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      For my workmates in the OMF office in Sydney. If one has to do an office job, then I’m grateful mine is with you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        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)

      

        

      
        Even if my father and mother abandon me, the LORD will hold me close.

        Psalm 27:10 (NLT)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LIST OF CHARACTER AND PLACE NAMES

          

        

      

    

    
      Fictional Characters

      Arielle — adopted daughter of Naomi.

      Many of the minor characters are fictional including Tozbi and Kozbi, Arielle’s Moabite friends.

      All of Boaz’s friends are fictional.

      

      Biblical Characters (found in the book of Ruth)

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

      Naomi — wife of Elimelech. They have migrated from Bethlehem to Ar in Moab.

      Ruth — wife of Naomi’s son, Mahlon.

      Orpah — wife of Naomi’s son, Kilion.

      Boaz — farmer of Bethlehem.

      Rahab and Salmon — Boaz’s parents but they’ve died before this book begins.

      There are many mentions of earlier historical characters — A’dam, Yehoshua, Job …

      

      Place Names

      Ar — a major city in Moab. It is likely to have been in the southern part of the Arnon Valley, which is part of present day Jordan.

      The Arnon Gorge - a natural boundary in the north of Moab.

      Jericho — only ruins and just north of the Dead Sea (thus north-east of Bethlehem).

      Heshbon — east of the Jordan River and north of Moab.

      Bethlehem — Naomi’s home village. Part of the inheritance of the tribe of Judah.

      Shiloh — a town 50 kilometres (31 miles) north of Bethlehem. It was the site of the Tabernacle, the central place of worship for all Israelites.
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        Moab

        c. 1130 BC

      

      

      “Wait for me,” Arielle whined as she tried to keep up with her older brothers. Her shorter legs couldn’t cover the ground as fast as theirs.

      Ahead of her, Kilion nudged Mahlon and they increased their speed.

      “Don’t,” Arielle wailed. “Ima would want you to wait.”

      At the mention of their mother, her brothers stopped, frustration written all over their faces. They were always trying to sneak off to go fishing, but Arielle had been waiting and watching near the place they kept their fishing gear. She’d started after them the moment they left home.

      As Arielle approached, Kilion said, “We like to go on our own. You’re too noisy.”

      When Arielle got bored, she chatted or threw stones. Fishing always sounded exciting when her brothers talked about it, but it never was. Yet there was seldom anyone her own age to play with and she hated to be left alone.

      “I’ll be quiet this time.”

      “You’ve said that before,” Mahlon said.

      She had. The last few times, at least. It was a mystery to her how such normally boisterous boys managed to sit so still and for so long when they were fishing.

      They arrived at the escarpment, and the boys had to help Arielle scramble down. Once at the pool, the boys threw out their lines and they all settled down like three statues.

      The heat absorbed by the rocks all day oppressed her and a fly buzzed. Arielle swatted at it and continued to sit. Sweat prickled along her hairline and she licked her dry lips. What a way to spend an afternoon!

      Every now and then, the boys checked their lines and replaced the bait before throwing them back into the water with a plop.

      It was boring, boring, boring but she never gave up seeking to be included. Never gave up trying to bridge the years between them. Only last night, she’d overheard Ima and Abba talking about the boys’ betrothals. Many children were betrothed much earlier, so maybe their parents had hoped to find girls of their own kind. Girls from back home in Israel.

      But there weren’t many people from Israel around. There was still a famine in Bethlehem, where Abba and Ima had come from many barley harvests before. Ima said her home was many days’ walk away. The thought of that long walk made Arielle’s legs tired. Or maybe she just felt tired because she was bored. It was amazing how doing nothing was sometimes the most tiring thing of all.

      Arielle tapped her foot against a rock. Mahlon glared at her and she stopped. Moments later, she was cracking her knuckles.

      “If you can’t keep quiet, go away.” Kilion glared at her.

      “I want to do something else.” Arielle cracked her knuckles again.

      “We told you not to come,” Mahlon said.

      “I don’t want to play by myself.” The boys always had each other, but who did she have? The local children kept away because their parents didn’t want them playing with children whose parents worshiped a foreign god.

      Kilion huffed. “We want to fish, not play.”

      “But you’re my brothers. You’re supposed to play with me.”

      “You’re not our sister,” Kilion muttered.

      It felt like someone had punched Arielle in her stomach.

      “Shut up!” hissed Mahlon as he slapped Kilion’s shoulder.

      Arielle looked from one boy to the other. “What do you mean, I’m not your sister?” Her voice was hoarse.

      The boys looked at each other but said nothing.

      “What do you mean, I’m not your sister?” Arielle asked again, an ache in her stomach and her voice rising. She’d learned long ago that persistence usually paid off.

      “Ima is going to be so angry at you, Kilion,” Mahlon said, his face pale. “She said it was a secret, and now your big mouth has blabbed it out.”

      “What do you mean⁠—”

      “Yeah, yeah, you’ll keep asking until we tell you, but we’re more scared of Ima and Abba than you. You’ll have to ask them,” Mahlon said.

      Arielle couldn’t stay here another moment. She had to get away. To get away and think. She jumped to her feet, hopped across the rocks, and started up the steep path.

      “Come back, Arielle,” Mahlon yelled. “You shouldn’t go off on your own.”

      Well, if she did, it was their fault. She kept scrambling up the winding path but it wasn’t long until she heard them behind her.

      Her breaths were loud in her ears and sweat ran down her back.

      “Help, help.”

      Arielle stopped. Had she imagined the faint calls? She checked behind her. The cries had not come from the boys. She cocked her head to one side.

      “Help!”

      Arielle shaded her eyes with her hand and looked up towards the rim of the ravine. Someone was up there. A girl, waving with both hands above her head. Arielle squinted. It looked like Kozbi. Kozbi and her twin brother, Tozbi, sometimes snuck away from home. They’d played with Arielle a few times over the years, but not a lot because the twins’ abba was a wealthy man and he would not have approved. Not only because her parents, Naomi and Elimelech, weren’t wealthy but also because their family were foreigners and followers of Yahveh. Arielle sometimes wondered what it must be like to live in a home where she would lack nothing.

      Kozbi waved again, her arm jerking as though she was panicked. Arielle licked her already dry lips. Had something happened to Tozbi? She hoped not. He was much more willing to play with her than her own brothers.

      Arielle waved back at her friend to let her know she was on her way and pressed on. With a final push Arielle reached the top of the path and looked around for her friend.

      “Over here,” Kozbi called, waving again.

      “What’s happened?” Mahlon came up behind Arielle.

      “Don’t know yet. Let’s go and see,” Arielle said.

      Kozbi saw them coming and turned to lead the way. Mahlon, Arielle, and Kilion followed.

      Kozbi led them to a jumble of rocks and stopped, waiting for them to catch up. Her face was streaked with tears. “We were just jumping from rock to rock and he fell.”

      “How bad?” Mahlon asked.

      Kozbi gulped. “I can see the bone.”

      Arielle’s stomach lurched. What use would the four of them be?

      “He’s over there,” Kozbi said. “I can’t bear to look.”

      “I’ll go and see what can be done.” Mahlon climbed carefully down the rock face.

      He came back, looking pale. “Kozbi and I will run for help. You and Kilion need to stay with him. Don’t look.”

      But of course they did. Kilion turned a funny color and went and vomited in the bushes. He obviously wasn’t going to be much help.

      “Take off your tunic,” Arielle said.

      Kilion spat and wiped his mouth. “Why do you want my tunic?”

      “We need to cover Tozbi up and keep him warm.”

      Kilion gestured at the sun. “It’s a hot day.”

      “Ima says that injured people get cold and must be kept warm.”

      Kilion grumbled, but he did what she said. The tunic could also cover the injury. After considering the horribleness of the injury, Arielle drove two sticks into the ground either side of Tozbi so the tunic wouldn’t touch his wound. Then she draped the tunic over him and tucked it in around his shoulders.

      Tozbi’s eyes flickered open and he groaned.

      Once when Arielle had fallen out of the tree in their courtyard, Abba had sat beside her and held her hand, so she sat down next to Tozbi and took his hand. He didn’t pull away.

      He mostly rested with his eyes closed. Every now and then, his mouth twisted with pain. He opened his eyes again. “Story. Tell me a story.”

      At least that’s what she thought he said, for she had to lean down close to hear the words.

      “A story?” she asked.

      He squeezed her hand.

      Arielle had told a few stories to the twins when they had tired of their games. She blew out a breath. Which story was best? Maybe the Noach one, about how he was saved when all the rest of the world was judged and destroyed. She took a shaky breath and tried not to think about the horror of Tozbi’s injury.

      “Many, many years ago, after the creation of the world, people walked further and further away from Yahveh. Every inclination of people’s hearts was evil all of the time, so Yahveh regretted that he had made people.”

      Tozbi’s hand relaxed in hers. She didn’t know how much he heard, but by the time the rescue party arrived, his breathing was stronger and more regular.

      She didn’t want to stay around while they picked Tozbi up and put him on the stretcher they’d brought. Didn’t want to hear and see his pain.

      She tugged on Mahlon’s arm and they set off home. Once well away, they turned and watched as the men took Tozbi home too.

      “You’re only a child,” Kilion said. “How did you know what to do?”

      “Im—” Arielle had been about to say “Ima” but now she didn’t know if that was true. If Ima wasn’t her real mother, who was? Was Arielle still allowed to call her Ima or would she have to call her something else? It was all so confusing and made her head ache.

      “Ima,” she said boldly, daring the boys to contradict her. “Ima said all girls need to know how to look after injuries. She taught me to keep people warm and calm.”

      “Well, it helped,” Kilion said. “You did a good job.”

      The rare praise warmed her but didn’t ease her confusion. Who was she? Why didn’t she live with her parents? Were they even alive?

      She’d ask Abba. He’d always had the answers for her in the past.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t until sunset that she finally had time to talk with her abba. If he actually was her abba.

      “Abba.” Arielle sat beside him.

      “Yes, my dove.” He took her hand.

      She loved it when he called her his dove.

      “Someone said I wasn’t Mahlon and Kilion’s sister.”

      “Hmm,” Abba said. “Did they indeed?”

      Arielle looked up at him. “But it’s not true is it?”

      Abba squeezed her hand. “There are different ways of being a sister.”

      She put her head to one side, not really understanding.

      “We always knew we’d have to tell you one day.” His voice was warm. “I guess today is the day.”

      The sadness inside was stifling. “So I’m not your child?”

      “You are a child of my heart,” he said fiercely. “And that is what matters.”

      His words wrapped her up warm as his hugs. “But⁠—”

      “But nothing. Just because Ima didn’t birth you doesn’t mean you’re not part of our family.”

      “So, who is my mother?” Arielle asked.

      He smoothed the hair on her forehead. “We don’t know. Someone left you at the entrance to our home. We’re fairly sure you must be a Moabite, but there were no clues as to who your family was or where you came from.”

      “So my Ima and Abba didn’t want me?” Arielle brushed a hand across her eyes.

      “We don’t know what the situation was,” Abba said. “Maybe your Ima died. Maybe she was too sick to look after you.”

      “What about the rest of the family?”

      “I don’t know, my dove. There are many other reasons why a family can’t raise a child.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like poverty.”

      They weren’t poor, but even if they were, she couldn’t imagine that Naomi or Elimelech would ever give away one of their children.

      “Maybe your parents gave you to us because they knew we’d share whatever we had and that we’d love you.”

      And Ima and Abba did love her. Even the boys did. They might be cross at her sometimes, but it wasn’t because they didn’t love her. Mahlon had once fought someone who had said something unkind about her. Ima was sometimes impatient if Arielle dreamed rather than helping around the house, but other times she allowed Arielle to help her cook. Still, it was hard not to be sad about her other Ima and Abba. Had they loved her, or were they glad to get rid of her like she was a piece of rotten fruit?
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        Moab, about ten years later

      

      

      “What are we going to do with Arielle?”

      The breath caught in Arielle’s throat as she crouched below the level of the window. She’d bent down to pick up a tuft of wool, and now she couldn’t straighten up without revealing her position.

      “What do you mean, do with her?” Ruth, Arielle’s sister-in-law asked.

      “Would it be best to leave her here with one of our friends, or take her with us?” Naomi sounded conflicted.

      What? They were leaving? Leaving Moab? Arielle’s heart pounded. She’d never known any other place than this house, this town, this country. She’d assumed Naomi would stay here forever. After all, Naomi had been here for years. Her husband and sons were buried here. Why would she leave?

      “Where would she go?” Orpah, Arielle’s other sister-in-law asked. “We do not know who her relatives are. We don’t even know if she has relatives.”

      Once Abba had confirmed that she had been adopted by himself and Naomi, Arielle had gone to Naomi and demanded more details. Naomi told her how she had been woken one morning by whimpering. Naomi and Elimelech had looked for the source of the sound and found a baby wrapped in sopping wet clothes at the front entrance. There was no explanation and no clue as to who she was. They’d washed her and wrapped clean cloths around her and searched for answers, but none had ever been found. Arielle had lived with them as a member of the family ever since, assuming Mahlon and Kilion were her much older brothers. But from that time on, Arielle began to think of her adopted Ima as “Naomi”. Out of respect for raising her, Arielle still called her Ima, but secretly she hoped to find the mother who had given birth to her someday.

      “We can’t leave her here,” Ruth said. “It’s too dangerous.”

      Listen to Ruth, Arielle urged inwardly, sweat prickling along her hairline. Listen to Ruth. Moab was a dangerous place for a girl, not yet a woman. Without protectors, Arielle would be prey for anyone around. She could be taken as a slave, or a second wife, or much, much worse.

      Arielle’s leg threatened to cramp. She carefully eased herself around to sit in the dust with her back against the outer wall of the house. Her people worshiped Chemosh. Chemosh the great and terrible. Chemosh with his scores of temple prostitutes. Arielle shivered. If a girl wasn’t beautiful enough to attract attention, then she might be used as a sacrifice to propitiate Chemosh’s anger … and he was often angry since the death of Eglon, the once great and mighty king of their lands and conqueror of neighboring Israel.

      “I don’t think you understand our situation,” Naomi said, her voice depressed. “We came full and we leave empty. We are three women alone with no men to protect us. Things will not be easy for us in Bethlehem.”

      “Ruth and I are strong and healthy,” Orpah said.

      “But you will be foreigners,” Naomi said. “There are those who will think they are doing a good deed to deny you work or even to harm you. My people will say I am cursed and they will want nothing to do with us.”

      Arielle could understand why people might think their family was cursed. Her beloved adopted abba, Elimelech, had died of apoplexy, struck down in the middle of a heat wave. It still hurt to even think of the big hole his loss had caused. After his death their household had grown silent and the things of Yahveh had not been talked of for a long time. They’d been considered cursed after the first death, but the deaths of Mahlon and Kilion on a single day had been worse. And the thing about curses? People considered them contagious. No wonder the neighbors had mostly kept away since their losses.

      Naomi had always said Yahveh was different from Chemosh and the Baals, but Arielle could not see it. Maybe if they’d made offerings rather than prayers, the menfolk would have been spared. Certainly, their prayers to Yahveh had been answered with a harsh no, like a gate slammed in their faces.

      “Don’t expect my hometown …” Naomi snorted. “It’s a village, really. Don’t expect it to be like here. We won’t be able to escape attention as easily as we can here in Ar. Everyone knows everyone’s business in Bethlehem. The moment we arrive, they’ll be talking about us.”

      “Do you still have a house in Bethlehem?” Ruth asked.

      “If goats and pigeons haven’t moved in.” Naomi sighed. “One of our relatives should have checked it occasionally, but who knows?”

      Arielle could picture Naomi scowling as she answered Ruth’s question. Naomi had been drained of joy since the deaths of her husband and sons. Arielle missed the more cheerful woman of previous times. The woman who’d been the only mother Arielle had ever known. She could be strict, but she was always fair.

      “But whatever home we have it won’t be as roomy as this one, and it will probably need repairs.” Naomi sighed again.

      “Then we’ll need all the hands we can get to help,” Ruth said. “Arielle is a hard worker and she doesn’t eat much. We’ll manage.”

      And Arielle would work her fingers to callouses to prove that she was worthy of being taken with them. Although, even now, there was a tugging both ways in her heart. If they left Moab, how would she ever find out anything about her original family?

      “I don’t know,” Naomi said. “We’ll have to think more about it. Right now, we need to stop talking and get to work. Has anyone seen Arielle?”

      Arielle shifted herself away from under the window. Once she couldn’t be seen from inside, she pushed herself up to full height and hurried to the well. She was not going to be left behind. She would make herself so useful that they’d have to take her. She busied herself hauling water. One of Abba’s last gifts to them had been digging this well. Arielle dashed a tear away from her eye. She missed him. He’d been so kind and always treated her as the daughter he’d never had.

      “Arielle! Arielle! Where are you?” Naomi called from the front door.

      “Here,” Arielle called, picking up the full bucket and carrying it towards Naomi. “Just bringing the water.”

      She shouldn’t have been wasting time thinking about Elimelech. If she was going to make herself indispensable, she needed to anticipate Naomi’s every need so Naomi had no need to look for her. She’d get better at her tasks. She must. She’d been abandoned once, and she was not going to be abandoned again. Not if she could help it.
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      Arielle walked towards the gate carrying the ripe figs that Naomi knew would be appreciated by the nearly toothless widow who lived across the lane. If Naomi was going to leave Arielle with anyone, it would be the widow. Arielle liked the woman, but she’d still fight to go with Naomi, Ruth, and Orpah.

      Arielle opened the gate and was barely through it before someone grabbed her arm. She opened her mouth to shout.

      “Be quiet!” a girl’s voice commanded.

      Kozbi! Arielle had only seen her occasionally since Tozbi’s accident. And that had been a good many barley harvests ago.

      Kozbi pushed Arielle back into her courtyard and closed the gate behind them. She leaned back against the gate and drew back her veil. Her pale face was ravaged with tears.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “They’ve taken him,” Kozbi choked out.

      A cold fear gripped Arielle’s heart. Kozbi must mean Tozbi, for no other person meant so much to her.

      “Who has taken him and where?”

      Kozbi looked intently around the courtyard and cocked her head to listen for anyone passing outside. Then she leaned forward and whispered, “The priests. The priests have taken him.”

      The dread oozed into Arielle’s belly. She couldn’t think of any reason why the priests would be interested in Tozbi, but it didn’t matter. Any mention of the priests made her skin crawl. They were corrupt, evil men, interested only in their own power.

      “But why?”

      Kozbi’s legs seemed to have lost their strength, for she slid down beside the gate and buried her head in her arms. Her body shook with sobs.

      Whatever it was, it must be bad. Arielle had only ever seen Kozbi upset once, and that was the day Tozbi had been crippled, a day none of them ever mentioned.

      Finally, Kozbi took a gulping breath and used the inside of her veil to wipe her nose. “Father—” her voice wobbled. “Father said he was no use. That no one would ever want to marry him and he couldn’t work in the fields.”

      “But he’s clever,” Arielle said. “There are many other things he can do.”

      “Father didn’t think those were important. Said that Tozbi only had one use and that was to buy the favor of the gods.”

      The sour taste of vomit rose in Arielle’s throat. What had Tozbi’s father done? If Tozbi was no longer of any use to his father, she doubted the priests would consider him any more highly.

      Kozbi reached out and gripped Arielle’s forearm. “You must leave here. Immediately. Don’t stay in this evil place.”

      Arielle was afraid to keep asking questions but not asking might be worse. “What has happened to Tozbi?”

      Kozbi stared at the ground in front of her. “He’s dead.” Her voice was flat. “Sacrificed so Father’s debts might be cleared.”

      Arielle scrambled to her feet and ran to the nearest tree where she vomited and vomited again until there was nothing left and she was left weak and spent. Tozbi was dead. Tozbi, who’d once laughed and teased. Tozbi, who had been very much alive despite his crippled leg.

      Arielle looked across at Kozbi. She had wrapped her arms around her legs and was rocking back and forth.

      Arielle went over to the water container, splashed water into her hand, and rinsed out her mouth. Then she walked back to Kozbi.

      “Kozbi,” she said gently. “I am more sorry than I can say.” Anger surged through her. “And so angry.”

      “You think you’re angry,” Kozbi spat. “I will never forgive Father as long as I live. And I will never, ever serve Chemosh.”

      Kozbi might not have a choice. She would stay here and be married to a man of her father’s choice to further whatever his plans were. If her husband worshiped Chemosh, he’d almost certainly insist his wife did too.

      Kozbi glanced at the sun. “I must go, but don’t forget what I said. You have the freedom to leave. Do it as quickly as you can.”

      Arielle watched Kozbi as she replaced her veil. It turned Kozbi into an anonymous woman, just one woman in a crowd. The veil hid all the anger and grief and pain from view. Would Arielle ever see her friend again?
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        * * *

      

      “Whew, nearly finished.” Arielle wiped her brow with the back of her arm, probably smearing her face and making it dirtier than it already was.

      “The house looks much better.” Ruth grabbed the opportunity to stand up straight and stretch.

      Naomi wanted to get the best price for their home, so Arielle and Ruth had first repaired and wet the mud of their floor so it could be re-smoothed. Then they’d limewashed the walls.

      Arielle dipped her brush made of tightly packed straw into the basin of limewash and patted it on the walls. It was satisfying to see the walls brighten up.

      Arielle’s nails were broken and dirty and her back and shoulders ached, but no one could ever say she didn’t work hard. She had not heard Naomi, Orpah, and Ruth discussing her again. Maybe they talked when Arielle was running errands and unable to hear them. Arielle’s news of Tozbi had prompted Naomi to get the house ready for sale.

      “Has Ima said when we’re leaving?” Arielle asked, the “we” deliberate to see if Ruth gave her a clue.

      Ruth put her brush back in the basin and dabbed the wall. “When the house and furnishings sell, I guess.”

      When Naomi left, they’d only take what they could carry. There was no extra money to buy a cart.

      Arielle sighed. Ruth hadn’t given her the clue she’d hoped. Was Arielle going or not? She couldn’t imagine Naomi leaving her behind unless it truly was the best option, but it would be nice to know for sure instead of losing sleep over the uncertainty.

      Arielle looked at the two walls she’d worked on, checking to see if there were any spots they’d missed. The house looked much brighter with the white covering the earthy-colored mud bricks. They’d probably have to do this whole process again in Bethlehem, Naomi’s home village. Arielle clenched her teeth. If, indeed she was permitted to go with them. Surely they wouldn’t leave her behind. They were her family.

      Naomi would never leave her in the hands of the priests intentionally, but what if that's where she ended up? The priests of Ar were always looking for more women to serve Chemosh. Serve him indeed! The priests just wanted slaves. Priests didn’t get their hands dirty by actually working, as she and Ruth were doing.

      “Are you nervous about leaving?” Arielle asked Ruth.

      Ruth picked up the almost empty basin and carried it outside to rinse out. “I am a little. Ima is the only one of us who has ever traveled further than the next town.” After washing the basin and turning it upside down to dry, she poured water over Arielle’s hands and got Arielle to do the same for her. “We don’t know how Ima’s neighbors will treat us.”

      Even after all these years, Naomi was considered a foreigner. The neighbors here, apart from other Israelite migrants and the widow, had largely ignored them. Ruth and Orpah’s fathers had done business with Elimelech but once Ruth and Orpah had married into the family, Ruth and Orpah had also been looked down upon.

      Arielle shook the water off her hands. “Have you considered staying?”

      “No.” Ruth was emphatic. “I love my family, but there is little opportunity in this place to know and follow Yahveh.”

      It was odd, Ruth seemed to value Yahveh more than her own family. “What about Orpah? Is she planning to go?”

      “I think she is, but leaving her family will be hard. Her parents had only two children and they depend on her help.”

      If Orpah stayed, it seemed more likely that Arielle could go. She’d worked hard to make herself indispensable, but had it been enough?
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      “Daughters, I need you to go out and buy us some more dried figs and raisins for our journey,” Naomi said. “Whatever you do, don’t get separated.”

      Arielle shivered. Naomi didn’t need to say more. The priests of Chemosh were always on the lookout for more slaves, and they had become bolder in recent days. Naomi insisted they always walked with at least two others.

      “And pray that I get a good price for the house,” Naomi said. “Now the whitewashing is dry, some potential buyers are coming to view it.”

      “Don’t you want one of us with you?” Ruth asked.

      Naomi shook her head. “The next-door neighbor will be here.”

      They didn’t know him well but he was an Israelite who’d arrived at about the same time as Naomi and Elimelech, married a Moabite and settled in the city.

      Arielle put on her head covering and followed Ruth and Orpah out into the sunshine. Ruth gave them each a bag then picked up a hefty walking stick from outside the door. They were soon beyond their quiet alleyway and into the busier streets of the main town.

      A chicken squawked and flapped across their path.

      “No, don’t go down there, Arielle. Let’s stick with the main roads,” Ruth said.

      They walked with arms linked. All the roads of the town led into the vast circular road that went around the temple of Chemosh. It squatted like a bloated toad at the intersection of eight roads. Smoke belched out of the doorways and windows from the sacrifices and incense offered and the raucous blare of trumpets assaulted their ears. Arielle held tight to Ruth and Orpah.

      They turned down one of the roads that led towards the market and here, Arielle loosened her grip on Ruth and Orpah. This area felt safer somehow, as though it was further away from the darkness of the temple.

      Halfway down the road in front of them, a cart had obviously tried to turn and become stuck. Several people yelled at the driver, and he yelled back. There was no space for the three of them to walk abreast.

      The driver of the cart yelled again. Arielle ducked through the narrow space at one end of the cart. She heard a swish behind her and all went dark. Her heart pounded as rough cloth scratched her face. Hot sticky fingers held her mouth shut. She struggled but she was so firmly held she could barely breathe. She was aware of being dragged backward. Then she was thrown over a man’s shoulder—no woman could be this muscular—and carried further.

      Was Ruth safe? And Orpah? Had the cart been a deliberate ploy to separate people? Arielle’s heartbeat pounded in her ears and she struggled even though it was a waste of effort.

      “Stop struggling,” a man’s voice growled. “Things will go better if you accept your lot.”

      Her lot? She was Arielle, adopted daughter of Naomi, and she was not going to give in without a fight. She struggled again. A blow struck the side of her head, leaving her ears ringing with sharp pain.

      Yahveh, god of Naomi, if you’re there, I need help.

      It was stifling under the sack. Arielle attempted a deep breath and wheezed. Smoke.

      The man stopped walking, swung her off his shoulder, and held her until she found her feet and stood, shivering with fear. What was next?

      Footsteps came towards her and someone yanked off the sack. “What have we here?”

      Arielle could barely see in the sudden brightness. After her eyes adjusted, she drew in a sharp breath. One of the priests was staring at her like he was buying a goat in the marketplace, seeking any flaw, grading her to see her quality.

      “Well done,” the priest murmured, lifting Arielle’s chin to stare at her. “Well done.”

      Arielle dropped her eyes. Please, Yahveh, send help.

      The priest smiled his false smile. “And what’s your name, beautiful?”

      Arielle buttoned her lips. This foul creature must not use her name.

      “She’s one of Naomi’s brood,” her captor said.

      The priest stepped back as though she were a pile of dung.

      “Polluted by worship of him I won’t name.”

      If he was too scared of Yahveh to name him then Arielle would say the name. “Naomi is a daughter of Yahveh, creator of all.”

      “Pah,” the priest spat on the floor. “Don’t say that name.”

      “Yahveh,” Arielle said again.

      His hand came up so fast that Arielle couldn’t duck. The sound of the slap echoed round the room but Arielle stood her ground despite the stinging pain across her cheek.

      “Don’t you defile this place with your talk.”

      He defiled the air he breathed.

      There was a long pause and then the priest’s scowl dissolved into a cunning smile “Let us not be hasty. You might be an unclean creature, but I could purify you.”

      Arielle felt like vomiting.

      The priest nodded at Arielle’s kidnapper and the man bowed himself backwards out of the room. Nausea swirled in Arielle’s stomach. Yahveh, are you there?

      “Much better on our own don’t you think?” the priest said. “How can we get to know each other with that big clodhopper around?”

      Yahveh?

      “I have no interest in getting to know you,” Arielle said.

      “Do you know who you’re talking to?” the priest said. “You’re a nothing. With me, you have a chance to be somebody.”

      Arielle’s head throbbed. Yahveh?

      “I am perfectly happy with who I am already,” Arielle said, wondering how her voice sounded so steady.

      The priest drew himself up tall. “How dare you speak to me like this!” He swallowed. “But then …” He reached out a hand to stroke her cheek.

      Arielle flinched, her knees threatening to give way.

      “Perhaps a little kindness is all you need.” The priest licked his lips. “Yes, my pretty, kindness is like honey to a girl.”

      Yahveh? Are you there?

      She clenched her fists to stop them shaking. “I have no interest in your kindness.”

      Again he slapped her. This time, a slap so hard she couldn’t keep on her feet. Her head slammed against the wall. Blood trickled down her chin where she’d bitten her lip. She shook her head carefully to ward off the wooziness.

      He leaned close. “I offer you the world and you prefer my fist. Well then, my pretty, I have other uses for you.”

      Running footsteps echoed outside the door.

      “Who dares disturb us?” the priest snarled.

      The door crashed open and a man erupted into the room. A big man, a very big man. Ruth’s abba. In his hand he wielded the staff Ruth had taken for their protection. Ruth stood behind him, her face anxious.

      Arielle used the wall to push herself to her feet then staggered over to stand behind Ruth’s abba. Despite his size, Ruth’s abba was usually as gentle as a lamb. He brandished the staff and they all backed out of the room, Ruth holding Arielle’s arm, before the priest could protest.

      Once back into the main room of the temple, Ruth’s abba lowered the staff and used it as a walking stick. “Don’t run. Just walk towards the side entrance.”

      Arielle felt her knees begin to buckle, all the fake strength she had mustered now fast abandoning her. Ruth’s abba put his hand under her elbow and propelled her forward. “Almost there,” he murmured. “Ruth would never forgive me if we lost you now.”

      They walked against the current of people flowing into the temple to present their offerings and beg Chemosh for health or wealth or the right marriage partner. Did they condone the evil that happened in Chemosh’s name? Or did they simply ignore it, intent instead on bettering themselves and their situation?

      Once they were well away from the temple, Ruth threw her arms around Arielle. “I was so scared.”

      “I thought no one would come,” whispered Arielle, holding back tears.

      “It took us a while to work out what must have happened,” Ruth said. “Thankfully we had caught a glimpse of the man who took you when he was lounging near the cart.”

      “We had nearly given up finding you when we saw him coming out of the back rooms of the temple.” Ruth held on to Arielle’s arm as though she’d never let go.

      Arielle turned to Ruth’s abba and thanked him profusely.

      He held up a hand. “Don’t thank me. I would never have dared to do that without Ruth’s clever plan. She said I only had to look threatening and it should be enough.”

      “You scared me until I recognized you.”

      “Come on,” Ruth said, tugging Arielle’s arm. “We must get home.”

      “What about the dried fruit?” Arielle asked even though she had no desire to go to the market.

      “Abba will bring us some later,” Ruth said. “We need to find Orpah and leave as soon as possible.”

      So Orpah had not dared to join the rescue. Would she have the courage to go with them to a foreign country?
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      Arielle turned over for the umpteenth time. Her head still ached from the events of the day before.

      “Will you please stop wriggling,” Orpah whispered through the pre-dawn darkness. “I’ve barely slept all night.”

      “Sorry,” Arielle muttered.

      In the hours since she’d been rescued from the temple, Arielle had been trying to capture a thought that hovered on the edge of her mind. There was something important. Something for the journey they would start today toward Naomi’s hometown.

      When Naomi had heard about what had happened to Arielle she’d given a decisive nod. “That’s it. We leave tomorrow. Arielle, make sure you’ve got all your things ready to go.”

      Presumably the sale had been made, for Naomi wouldn’t leave without that business sorted out.

      Arielle had still not captured the elusive thought before her eyelids closed.

      “Wake up, Arielle.”

      Someone was shaking her. Arielle groaned. Having at last fallen asleep, she would have loved to have slept a lot longer.

      A cock crowed and suddenly the thought Arielle had been chasing all night was there. Ruth’s abba was a gentle giant, but the priest hadn’t known that. His size and the staff he’d brandished had convinced the priest not to mess with them. They would be four women alone, vulnerable, and easy prey for any ill-intentioned travelers. But could they trick people into leaving them alone?

      Arielle got out of bed and gathered her spare tunic and the leather sandals Elimelech had made for her. She joined the others as they ate a little bread dipped in olive oil and a few dried figs.

      “Ima, where is that old clothing you were going to leave behind?” Arielle asked.

      Naomi narrowed her eyes. “We haven’t got time to go sorting through those things again.”

      “I think we can use them to make ourselves look less defenseless,” Arielle said. “The extra cloth can go around our middles to make us look bulkier. We can each carry a staff, and I can make bows and arrows.”

      “But we can’t use a bow,” Orpah said.

      “I don’t think it matters. We just need people who see us from a distance to think we are armed.” Arielle looked around the group. “We need to look like a group of warriors, not a group of women.”

      Naomi indicated her short stature. “I’m not sure it can be done.”

      “We can’t do anything in town because people will ask questions, but once we are well away I’m sure I can make us appear taller and bulkier,” Arielle said.

      “You’re welcome to try.” Naomi leaned down towards her bundle of possessions.

      “Shouldn’t we ask for Yahveh's blessing before we go?” Ruth asked.

      Naomi stood upright again. “You pray, Ruth. I don't have the heart.”

      “I’m not sure I know how,” Ruth said. “It ought to be you.”

      “You heard Elimelech pray often enough. You’ll do fine,” Naomi said.

      Ruth raised her hands and ducked her head. She’d always been shy. Maybe she was regretting her boldness in taking the lead on this matter.

      “Yahveh, we are setting out today to return to Bethlehem.” Ruth took a breath. “Please keep us safe as we go and lead us back to Ima’s home.”

      It sounded easy, but they would have to walk for many days and it was not certain that Naomi’s old home would still be livable. Still, Arielle’s stomach churned. Some of it was excitement at the thought of seeing new places and maybe making new friends, but some of it was regret that she was leaving Moab where she might still have family. How could she ever find out more if she lived in faraway Bethlehem?

      They picked up their cloth-wrapped bundles. Each woman also had a full waterskin. Naomi and Ruth took stout walking sticks. Arielle and Orpah would look for one each along the way. Arielle gathered several lengths of flax she could use as bow strings. She knew a tree that would provide suitable pliable branches. The shape of a bow was distinctive from a distance and might work as a warning.

      Naomi walked out of their home without looking back. As Arielle looked over her shoulder, she noticed Orpah also glancing back. According to Naomi, Arielle had been placed on that very threshold. What kind of mother did that? Abandoned her child on a stranger’s doorstep. Arielle clenched her fists. No, she was not sad to be leaving Moab. Not at the moment. One day, she’d be back. One day, she’d come looking for answers.

      It did not take long to get out of the city gates. Once outside, Arielle kept her eyes open for the kinds of tree branches she needed to make the bows to deceive anyone who might want to harm them.

      “Look for food as we walk,” Naomi said. “I want to avoid going into any towns until we are well into Israelite territory.”

      Naomi had said that if all went well, they could reach Bethlehem in a week.

      Arielle had never traveled much beyond the walls of Ar, but she had heard Moab was on a plateau which dropped down into a vast expanse of water. The Sea of Death, they called it, for no man or beast could drink of its waters and no plants could live close to its shores. She couldn’t imagine such a vast sea, for water was scarce up on the plateau.

      Remembering that long-ago day when Mahlon and Kilion had revealed that Arielle was not their sister, Arielle pointed. “Let’s detour into that gully and get some of the willow.”

      “Will it take long?” Naomi asked.

      “Not if we work together.” Arielle scrambled down the path and selected the young and flexible shoots. She’d been thinking about how to make some headpieces while they walked, so it didn’t take long to twist the first one. She placed the structure on her head and placed her veil over it.

      Orpah snickered. “That’s one way to finally make yourself taller.”

      “It only has to work from a distance,” Arielle said. “To make us look more threatening.” She handed some more willow shoots to the others and they quickly made crowns of some sort to fit each of their heads.

      Leaving them to finish off their headpieces, Arielle selected three straight branches of willow as thick as her finger to make bows. Mahlon had shown her how to prepare the branches for bending by stretching them over her knee. Once the branch was ready, she attached the flax to each end.

      “Could you really shoot an arrow with that?” Ruth asked.

      “The boys did. It wasn’t very accurate, but we aren’t planning to fight. We just need to look like we’re prepared to do so.” Arielle handed one bow each to Ruth and Orpah. “If we can keep far away enough from people, it should fool them.”

      “Let’s hope we have no need to fool anybody,” Naomi said as she started back up the path.

      Arielle hoped the same, but she wasn’t leaving things to chance. She’d lost one and a half families already. She didn’t intend to lose anymore.
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      Arielle helped Naomi to her feet after their first night.

      Naomi groaned. “I’m too old to sleep on the ground.”

      Arielle gathered up her cloak and tied up her bundle of belongings. “How old were you when you came to Moab?”

      Naomi wrinkled her brow. “Well, Mahlon and Kilion would have been about six and eight barley harvests old. They almost frightened us to death along the trip because they were so excited to explore anything and everything.”

      They broke their fast and were on their way before the sun rose, as they wanted to walk as far as possible before the sun climbed too high in the sky. They would find a clump of trees to rest under during the heat of the day.

      “Why did you leave Bethlehem?” Orpah asked.

      Naomi wiped the perspiration off her brow. “Our country was in the midst of a famine.”

      “I always heard your land referred to as the land promised to Avraham, a land flowing with milk and honey,” Ruth said.

      “That is what was promised,” Naomi said. “But Yahveh also said that the land would be cursed if our people rejected Yahveh as king and turned to worship other gods.”

      “Are you saying the famine was because your people no longer worshiped Yahveh?” Arielle asked.

      “That’s exactly what I’m saying. Although some people of every generation have remained faithful, the majority of the people do as they like.” Naomi sighed. “It has always been that way, ever since the death of Yehoshua, servant of Yahveh.”

      “Who was Yehoshua?” Ruth asked.

      “I can see I have sorely neglected speaking of these things,” Naomi said.

      Stories had been one of Elimelech’s gifts to Arielle. After he’d died, she hadn’t asked for more, it would have hurt too much but Ruth had been hungry to hear and she’d heard stories from her husband.

      Naomi took a deep breath. “You do know about Avraham, so we’ll start there. He left the city of Ur in the region of the Chaldees following the promise and commands of Yahveh, who had promised to bless him and make him into a great nation. He took with him his wife, Sara, and Lot, his nephew. Lot settled on the plains of Canaan and Avraham remained in the hills.”

      Listening to Naomi talk distracted Arielle from focusing on the painful spot where her sandal rubbed against her heel.

      “Lot’s descendants were the Moabites and the Ammonites,” Naomi said.

      “Which means we are all related,” Orpah said.

      “We are,” Naomi said. “We are also related to the Edomites, through Esau, one of Avraham’s grandsons.”

      “Aren’t Edom, Moab, and Ammon all about the same distance from Bethlehem?” Ruth asked. “Why did you go to Moab and not towards Edom or Ammon?”

      It was a good question. Elimelech had once drawn a map in the dirt to explain where all these lands were.

      “I’m not really sure,” Naomi said. “Maybe it was because Yahveh had allowed Eglon, your king, to overrun some of our land to your north. It was safer to travel here and some of our neighbors had already come. It’s always easier to go somewhere you already know people.”

      Arielle, Ruth, and Orpah knew no one in Israel and Naomi had never been fully accepted in Moab. Would it be the same for them in Israel? Arielle’s shoulders tensed. Would she have to continue through life as an outsider, never belonging anywhere?
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