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        A friend loves at all times, and a (sister) is born for a time of adversity.

        Proverbs 17:17

      

      

      

      With grateful thanks to friends who have been like sisters to me.  You’ve taught me so much as you’ve walked alongside me. Sometimes you’ve needed to rebuke me but you’ve also prayed for me, and cheered me on.

      Naomi, the two Lisa’s, Joy, Carey, Elizabeth, Julie, Jenny - thank you to all of you. You have been some of God’s many gifts to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        I will make you as a light for the nations,

        that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth.

      

        

      
        Isaiah 49:6b (ESV)

      

        

      
        I will make you into a great nation, and I will bless you … all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.

      

        

      
        Genesis 12: 2-3

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LIST OF CHARACTER AND PLACE NAMES

          

        

      

    

    
      Fictional Characters

      Inanna - Amorite girl, the younger twin sister of Utu.  Children of Mamre and Attar.

      Utu - twin brother of Inanna.

      Mamre - Chieftain of Kiriath Arba (Hebron). Father of Utu and Inanna.

      Attar  - mother of Utu and Inanna.

      Job - close friend of Utu’s.

      

      Biblical Characters (found in Genesis 12-25)

      I have chosen to use more Hebraic-anglicised versions of the familiar names. This helps us approach the story with different eyes and hopefully makes the biblical parts, feel less familiar.

      Avram/Avraham - (more familiar in English as Abram/Abraham) from Ur, via Harran. Married to Sarai and a wanderer in Babylon, Mesopotamia, among the tribes of Canaan, and even as far as Egypt.

      Sarai/Sara - Avraham’s wife.

      Lot - Avraham’s nephew. Married with two daughters. He moved to live in Sodom.

      Hagar - Egyptian slave of Sara. She becomes Avraham’s second wife.

      Yishmael (Ishmael) - son born to Avraham and Hagar.

      Yitzchak (Isaac) - Avraham and Sara’s son.

      Rivka (Rebekah) - Yitzchak’s wife.

      Eliezer - head steward for Avraham. Initially from Damascus and the father of Jemimah (fictional) in this story.

      Abimelech - a Philistine chieftain in the region of Beersheba. He becomes a friend of Avraham.

      

      Place Names:

      * Oaks of Mamre - a planting of oak trees outside the walls of Kiriath Arba (Hebron). Probably named after Mamre, the chieftain of the town.

      * Ur - Avraham and Sara’s original home. A city in Mesopotamia between the Tigris and Euphrates rivers. Modern day Iraq.

      * Beer Lahai Roi - named by Hagar when an angel of the Lord speaks to her. Yitzchak later moves to live in this area around the time of his marriage.

      * Cave of Machpelah in the field of Ephron - the place that Avraham and Sara are buried and the first piece of land that Avraham owns in Canaan. It is outside Kiriath Arba where he spent many years.
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        Kiriath Arba (Hebron), Canaan

      

      

      
        
        About 1900 B.C.E.

      

      

      Inanna could still hear her mother exhale with deep disappointment as she said for the umpteenth time, “It isn’t seemly for a girl.”

      A great number of things weren’t seemly for girls. Running, whistling, being too noisy, ruffled clothing, a head covering that slipped. Mama sighed over her every day.

      Inanna envied Utu, her twin brother. He was not bound by these restrictions. Utu’s life could have been one vast round of climbing trees and exploring, but he preferred to help with their father’s herds and talk to the older men. Inanna couldn’t understand why he wasted his freedom.

      Mama repeatedly told her not to climb trees and play with the boys, which was exactly what Inanna most wanted to do. All she wanted was to be free. Free of the restrictions put on girls. Free of the restrictions she saw her mother and her friends laboring under. Free like the eagles she spent hours watching as they cruised in the skies far above their home.

      “Utu, I think we got mixed up in the womb. I’d make a better boy and you’d make a better girl.”

      “Perhaps.” He looked at her with that irritating way of his.

      Sometimes she wanted to shake him. But not today. Today she wanted to climb the oak trees outside the town gates.

      “Don’t go outside the gates,” he said. “You know Mama wanted you to help her with the washing, down at the river.”

      Inanna rolled her eyes. “Washing isn’t how I want to spend the day.”

      She ran toward the trees. As she ran, she heard Utu’s exasperated groan as he battled with whether to let her face their mother’s wrath alone or to keep her in his sight. After only the briefest pause, his footsteps pounded after her.

      Reaching the bottom of her favorite tree, she looked back towards him. “Help me.”

      “When are you ever going to accept who you are?” he muttered as he made a cradle with his hands.

      “Maybe never,” she said, putting her bare foot in his hands and stretching for the lowest branch. Utu boosted her into the tree, and she scrambled up.

      Utu shook his head at her, then shrugged and jumped for the lowest branch. She winked at him. No matter how many times he admonished her, he always followed her, never wanting to leave her on her own in case she got into worse trouble. Trouble was something she naturally seemed to land in, but Utu was always there for her. He said he had an internal warning system when she needed him.

      Inanna climbed higher up in the tree, reveling in the rough bark underfoot and the way the sunlight danced on the leaves and dappled the ground below with shadows.

      She’d just begun to imagine herself standing on the prow of a ship, something she’d never seen but planned to one day, when the frantic thumping of a drum pulsed through the air.

      “Raiders!” Utu said, scrambling upright from the branch he’d been sitting on.

      The women at the river were already running up the hill, having abandoned their baskets in their haste. They didn’t scream. They just ran. This was the fourth raid this year.

      Utu almost fell in his haste to descend the tree.

      “There’s no time, Utu.” Inanna’s words tumbled over each other. “We’ll have to stay here.”

      Utu looked up at her, eyes wide. There were too many branches to negotiate below him, and a long sprint to the town gate.

      The raiders would be on camels. Swift and silent. Able to get close before they were spotted by the watchmen on the city walls.

      Inanna frantically looked around for the densest foliage of the tree and inched her way forwards, trying not to shake the branches and give away their position.

      “Ammuru, protect us,” she whispered under her breath.

      She found a branch she could straddle, which was more hidden than other parts of the tree. Then she bent over, trying to make herself as small and comfortable as possible. Who knew how long they’d have to be up here?

      A wail rent the air. Through a chink in the branches, she saw the first in the line of raiders scoop up a child who’d not been able to keep up. Ammuru, curse them. These raiders were becoming a summer menace worse than locusts or famine.

      The beating of the drum stopped abruptly, and the familiar creak of their town’s main gate being slammed shut cut off any other options. By now, Mama would be scouring the frantic crowd inside the gate, wondering if she and Utu had gone out. Not knowing if they’d made it back inside the safety of the city walls.

      Inanna squeezed her eyes shut. If they got out of this, she’d stick closer to home. At least, until she grew tired of the restrictions and had to stretch her wings again.

      A rough voice yelled something to the raiders, and two of them came towards their grove of trees. The men didn’t bother to keep quiet.

      The crunch of leaves and twigs came nearer and nearer. Inanna concentrated on breathing silent, shallow breaths. Don’t move a muscle.

      The pungent smell of camel filled her nostrils, but she didn’t open her eyes even a crack. If she couldn’t see him, perhaps he wouldn’t notice her.

      A camel let out a waterfall of urine. The raiders were close. Too close. With a loud belch, the camel moved on, and Inanna released a shaky breath.

      They were safe. The raiders were moving off and leaving a tense silence behind them.

      Achoo.

      Utu’s sneeze erupted into the newly quiet glade and determined their future.

      The raider turned around with a curse and soon came to glare up at them. “You up there,” he said in a heavy accent. “Come down, and it will be easier for you.”

      Inanna never was one to make things easy.
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        Egypt

        Three years later

      

      

      “Psst.”

      Inanna nearly dropped the heavy basket of washing that she’d come to spread out on sun-warmed stones. She looked around. Utu was half hidden behind a bigger rock. They seldom saw each other because Utu attended to Pharaoh’s animals, while Inanna was indoors doing the household duties she’d always despised.

      Checking over her shoulder, Inanna drifted towards Utu while still spreading out the clothes. Her supervisor was strict and seemed to have a godlike ability to sense when any of the slaves stopped working.

      “Have you heard?” Utu whispered.

      “Heard what?”

      “Pharaoh’s taking another concubine.”

      “So? That’s hardly news.” Inanna continued with the laundry, laying out another item of clothing and making sure it was flat. Pharaoh had so many women in his household that he probably didn’t know most of their names.

      “Yes, but I’ve been given to the woman’s brother as part of the deal,” Utu said.

      Inanna dropped a tunic on the ground. “No!” she said, her throat tight. She might not see Utu much, and sometimes he annoyed her, but knowing he was nearby made captivity easier.

      He hadn’t talked to her for days after they were captured. Too angry, she’d guessed, but the long journey with the slavers had allowed him time to get over it.

      “I don’t think I’m leaving immediately. They’ve come from Canaan because of famine.”

      Her breath caught in her throat. Famine? What if Mama and Papa were struggling? “How serious?”

      “Serious enough for the master to come here. They’ve been here a while. Not here, but somewhere out there.” He waved his hand vaguely towards the north, then glanced around to check that they still hadn’t been spotted. “Someone saw his sister and told Pharaoh about her.”

      Inanna shuddered. “Poor girl.”

      “She’s no youngster.” He backed away. “Someone’s coming.”

      Fear tingled through her. Inanna immediately turned her back on her brother, picked up her now-empty basket, and headed towards the warren of buildings behind the palace. She and Utu had long ago mastered the skill of brief conversation.
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        * * *

      

      “You’ve taken a long time. I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” Inanna’s supervisor said. “No one can understand Pharaoh’s new concubine. Maybe you speak her language.” She thrust a clean tunic into Inanna’s arms. “Wash up, change, and come with me.”

      Inanna’s stomach fluttered. She’d never been anywhere of importance in the palace complex. She hurried towards the large water jars and dipped a ladle in to fill a smaller basin.

      Within minutes, she was dressed in the rough linen shift. Being one of Pharaoh’s slaves had two main benefits—better food, and clothing. Slaves of poorer masters often worked without any clothes at all.

      Inanna followed her supervisor along the corridor, turning right, then left, and then up a flight of stairs. After another long corridor, she was ushered into a much brighter room full of women. In the center of the room, a woman was immersed up to her chin in a bath. The cloying scent of some sort of flower came from the bath. She was probably in the beautifying process readying her to spend the night with Pharaoh. Not that the woman needed much beautifying.

      The woman could have been thirty but the eyes that looked back at Inanna were much older. Older and sadder and more afraid. When would men like Pharaoh ever learn that women didn’t necessarily dance with delight to be chosen? Some women just wanted to be left alone. Alone to be themselves. Alone to be at peace. Not having to run at someone’s beck and call all day. Maybe this woman only wanted freedom. Inanna’s heart clenched with pity.

      “Well, speak to her, girl,” her supervisor said harshly. “We haven’t got all day. Use one of your Canaanite tongues and see if she understands.”

      Inanna spoke a few words of Jebusite. There was no flicker of recognition in the woman’s eyes. Inanna switched to Hittite, but that didn’t work either. Maybe this new concubine wasn’t from Canaan after all. Inanna switched to one of the common trade languages in their region. “Are you a Canaanite?”

      “I’m no Canaanite,” the woman in the bath said, her tongue slow with the words. “I’m originally from Ur, between the Rivers.”

      Inanna blinked. Perhaps this woman’s language was closer to Amorite then. Her ancestors claimed they were originally from between the mighty Tigris and Euphrates.

      “I’m Inanna,” she said in her mother tongue.

      The woman’s eyes focused. “The goddess of heaven, love, and war. That’s a grand name for a slave.”

      Inanna gave a wry smile. “I wasn’t always a slave.” A wave of homesickness for her mother and her old life as a tribal chieftain’s daughter washed over her. She might have been one of many children, but her father had often bounced her on his knee and said she was the one most like him.

      “I’m Sarai.”

      Inanna’s supervisor tugged her arm. “What is she saying?”

      Inanna reported the woman’s name and where she was from.

      “Can you tell me what will happen to me?” Sarai interrupted.

      Inanna hesitated. Who was she to say anything? Yet, for some reason, this woman’s plight already tugged at Inanna’s heart. Maybe it was just because she was someone with whom Inanna could speak her own language. When she’d arrived in Egypt, she’d been miserable with no one to communicate with. She’d been beaten regularly and called “stupid.” Stupid was the first Egyptian word she’d learned, but she’d made sure it wasn’t the last.

      “There’s usually a week of beauty treatments. Then you go to Pharaoh.”

      “Not long then,” Sarai muttered.

      

      Some women would have been delighted to be chosen by Pharaoh. An occasional night of duty in exchange for a life of privilege. Several of the slaves in the household had caught Pharaoh’s wandering eye and been happy to leave slavery behind. Inanna shivered. Thank goodness she was plain enough to escape notice. She had no intention of exchanging one form of slavery for another. She might seem settled to her fellow slaves, but somehow she was going to get home. Home to Mama and Papa. Home to all that was familiar.

      She’d failed on her two escape attempts while she and Utu were still in Canaan. Once they’d reached the desert, she’d had to give up. Even she could see there was no point in escaping only to die of thirst within a few days.

      “Is your brother intending to go back to Canaan?” Inanna asked Sarai, a dull pain in her stomach. She’d lost too much. She didn’t want to lose Utu as well.

      Sarai swallowed and a tear leaked out of her eye. “He’ll go back whenever he hears the famine is over …”

      Then both of them would be separated from their brothers. Well, not if Inanna could help it. She had to get close to this group of people. Somehow. Close enough to be able to leave with them and not be discovered. Inanna didn’t have the faintest hint of a plan, but she’d be alert to opportunities.

      “I’ll leave you here as you’re the only one who can speak this woman’s outlandish language,” Inanna’s supervisor said, then nodded to the perfumer. “Make yourself useful while I find someone else to do the washing and cleaning.”

      Inanna wasn’t sure if she was happy or not. She hated inside duties and lived for any moments outside in the fresh air. Assisting in making Sarai more beautiful wouldn’t be much fun, but maybe she could find out something useful.

      Once the room was empty apart from themselves, the perfumer motioned for Sarai to get out of the bath.

      Sarai stood to her feet, the water cascading off her body.

      “Here, girl,” the perfumer said, throwing Inanna a cloth.

      Inanna tentatively rubbed Sarai’s back.

      “Don’t rub, pat,” the perfumer said with a snort.

      Inanna apologized and followed the instructions. Once she’d dried Sarai off, the perfumer made Sarai lie down. She spread out a selection of containers, presumably each containing some sort of lotion or other.

      The perfumer looked up at Inanna. “Now watch what I do and try to do the same.”

      The woman emphasized the word “try,” implying that Inanna was unlikely to succeed. Inanna clenched her teeth and watched how the woman held her hands and smoothed the lotion on with long strokes.

      Inanna took some of the lotion and spread it on Sarai’s skin.

      “Not so much at once,” the perfumer said, her voice harsh. “That ointment costs more than you are worth.”

      Inanna bit her lip to keep in the words she wanted to say. She spread the lotion, striving to follow the perfumer’s technique, and kept her eyes down. This was too close to Sarai. Too intimate with someone she’d only just met.

      “Her skin certainly needed this,” the perfumer said.

      “Well, she’s crossed a desert to get here.”

      The same desert Utu and Inanna had had to walk across, tied on a rope behind a camel. The raiders had said it was her own fault for attempting to run away. She’d made her first escape attempt only a day after their capture. She hadn’t even made it to the outskirts of the camp before turning back, because she couldn’t bear to leave her brother behind, whether he was angry or not. The second time she’d been smarter and told Utu she was going. Utu had predicted the escape would fail, but he wouldn’t let her go on her own. They’d actually managed a brief time of freedom before the raiders had recaptured them. They’d beaten her that time but not enough to mark her, just enough to ensure she didn’t try again. She’d been thankful she and Utu had been sold to the same household once they’d arrived in Egypt—not that they’d seen much of each other.

      “Ask her why she’s crying,” the perfumer said, nudging Inanna with her toe.

      Inanna had been too busy with her own memories to hear the subdued sobs. She asked Sarai the question but softened it. The poor woman obviously wasn’t thrilled to be here.

      “We thought we were far enough away from the capital to be safe,” Sarai said, with a hiccup.

      Inanna translated the answer.

      The perfumer snorted. “No one is safe from Pharaoh. He has spies in the farthest reaches of his kingdom.” She smoothed on more lotion. “Pharaoh would have been concerned about the influx of refugees fleeing Canaan’s famine.”

      And pharaohs had to be constantly alert to protect their throne. Would Inanna’s own family be among the refugees? Probably not. Leaving an area almost guaranteed someone else moving in. Her father, Mamre, and the other clan heads would try everything they could to survive, but they’d have to be even more alert for the desert raiders taking advantage of the situation.

      The two women continued the task in front of them. Once it was finished, the perfumer packed up her containers and placed them in a basket. “Go to the kitchen and find Hagar and ask her for a meal for myself and Sarai.”

      Inanna scrambled to her feet. She’d have to grab something along the way. Even though she’d spent half the day here, she was still considered far too lowly to eat with the perfumer.
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      Utu emptied the animal skin of water into the stone trough at his feet, then went back to the well and dropped the water bag on its long rope down the well. Once it was filled with water, he began to haul it to the surface. Twice a day, five of them hauled water for Avram’s vast flocks and herds.

      He’d been part of Avram’s camp for six sunsets already. After tomorrow, he’d be rotated on to another duty. Eliezer, his master’s steward, had told all the new slaves that they’d keep changing duties until he decided where each person was best fitted.

      In Pharaoh’s household, he’d simply done what he was told. As one of the younger slaves, he’d worked at the jobs no one else wanted. He wrinkled his nose. Far too much dealing with human excrement and filth. He much preferred working with animals.

      A week earlier, Eliezer had met all the slaves being transferred from Pharaoh’s household, told them what was expected, and sent them off to start work.

      The water drawers settled into the rhythm of dropping the skins in the water with a plop, allowing them to fill, then hauling them to the surface, before pouring the water into the troughs angled out from the center point of the well. Each shepherd brought their part of the flock in, then departed towards that day’s pastures.

      Even after a week here, it was obvious Eliezer managed the camp and the five hundred people who lived there like an army. Everyone had their place and knew precisely what was expected of them.

      Three summers of slavery had made Utu tough, but his back and hands were on fire before this job was even half finished. As his water bag reached the surface, he snatched a handful of water. It flowed down his parched throat, and he took another few mouthfuls. In Pharaoh’s household, he would have already been scolded for even such a short break, but here the men were encouraged to take breaks. It was enough to make someone sing, and sometimes the men did. Songs of praise to a creator god. Not a god he was familiar with. There’d been no mention of Baal or Ammuru or Asherah.

      Utu dropped the water bag down the well. Was Inanna alright? Utu hadn’t seen her in a week. Oh, he missed her. They’d been inseparable the first nine years of their life. She always led him into scrapes, but he always scrambled after her and tried to protect her from the worst of her impulsiveness. He’d been angry with her after their capture, but he hadn’t been angry for long. What was the point? It wasn’t as if she’d intended for them to be captured. If he’d held on to his anger, he’d have harmed himself as much as her.

      How many beatings had she endured in Pharaoh’s household? She’d never mentioned any. Maybe she’d learned to curb her tongue and wandering feet. Maybe, but he doubted it. Stormy winds were not easily tamed.

      Once the flocks were finally watered, one of the shepherds came over. Together, they checked each animal’s feet and general condition before releasing them into the pastures. Pharaoh had given them many new animals and access to precious pastures along the Nile. Beyond the watered plains near the Nile, it was desert. Utu shivered. He still remembered the desert crossings with the raiders. The vastness of the sands and rocks had been terrifying. The worst had been the two sandstorms they’d endured. Both had been blinding, choking, howling masses of sand that blasted every bit of exposed skin and left them breathless. The raiders had scoffed at his fears and told him those were small sandstorms. Inanna might dream of returning to Canaan, but the thought of crossing the desert again was enough to deter him. How ironic and devastating it would be if he returned to Canaan with Avram and Inanna was left behind.

      Utu’s stomach rumbled.

      “Sounds like time to eat,” the shepherd said with a grin.

      The shepherd, Utu, and Job, another boy his age, found a spot under the shade of a sycamore fig tree. The shepherd unwrapped a cloth containing three barley loaves. There was olive oil to dip the bread in, and curds and dried raisins. The first figs would be ripe enough to harvest within a few weeks, and they’d dry as many as possible and store them ready for future use.

      As Utu munched, he looked up into the tree. Would Inanna still want to climb any tree she saw? Probably, although there was no opportunity in Egypt and their last tree-climbing experience might make her think twice.

      “Who are you thinking of?” the shepherd asked.

      “How do you know I’m thinking of someone?” Utu asked.

      “I often see that look on people’s faces as we remember those left behind.”

      The man was perceptive. “My twin sister is a slave in the palace.” He’d been surprised how little he missed the rest of their family. Of course he missed his mother, but his father had never taken much notice of him. There were too many older half-brothers clamoring for Papa’s attention.

      The shepherd raised an eyebrow. “So you weren’t too happy to be given to Avram?”

      Utu shook his head. “Not at first. I prefer working for Avram, but not if it means leaving my sister. I’ve always prayed for us to stay together.”

      “Well, make sure you’re praying to the right god,” the shepherd chuckled. “I wasted a lot of time praying to the wrong ones.”

      “What do you mean?” Utu asked.

      “I worshiped the gods of Ur, especially the moon god. I thought they were real, but in the end, everything was taken from me, and they did nothing.”

      Utu said nothing even though his mind churned with questions. Could he probe more deeply with someone he’d just met? Questions hadn’t been welcomed in Pharaoh’s household.

      “My mother died, then my two sisters,” the shepherd continued. “No matter how many sacrifices we made, they made no difference. Eventually I decided I wouldn’t serve the gods of my ancestors any longer.”

      The shepherd stared at the ants carrying the crumbs from their lunch. He sighed. “I was angry for a long time.” He drank a mouthful of water from their shared waterskin, the sound of his swallow loud in the somnolent heat. “Angry enough to leave Ur with Avram and Sarai and their father. There was nothing to stay for. Once I abandoned my gods, it was easier to leave.”

      “Where did you go from there?”

      “We meandered northwest at the pace of the sheep, sticking to the edges of the Euphrates River until we arrived in Harran. We stayed there for a good long time. That slow trip helped me somehow, in here.” He tapped his chest. “I find looking after sheep relaxing. All they need is water and food and protection.”

      Utu couldn’t see the attraction, but maybe quietness meant something to a grieving man.

      Job had been listening intently but saying nothing. Now he asked, “When did you come south to Canaan?”

      “Well, it’s a story you might well describe as crazy.” The man looked across at Utu and Job and raised an eyebrow.

      Who didn’t love stories? “Go ahead, tell us.” Utu leaned back and crossed his hands behind his head. Overhead, puffy clouds moved like sheep across the sky.

      The shepherd stretched out his legs. “The major move came when Avram was already seventy-five.”

      “He doesn’t look anywhere near that age.” Utu might have guessed fifty, but the master seemed ageless.

      “He’s over eighty now.” The shepherd swatted at a fly. “Let me see if I can remember the story. Avram used to tell us often, whenever we complained about leaving Harran.” He closed his eyes. “His god came and said to him, ‘Leave your country, your people, and your father’s household, and go to the land I will show you.’”

      “Did this god tell him where to go?” Utu asked.

      The shepherd opened his eyes. “Do you want to hear this story or not?”

      Utu nodded.

      “Avram’s god told him, ‘I will make you into a great nation and I will bless you.’” The words came out as a sort of chant. “‘I will make your name great, and you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you and whoever curses you, I will curse, and all peoples on earth will be blessed through you.’” The shepherd paused and looked across at Utu and Job.

      “And?” Job asked.

      “And that was it. We packed up and left.”

      Utu looked at the shepherd, a frown furrowing his brow. “He just left his father behind?”

      “Yes, he left everyone behind except Sarai and his nephew, Lot.”

      “And what was this god’s name?” Job asked.

      “I don’t know. He certainly was not one of the gods of Ur. Avram did say their family had stories from their ancestors about the god who created the whole earth and everything in it, but when I first knew Avram, he still worshiped the gods of Ur.”

      “And how did this god appear to Avram?” Utu battled to keep the doubt out of his voice. Only priests claimed to communicate with the gods, and even they never claimed they’d actually seen one.

      The shepherd shrugged. “I don’t know. I think it was just a voice, but the words were clear.”

      “He wasn’t … you know?” Utu said, imitating drinking.

      “Drunk, you mean?” The shepherd shook his head. “And Avram isn’t the fanciful type.”

      From what Utu had seen, Avram seemed well in control of everything in the camp. He even knew most of their names. Utu had never been called by name in Pharaoh’s household.

      “Then where did you go?” Job asked.

      “Slowly south, at a sheep’s pace.” The shepherd glanced around the flock with a practiced eye. All was peaceful. “We eventually reached the great tree of Moreh at Shechem. Avram said his god appeared to him, but he hasn’t ever told us what his god said.” He shrugged. “Seems reluctant.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t good news.”

      “I don’t think so. This god has always seemed to make good promises to Avram. Avram made an altar at Moreh and praised his god. Later, when we moved near Bethel, he made another altar.” The shepherd swept his arm around to indicate all the flocks. “We have too many animals to stay anywhere for more than a few weeks. Once the grass gets scarce, we move on.”

      “What happened to his wife?” Utu asked. There had been no sign of a wife or children, only his nephew, Lot, whom Utu had mistakenly thought was Avram’s son until one of the other shepherds had put him right.

      The shepherd surged to his feet without answering and flapped his arms as an eagle soared too close. There were still a few smaller lambs that would make a nice meal for a hungry eagle.

      What had happened to Avram’s wife? It would have to be a question for another day.
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      “Inanna, the perfumer wants to see you in her room,” a messenger called as she scurried past, already intent on her next task.

      Inanna had been sitting outside Sarai’s door, wondering why the usually punctual perfumer hadn’t arrived.

      Inanna searched the corridors, having to ask directions several times, until she reached the perfumer’s area, a combined living quarters and workshop. She hesitated at the doorway and then called out a greeting. Inside, the woman groaned, which Inanna took as an invitation to enter.

      The workshop was a mass of shelves lined with clay jars. The air was pungent with a multitude of scents, scents Inanna was beginning to recognize after a week of this new work. Bunches of dried herbs hung from every possible place.

      Another groan from the back room propelled Inanna forward. Pushing aside the curtain, she peered into the room behind. The perfumer lay on the sleeping platform clutching her stomach.

      “You’ll have to finish the treatment,” the woman muttered from between clenched teeth. “I can’t possibly work today.”

      Odd. She was the third person Inanna had seen this morning with the same symptoms. Maybe they’d eaten something that disagreed with them.

      “I put all the ingredients in the basket on the bench.” The perfumer broke off with a groan. Her skin was pale with red blotches, and a film of sweat stretched across her forehead. Inanna took a step back. She didn’t want to catch whatever had struck the woman down.

      Another groan. “You know what to do.”

      And Inanna did. They’d been doing the same thing for five days already. First, a warm scented bath, then a whole-body massage with beautifying lotions. She could do the lotion application, but she didn’t know anything about the contents of the lotions. That sort of information was secret, handed down from mother to daughter. And no Egyptian was going to share their secrets with a foreigner.
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        * * *

      

      Sarai looked up as Inanna entered her room. Once again, she was up to her neck in a warm bath. Despite the warmth, she was pale and serious.

      “Are you feeling well?” Inanna said, putting down the heavily laden basket.

      “As well as can be expected in the circumstances,” Sarai said.

      “Lucky you. Lots of people are sick,” the water carrier said.

      So it wasn’t just the perfumer and the few Inanna had seen. “How many?”

      The water carrier pursed her lips. “Some of the cooks and most of the water carriers. A few of the men who work the fans to keep Pharaoh cool, half the counselors, a good number of the priests …”

      “And all with the same symptoms?” Inanna asked.

      “Vomiting, fevers, sweats, and boils in painful places.” The water carrier dropped her voice to a whisper. “People are asking if it’s a curse.”

      Sarai moved so abruptly that the bath water slopped over onto the floor. “Curse? What kind of curse?”

      “They’re saying someone must have done something to anger the gods.” The water carrier whispered again, as though to avoid further angering any listening gods.

      Inanna wasn’t going to bother to whisper. She no longer believed the gods even existed. They certainly had not answered any of Inanna's prayers for rescue or returning home, so she'd stopped praying and decided to rely on her wits from now on.

      “Pharaoh has demanded answers from the priests.”

      If Pharaoh was demanding answers Sarai might have a reprieve for another night or two. Although Sarai could be in danger herself as the superstitious Egyptians were just as likely to blame Sarai for the plague. Most of the problems in the kingdom were conveniently blamed on foreigners, the people least able to protect themselves. Inanna had lost count of the number who’d lost their lives because of some false charge or other.

      The water carrier left. Inanna held up the towel and helped Sarai out of the bath and dried her as she’d been taught.

      Once Sarai had settled on the couch, Inanna massaged in the first of the lotions and they chatted. Whatever ingredients the lotions contained, they had made a huge difference to Sarai’s desert-roughened skin. She now glowed with health and somehow looked even younger than she had a week ago.
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        * * *

      

      No one turned up with a meal. After waiting until her stomach ached, Inanna said, “I’ll go and see what’s happening.”

      The outside passage was deserted. As she walked towards the kitchen, she almost gagged on the smell of vomit coming from room after room. Inanna pinched her nostrils and continued to walk forwards.

      Only Hagar, the cook she’d met last time who’d been unusually friendly and helpful, was still in the vast area. Hagar looked up as Inanna entered and smiled a smile of such warmth that it made Inanna blink. The palace was a place of frowns and commands.

      “You’re not sick then?” Hagar asked.

      Inanna shook her head. “Only faint with hunger.”

      “We must be the only ones still standing. You may as well take what you want. No one else will need it.” Hagar gestured towards the cool areas where food was stored.

      Another first. Inanna’s mouth watered in anticipation.

      “Is the foreign princess well?” Hagar asked.

      “I don’t think she’s a princess, but she’s fine.”

      “If Pharaoh likes her then she’ll be a princess.” Hagar smiled grimly. “Princesses can have long memories once they get a little power.”

      A lesson Inanna might be wise to remember. She’d almost forgotten that Sarai might soon be so far above her that they’d not be able to talk as they had been.

      Inanna first slung the water bag across her body, leaving her hands free for other items. Then she gathered a selection of cheese, raw onions, leeks, and bread together. She even dared to take some meat, something she was never permitted to eat. A smile twitched the corner of her mouth. No point in letting such food go to waste.

      Hagar pointed towards the cool room. “There are fresh cucumbers and pomegranates under that damp cloth.” Hagar even insisted she take some sweet seed cakes.

      “If I’m not here later, just come and get what you need. Pharaoh isn’t sick and will expect the foreign princess to be ready for him.”

      Inanna swallowed. Was she going to have to make all the final preparations herself? She had no idea what the final process involved, and the cosmetic expert was no doubt ill as well.

      Once back at Sarai’s room, Sarai insisted that Inanna eat with her. It was the best meal that Inanna had eaten in a long time. Pharaoh didn’t starve his slaves, as a dead slave wasn’t any use to him, but he also didn’t give them many extras.

      Sarai pushed some of her cake towards Inanna. “Help me finish this.”

      Inanna didn’t hesitate, just in case Sarai changed her mind. She hadn’t eaten anything sweet since she’d left Canaan, where she used to sneak treats from the cook. Yet another thing that had often earned her mother’s reprimand. Inanna licked her fingers.

      Now that the perfumer wasn’t here, perhaps Sarai would answer some questions. “Why did you leave Ur?”

      Sarai was quiet for a long moment. “Well, at first I thought it was because one of our brothers died. He was only young. Although we spent much silver at the temple, he did not get well.” She sighed. “So maybe my father was disappointed in the gods he’d served all his life.”

      Disappointment and disillusionment with the gods was something Inanna knew well.

      “It took many moons to reach Harran and we lived there for a long time before coming south.”

      “But why move to Canaan? Surely it didn’t offer anything new to you.”

      “Along the way, my b-brother …”.

      Sarai had been reticent to say anything about this brother of hers. Maybe he ruled with an iron fist, and she was scared of him. Tension gripped Inanna’s shoulders. Was Utu’s life worse than it had been under Pharaoh? Please no, rose in her heart, although she knew not to whom she prayed.

      “My brother met a new god who gave us many promises, which he has not kept.” Misery tinged Sarai’s voice and she twisted her hands in her lap.

      What kind of promises would make a woman look so unhappy?

      “The new god told us to follow him.”

      “To Canaan?” Inanna asked.

      Sarai shook her head. “He never told us where we were going. Just to follow.”

      Inanna raised her eyebrows. Just follow. Strange. Most gods wanted sacrifices as proof of loyalty.

      “So we followed and were led to Canaan and then here. Sometimes this god speaks to my … my b-brother directly and sometimes it seems as though we just respond to the circumstances, like the famine.”

      Had the god meant for Sarai to end up here, in Pharaoh’s household? Or had a beautiful woman just been too close to the center of Pharaoh’s spy network?

      Inanna hated to break off their conversation, but it was time for Sarai to be dressed in her finery. Together they worked to clothe her in the finest of linens. Halfway through the process, Sarai blinked back tears.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “The clothes.” Sarai gulped. “ I have never worn clothes that revealed so much.”

      The linen was translucent. Inanna agreed with her but what could they do? It wasn’t like Sarai was dressing to go to the market. As they were finishing, a voice called out from outside and Inanna invited the woman in. It was a mere girl, not the cosmetics expert she was expecting. The assistant? Or the assistant to the assistant?

      The girl flushed. “Everyone else is sick.”

      Hopefully the girl had at least watched the process many times, even if she’d never actually applied the cosmetics.

      With a few false starts the girl managed to paint on the kohl which made Sarai’s eyes look even more doe-like. Then she added greenish malachite eye shadow. Then red ochre was mixed with animal fat for Sarai’s lips.

      Once they were finished, the girl leaned down and took out a flat case from her basket. She opened it and Inanna gasped at the gleam of the pectoral necklace. She’d never seen silver, but that was what it must be. Silver, rarer and more expensive than gold. Precious stones of turquoise and dark red made the pattern. They fastened it around Sarai’s neck and Sarai reached up her hand and stroked its surface. Jewelry fit for a princess. How many others had worn it before her?

      The girl packed her cosmetics together and bowed herself backwards out of the room.

      Sarai clutched Inanna’s hand. “Don’t leave me.”

      “You do know I’ll have to leave eventually, don’t you?” Inanna said.

      “Yes, but can you wait in this room?”

      Poor, fearful Sarai. Beautiful and youthful as she looked, Sarai was actually a woman of seventy, mature in years and used to not having unwanted attentions. Maybe Pharaoh would be hit by the plague or change his mind. Not that it would do much good. Eventually he’d demand to spend the night with Sarai.

      “I’ll take you to the door and stay out here,” Inanna promised. The promise was only possible because Pharaoh had his own entrance to the next room.

      Sarai’s lips moved as they walked towards the entrance to the inner rooms.

      “Are you praying?” Inanna asked.

      Sarai nodded. “To Avram’s god.”

      Hopefully he was more powerful than Inanna’s own gods had proved to be. “May the god you serve be with you.”

      “Amen,” Sarai murmured as she went through the doorway in front of her to wait for Pharaoh.
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        * * *

      

      Inanna jerked awake. The window was a dark square through which a few stars shone. There. There was the sound again. A violent retching and a splash onto the floor. Sarai? No, it sounded like a man. It had to be Pharaoh. Pharaoh being violently ill.

      Tension straightened Inanna’s spine. She longed to get Sarai out of there, but there was absolutely nothing she could do. If it was Pharaoh, then entering the room would mean death. For a man who claimed to be a god, he’d never forgive someone who knew he vomited like a slave.

      “Sarai’s god. Help her. Protect her,” Inanna murmured into the darkness. “Not that I believe you exist, but just in case you do, keep her safe.”

      Inanna stayed awake until the first cockcrow of the morning. Pharaoh—if that was who was sick, and who else could it be?—vomited repeatedly during the long hours of darkness. Sometimes Inanna could hear the murmur of voices. Was Sarai talking to Pharaoh? That must be a first. Inanna doubted Pharaoh usually talked to his women.
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        * * *

      

      “Inanna,” came the whisper, accompanied by a prod of a sandalled foot.

      Inanna blinked sleepy eyes and focused on Sarai. A Sarai still completely clothed and with cosmetics unspoiled.

      “Sorry,” Inanna mumbled. “I didn’t mean to fall asleep.”

      “I didn’t get much sleep either, but he answered.”

      “Who answered?” Inanna said, shaking her head to clear it.

      “Avram’s god.” Sarai pulled Inanna to her feet. “The plague hit Pharaoh hard soon after he arrived.” She giggled and covered her mouth with her hand. “Sorry. I shouldn’t laugh at anyone’s misery, but the timing couldn’t have been better. And now he knows.”

      Inanna must be befuddled this morning, because she didn’t have a clue what Sarai meant. “What does he know?”

      “That he shouldn’t have taken me into his household.”

      “What do you mean?” Sarai was talking in riddles this morning.

      “Help me get out of these clothes first,” Sarai said, reaching up to unfasten the pectoral necklace. “Then stick close to me and you’ll see.”
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