a cat would make you happier.”

      She pecked his lips quickly with a kiss. “Yes.”

      He squeezed her tighter. “Then get another cat.”

      Amunet paused before speaking again, “There is another thing.”

      “You didn’t get yourself a lion, did you? You know I have seen too many turn on their owners. They are still wild beasts.” Chike held her at arm’s length, studying her expression.

      “No, nothing like that.” Amunet paused to make sure he was listening. “I sent Reut to the Hebrew silversmith to create an amulet that will guarantee an heir for you.”

      “Kitten, any amulet needed for the gods gives me pleasure. But you do not need jewelry to enhance your beauty.”
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