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        To those whose path seems endlessly twisted,

        you are never out of God’s reach.

      

      

      

      
        
        To Alan and Jesus, you’ve both wooed my soul.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEAR READER

          

        

      

    

    
      I hope you enjoy Rebekah’s story. Though we don’t know too much about her life before we meet her at the well, I hope this fictionalized possibility helped flesh her out for you.

      Joy overflows my heart for this project above any of the other stories I’ve shared so far. It means more to me than perhaps any book ever will. The story of Rebekah captured my heart as a young spiritual baby. Her acts of strength and kindness wooed me to her and her life as a mother to twins and wife to one of the patriarchs kept me fascinated. The Bible gives more place to her than almost any other woman who graces its pages. I wanted desperately to put fictional flesh on her Biblical bones.

      My Rebekah’s journey started over a decade ago when she was simply a short story I wrote to satisfy my own curiosities. Since scribbling her words down between school and jobs, she has morphed several times. At one point, she even reached the heights of a High Priestess. But at every turn, I found God blocking her story. Thankfully, He gave me several others to share with the world over the past several years. Each one I have reveled in and thoroughly enjoyed the process. Yet, upon completing each one I longed to tell Rebekah’s story.

      The time has finally arrived to share Rebekah with you. Though I consider her as regal as a High Priestess in my own mind, she became so much more as this story unfolded. Her true character shines through in this telling and my hope is that you will see more of our God through her wonderful adventures.

      Among this story, you will find some italic words that you may not be familiar with. I wanted to paint a special family bond between these characters and so choose to use some special names in their dialogues with one another.

      I’ve included the familiar form of father in Abba and gave Rebekah’s mother the special title of Ima. Her uncles are known as the dods and aunts the dodas. For Rebekah’s mother, I added hints of my own who calls me and my brother her “heart and soul”. From Kishar’s lips, you’ve heard her call Rebekah her life, haim and Laban her soul, neshama.

      I wanted the special relationships to continue from Rebekah’s youngest uncle Jidlaph who calls her Talitha, which directly means “young girl” and could also carry a double meaning of “newborn lamb.”

      I also added a special moment when Rebekah gets to say goodbye to her father before he passes away. This moment impacted me the most as my own father passed away unexpectedly a few years ago. Through strained family bonds, I didn’t have the privilege of growing up with my dad and we only connected for about two short years.

      The last day I spent with him was at my daughter’s first birthday party. As he prepared to leave, my father wrapped me in his arms and said the last words I ever heard from him, “I love you, kiddo.” He was never a bigger talker so any words that fell from his lips were treasures to me. Not realizing that would be the last day I spent with him, I cherish that rare memory above the few I have of him.

      For Rebekah, I had her father call her ahuva which means “beloved.”

      I dove into the history and culture of the place Abraham left behind to paint the picture of this wonderful woman and where she grew up before becoming part of Abraham’s family. My prayer is, that as you journey with her, you will see all the ways God prepares hearts for Himself. If you are struggling on your own journey, I pray you find comfort in Rebekah’s story and hope for the stranger who longs to call you His own.

      

      ~Jenifer Jennings
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        “Now after these things it was told to Abraham, ‘Behold, Milcah also has borne children to your brother Nahor: Uz his firstborn, Buz his brother, Kemuel the father of Aram, Chesed, Hazo, Pildash, Jidlaph, and Bethuel.’ (Bethuel fathered Rebekah.) These eight Milcah bore to Nahor, Abraham’s brother.”

        -Genesis 22:20-23

      

      

      

      2027 BC, Wilderness of Padanaram

      

      Rebekah used her headcloth to wind her long hair up onto her head to keep the strands out of her face. Her mother didn’t approve of the style at home, but out in the wilderness, Rebekah concentrated more on convenience rather than being socially appropriate. One of her father’s old tunics was long enough to keep her modest, yet short enough to free her legs to do her work as a shepherdess. He and her uncles didn’t seem to mind her choice of clothing. They understood that function outweighed fashion.

      She stretched out on a large boulder; its smooth surface warmed by the early morning sun. The night had held the distinct chill which told her winter was on its way. Dawn broke over the land with shades of orange and red as her sheep grazed on the lush dew-covered grass.

      Gazing upward she noticed the clouds drifting in a sea of cerulean reflected her flock grazing in the meadow as if she were looking in a peculiar bronze mirror. Their heavy coats matched the fluffy puffs perfectly.

      Satisfied she had shaken off the cool of night from her weary bones, she reached into her pouch to produce a small flute. Her nimble fingers lifted and lowered over the openings while she blew hard enough to invoke a soft melody from the carved wood.

      Her faithful sheepdog Zami trotted over and sat in front of her. His bright, almond eyes studied her as he listened intently to her simple song.

      As Rebekah reached the end of her tune, she noticed one of Zami’s ears perk up and twist toward the south.

      She froze. “What is it?”

      A low growl started in the dog’s chest.

      Rebekah scanned the horizon and then her gaze flicked swiftly to her precious flock. They lay contently under the shade of a nearby Acacia grove pleasantly unaware of any impending danger. She accounted for each one of them. None were missing.

      Zami faced his body toward the south. She was sure he heard something she couldn’t. Trouble was out there somewhere.

      Rebekah returned her flute to her bag and retrieved her rod. She hopped off the boulder and hurried with Zami tight on her heels.

      She ran until her lungs burned and then she heard it— an awful scream of something being tortured.

      Her pace quickened for several more moments before she came upon the horrendous sight. The largest leopard she had ever laid eyes on was dragging its catch away.

      Seeing her father in the predator’s jaws sent her feet flying toward them. “Abba!”

      Her father’s eyes widened in panic. Aware of Rebekah’s advance, the creature tightened its grip on its prey’s leg. Bethuel’s face twisted with pain, then fear. “Run!”

      Rebekah disobeyed him for the first time in her life and charged faster toward her father. Zami kept up with her until she whistled a command for him to stay back.

      She reached into her sack for a stone to sling, but she hadn’t refilled it from the previous day. Her fingers tightened around her rod and she lifted it above her head.

      “Rebekah, don’t!” Bethuel waved her away.

      She forced the wooden rod down onto the leopard’s skull. A loud crack gave her hope of her father’s release, but to her shock, the sound had come from her father’s leg. The leopard’s powerful jaws had broken through the bone, but showed no signs of giving up its prize.

      Bethuel let out a heart-wrenching cry before slipping into stillness.

      Rebekah lifted her rod and aimed for the animal’s head again. Another blow landed successfully, but the leopard refused to relinquish. It swiped a large paw at her with sharp claws fully extended. Thankfully, the beast was too preoccupied to hit its mark. She skirted away from the attack and was able to land another hit before it tried again.

      Realizing two battles were futile, the leopard attempted to retreat with Rebekah’s father still in his powerful grip. It stepped backward dragging Bethuel with it.

      Rebekah followed, landing two more crushing hits to the animal. Blood seeped from the animal’s head and mouth. With all her strength, she struck one last blow to the leopard’s head. The crack of shattering bone and splintering wood sent vibrations up her arms. Briefly paralyzed, the horrific sounds echo off the nearby ridge causing her to tense further. As time seemed to unfreeze, she watched the creature drop onto its belly.

      She tightened her grip on her rod waiting for the leopard to rise up and try another attack. She watched the still sides of the beast for several moments before being satisfied that it was dead.

      She threw down her splintered rod and attempted to force open the beast’s mouth to release her father. Using all her might, she couldn’t pry open the clamped teeth. It was useless. Even in death, the animal refused to let go of its catch.

      Rebekah removed a dagger from her belt. She was thankful her father was not conscious and hoped he would remain that way through what she was about to do. With quick strokes, she cut away her father’s flesh and muscle near the muzzle of the leopard. The animal’s jaw had taken care of the hardest part. She didn’t have the strength nor the heart to break her father’s bones.

      Once free, the stump of what remained of Bethuel’s leg thudded to the ground. Rebekah rocked onto her heels and wiped her forehead with the back of her blood-covered hand. A pool of the same gathered without reprieve under the wound. She quickly shrugged out of her cloak and used it as a bandage.

      Plans circled in her mind about what to do next. She couldn’t leave her father unattended for fear another predator would pick up the easy meal. She wasn’t strong enough to carry him alone to her uncles who were tending their flocks nearby.

      Zami’s movement caught in her vision. Standing on his hind legs, the dog was taller than she. His enormous frame and sturdy body might just be strong enough. She gave a high whistle for him to come close.

      “If we work together, we can get Abba to my dods.”

      She lifted one of Bethuel’s arms over the dog’s back while she cradled the other. Together they dragged him toward help.

      Her uncle Buz was the first to see them approaching. “Rebekah?” He ran towards them. “What happened to Bethuel?”

      She dropped her father’s bloody body at her uncle’s feet. “Leopard.” She panted, trying to catch her breath. “I killed it.”

      “Stay here.” He rushed off and returned with his brothers.

      In a flash, seven men stood over her examining the injuries of their youngest brother. Bethuel’s face held deep cuts across it, his tunic was in shreds, and his leg was still bleeding through Rebekah’s quick bandage.

      “A leopard did this?” Jidlaph lifted the crudely bandaged remains.

      “Zami alerted me.” Rebekah sat leaning against her dog. “I went in search, thinking a sheep from one of the other flocks had gone astray. When I found the leopard, it had Abba’s leg. I was able to kill it, but I had to cut off the bottom part of the leg to bring him back.” Tears spilled down her dusty cheeks. “I couldn’t just leave him there.”

      Uz put a hand on her shoulder.

      His reassuring grasp eased her rapid breaths.

      As the oldest brother, Uz commanded his siblings, “Kemuel, gather some bandages to bind this better. Buz, fetch some fresh water for Bethuel and Rebekah. Chesed, take Hazo and find that leopard. Pildash and Jidlaph, round up the herds, including Rebekah’s and Bethuel’s, and seek out a fold for tonight. We need time to tend to our brother.”

      The men spread out to accomplish their assigned tasks.

      Buz handed Rebekah a pouch of cool water.

      She drank long, emptying the skin sack.

      He looked at her bloody hands. “Were you injured as well?”

      “No.” She examined them for herself. “It’s all the leopard’s… and Abba’s.”

      “There is a stream that way.” He pointed to the north. “You need to wash.”

      She handed back his pouch and rose. A short whistle told Zami to follow her. Even though she knew the leopard to be dead, she didn’t want to leave herself unprotected for a while.
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        “He makes me lie down in green pastures.

        He leads me beside still waters”

        -Psalm 23:2

      

      

      

      The stream was small and slow-moving enough not to startle the sheep. Several of Rebekah’s uncles’ flocks were there lapping water. She knelt beside them and dunked her hands into the cool flow. The water around her was painted red for a few moments until the current took the blood away. Her dagger was easily washed and returned to her belt. She splashed a few handfuls of fresh water in her face and used the back of her sleeve to wipe off the blood spray and dust.

      Zami sat next to her with his back to the stream and his eyes on the sheep.

      She reached over and wrapped him in a hug. “Thank you.” She buried her face in his thick, golden fur and allowed more tears to come. “You saved him.”

      When the stream of tears ceased, she rose and returned to her uncle Uz.

      “Pildash has found a fold not too far. I’ve told Jidlaph to gather your flock.”

      “I’ll do it.” She met his gaze. “They don’t like listening to others.”

      He studied her for several moments. “Make it quick. The fold is to the northwest.” He pointed in the direction. “Get them in and stay with the others.”

      She nodded and rushed toward her flock.

      With Zami’s help, they made short work of driving her herd toward the fold. As she crested the small hill, the spread of thick sheep covered the area in front of her. She met her uncle Pildash at the entrance.

      He stopped her at the gate. “I’m taking the watch tonight.”

      She tilted her head at him. “It’s my watch.”

      “Not tonight.”

      “But—”

      “Not. Tonight.” He softened. “Your abba needs you.” He motioned with his chin to a tent that was set up a few cubits away.

      She saw her uncle Jidlaph drive the last stake into the ground and turn back to Pildash. “As you wish.” With haste, she counted her flock and went to the tent. She set down her bag and started to unpack. Her hands trembled.

      “No need.” Jidlaph placed his rough hand over hers. “I’ve got Bethuel’s tent all set up for you to share.”

      She closed her eyes. “Thank you.”

      “You know…” He paused and waited for her to look at him. “I don’t know too many shepherdesses who’ve slain a leopard.”

      She smiled despite her still racing heart.

      “I bet he was a beast.”

      “Biggest one I’ve ever seen.”

      His grin widened. “Probably not as big as a bear I slew when I was your age.”

      She lifted an eyebrow at him.

      “I speak truth.” He raised up and lifted his arms high over his head imitating claws with outstretched fingers. “He was this big.”

      She chuckled.

      The fleeting moment of levity quickly turned back to sorrow at the thought of her father’s frightened eyes. In all her years, she’d never seen him afraid. He was the bravest man she knew. Having seven older brothers tended to toughen up a man sooner than needed.

      “Uz wants you to keep watch over your abba tonight.” Jidlaph interrupted her thoughts.

      She peered over her shoulder. The wind whipped the tent flap to where she could see Bethuel laying in the center.

      “We’ve rewrapped his leg, but someone needs to watch him for complications.”

      She nodded. “I’ve got some balm I can add when the dressing needs to be changed.” She rifled through her bag and produced the small clay container.

      “You always were much better prepared than the rest of us.”

      “And smarter too.” She shoved his shoulder to add to the tease.

      “But not as handsome.”

      Her mouth hung open.

      Laughter erupted from Jidlaph to the point he nearly fell over. He held his side and wiped away a tear. “Come now, you know I don’t speak truth.” He put his finger under her chin to close her mouth and then rubbed her cheek with his thumb. “You are more beautiful than any woman I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

      She felt heat rise in her neck.

      “Why you ever chose to spend your life out here with us old shepherds will always be beyond my understanding.”

      She smiled. “Somebody has to teach you men a thing or two about the right way to raise sheep.”

      He lifted one side of his lips in a lopsided grin. “Tend to your abba, Talitha. Before that mouth of yours earns you more watches.”

      Talitha meant both little girl and newborn lamb. The teasing tag her youngest uncle had given to her the first year she spent with them in the wilderness had turned into an endearing pet name. She had quickly proven her strength and knowledge beyond her years, but the name still stuck between them.

      She moved to obey, but didn’t let Jidlaph know earning more watches was not something she considered a punishment. In fact, it was something she strived for the past eleven years since her father blessed her with her first flock of lambs in her eighth year.

      Her mother, Kishar, had only agreed in hopes that a few months of sleeping in a tent would send her daughter rushing home. She’d been wrong. Rebekah wanted nothing more than a lifetime of sleeping under stars and guiding her flock through the vast plains of Padanaram.

      Rebekah pushed her way through the tent flap and set eyes on her broken father. He seemed to be resting comfortably enough and the bleeding had slowed with the better bandage. Her stained cloak sat in a heap next to him. Seeing the blood-soaked garment sent her from the tent. She fought hard to keep her midday snack of dried dates where they resided in her stomach.

      She shook her head and welcomed a fresh breeze across her face. It was unlike her to get sick at the sight of blood. Over the past ten years as a shepherdess, she’d birthed more lambs than she could count and bandaged more wounds of animals and men alike to leave such reactions in her past. Something about knowing the blood belonged on the inside of her father sent her fleeing like a frightened maiden.

      Zami sat near the door.

      She plopped beside him and tucked some loose strands of dark hair under her turban. With the back of her sleeve, she wiped away the sweat from her forehead and put her chin in her hands. “What are we going to do now?”

      “Tonight, we feast!” The sound of Chesed’s victory cry brought Rebekah to her feet. He had the dead leopard raised high in the air over his head.

      Cheers echoed from the other brothers. It had been a while since they tasted meat. The shearing feast was still months away, but its constant reminder often made them ravenous. Usually, the knowledge of living livestock meant more profit kept their hunger in check.

      Hazo came near to her and held out Rebekah’s broken rod. The one she left in exchange for her father. “We found this.”

      She coiled her fingers around the splintered wood. “Thank you.”

      Uz came close. “Will you do us the honor of preparing a stew?”

      Rebekah eyed the bloody remains she didn’t want to have anything to do with. “As you wish.”

      “Excellent. We’ll start a fire and skin the beast.” He walked away, barking orders to his younger brothers as he went.

      She dipped her head into the tent to retrieve her cloak, being careful not to wake her father. The more he slept, the less time he would endure immeasurable pain.

      She gave Zami a command to follow her and let her uncle Uz know she was heading back to the stream.

      “Take Jidlaph with you.” Uz nodded his head toward his brother.

      Her youngest uncle rose at the sound of his name.

      “I’ve got Zami. Dod Jidlaph can keep an eye on Abba in case he wakes.”

      Uz glanced down at her dog. “I’d prefer us to take extra caution.”

      Realizing any battle with the patriarch of her extended family would be futile, she nodded and turned toward the worn path.

      Her two companions flanked her as they walked. She was grateful for the silence from both.

      Kneeling on the bank of the simple stream, she dipped the broken end of her rod into the water to remove all traces of her fight with the leopard.  When the blood was gone, she examined the remains. It would have to do until she could carve another.

      She set it aside and picked up the stained garment. The smell of stale blood caught in her nose and made her stomach flip. She plunged the cloak into the stream. Scrubbing as hard as she could, she watched the color fade. Time and time again, she dunked the cloth into the water and scrubbed hoping to remove all traces of the day. To her disappointment, she managed only to rub the color deeper into the wool.

      Jidlaph put his hand on her shoulder. “I think that’s the best you can do.”

      “I won’t be taken seriously with a cloak stained the color of crushed poppies.”

      “Think of it as a garment of victory.”

      She looked up at him without a hint of humor reaching her face.

      “We’ll be home soon. You can pick up another one in Haran.”

      She sighed. He was right. There was nothing more she could do out in the wilderness. The stained garment would have to suffice until she could replace it. She wrung it out as best she could and laid it over her shoulder.

      On their way back to camp, she stopped to pick vegetation along the path. Several delicious selections were still growing wild before the icy fingers of winter could pluck them.

      When they made it to the tents, she was greeted with the choice cuts of her kill. They would certainly feast.

      Rebekah laid her cloak out to dry and set to work preparing the stew. Her uncles had already drawn fresh water in a pot and hung it over the waiting fire. She added the chunks of meat. With her clean dagger, she roughly chopped some black radish and ripped apart purslane leaves. The earthy smell cleansed her nose of the metallic scent from which she seemed unable to distance herself.

      Her uncles circled her waiting with licked lips to taste her preparations. Each one had more than enough ability to prepare their own meals. She knew Uz would fairly divide the catch to ensure each had their portion of the prize. The difference was that her uncles would simply cook a meal fit enough to consume. They knew she would take her time to prepare a meal enough to be thoroughly enjoyed. Out in the wilderness, the little things could make a big difference.

      While she stirred the boiling stew, she wondered to herself if her talent for cooking was one of the secret motives behind why the shepherds more than tolerated her presence among them. Had they found the winning combination of meals prepared by the hands of a woman attached to the mind of one who had a way with sheep they never seemed to get over? Was this the real reason she had been welcomed to return with them year after year?

      When the meat was finally tender and the broth thick, she gave portions in clay bowls receiving a grateful bow from each hungry man.

      Uz lifted his voice in thanksgiving, “Our Great Goddess Inanna, we are truly grateful for the meat you have provided. Continue to bless our flocks and watch over our brother Bethuel as he recovers from his wounds.”

      Rebekah bowed her head and whispered her own praises to their family deity.

      She picked out the biggest chunk of meat from her bowl and held it out beside her. With a low whistle, she offered the bite to Zami who willingly accepted the thanks.
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        “Therefore a lion from the forest shall strike them down; a wolf from the desert shall devastate them. A leopard is watching their cities;”

        -Jeremiah 5:6

      

      

      

      Rebekah slathered the last bit of her balm over the healing wound of Bethuel’s leg. The days of their time in the wilderness were coming to a quick end. Her uncles had taken over care for her sheep while she tended to her father. She knew it was her responsibility as his closest kin, but she hoped her uncles’ insistence came more from her skill of healing rather than her female form.

      After applying the freshly cleaned bandage, she tied it securely and reached for a clay bowl. The meat hadn’t lasted long around the men. With the days lengthening and their food supply running low, Rebekah had turned the leopard’s bones into a broth. She gave the larger part of her daily portion to her father in addition to his.

      The idea almost seemed humorous to her. Bone broth of the animal who had broken her father’s bones was the very thing bringing him back to her. Little by little, she had been able to coax him to sip. Over the past few sunrises, he stayed alert through more of the day and his complexion was returning to its natural shade.

      She recounted the event to him only once. The relived pain clear on his face twisted her gut enough not to mention it again in his presence. It was difficult to ignore the look of agony he had every time she came into the tent wearing her stained cloak. She took to leaving it hanging outside to spare them both.

      “Rebekah,” her uncle Uz’s call brought her out of the tent. He stood leaning on his staff and looked every bit as worn as she felt. “We are within two days' journey of home.”

      For the first time in years, the idea of returning home was a welcomed one for her.

      “I’m going to try to push us to one.”

      “One?”

      “We will arrive late in the night, but I believe it for the best.” He looked past her and into the tent. “For all of us.”

      She ducked back inside and found her father sitting on his elbow reaching for the bowl.

      “Let me help.” She knelt and assisted him with a few sips.

      “What did Uz say?”

      She lifted the bowl to his lips, urging him to take another mouthful.

      He put up his hand. “What did he say?”

      She eased back. “We’ll be home very late tonight.”

      She watched realization dawn on him without her having to say more. Home meant he would have to face his wife with one less limb. Home also meant a difficult decision about his life as a shepherd. For the first time she could remember, she didn’t envy him. A one-legged shepherd couldn’t protect his flock.

      Putting the bowl at his lips, she tried to bring him back to the moment. If she could force the last of the broth into him, the long day’s journey ahead might not be so difficult.

      “Drink, Abba. You’ll need your strength.”

      He quietly obeyed.

      When the last drops were depleted, she laid him down. “Rest.”

      He closed his heavy eyes and slipped into slumber.

      Rebekah sat outside the tent next to Zami. He kept guard over them while the shepherds tended the extra two herds.

      Her heart ached for her flock. She wanted nothing more than to run back to them and personally check on each and every one.

      “Nigba has probably caused nothing but trouble for the dods. That ram is a menace without me.” She scratched Zami’s favorite place behind his right ear. “Urash is due to give birth soon. I hope they are keeping a close eye on her. We should have been home by now. Last time she left to birth in the wilderness it took two days to find her.”

      The dog huffed in seeming agreement.

      “Dod Uz says we’ll be home tonight.” She stroked the dog’s huge head. “That means we’ll be traveling after dark. I don’t like the thought.”

      Zami pushed his wet nose into her cheek.

      “Our flocks are at their peak and many are heavy with lambs. Prize pickings for animals and bandits alike.” Memories of the hungry leopard sent a shiver down her spine. She glanced over her shoulder into the tent. “I think we’ve had enough taken from us this trip.”

      A low growl and a quick slap of Zami’s tail on the ground set Rebekah on alert. She saw dust kick up from down the path and reached for her rod.

      Her uncle Jidlaph stopped a stone’s throw away from her. “Uz says it’s time to pack up. He wants to start the herds toward home.”

      She rose. “What are we going to do with Abba? He just fell asleep again. Besides, he hasn’t even tried to walk yet.”

      The shepherd rubbed his mid-length beard. “I don’t think he’s strong enough to stay atop one of the donkeys for the entire trip. Uz doesn’t want to stop until we reach home.”

      Rebekah glanced around. She turned toward the tent and rubbed the thick goatskin between her fingers. “What if we fashion a bed with his tent? We can tie it to his donkey and have him pulled along.”

      “The terrain will not always be forgiving between here and home.”

      “At least he can remain lying down.”

      “I think it’s our best hope.” He shrugged. “You can use some of the tent poles to stabilize him.”

      Together they created a hurried bed between the poles and laid Bethuel upon it. Jidlaph carefully secured the ropes to the donkey’s harness while Rebekah tied leather straps around her father to keep him on the stretcher.

      Jidlaph handed her the reins. “Stay close.”

      She nodded. No one had to remind her of the dangers that lay in wait.

      The rest of the day was spent keeping up with Jidlaph’s flock at the rear while making sure Bethuel stayed secure to his transport.

      As the sun went down, the cool gusts of evening tore at Rebekah. She pulled her stained cloak tighter. She kept her ears alert to every sound in the growing darkness and her eyes on Zami for any change in his disposition that would give her an early signal of danger.

      Every part of her being told her this was not the way it should be. When the fingers of night closed around her flock, it was her duty to secure them in a fold until day dawned. It felt wrong to be behind them when she knew her place to be in front of them. Now, she had to trust her uncles with her precious sheep somewhere ahead.

      Bethuel’s groans begged her to slow, but the fear of unseen peril kept her pressed against the lagging sheep. Frustration drove her to signal Zami to encourage the sheep along. She hated using her dog on her uncle’s flock, but she couldn’t take their sluggish pace any longer.

      The animals responded with bleats of protest, but hurried their steps.

      When the moon was high enough to provide more light, they came over the final crest. The bright white spots of stone buildings dotting the vast spread of her family’s land sent her heart racing like a group of wild stallions. They would only have a few more steps before she could lay her head down.

      “I see home, Abba.”

      He groaned.

      Rebekah tugged the reins of the donkey and signaled Zami to circle up the last group of wandering sheep. Safety washed over her like a fresh breeze the moment she set foot on their property.

      She found Jidlaph and handed him the reigns. “I’ll call my sheep in and then get Abba settled.”

      With quick bounds, she entered the large sheepfold. The massive, circular stone structure was shared by the entire extended family, but rested on her family’s property. Part of the large enclosure was covered with a roof to protect young ones. Thorny Acacia branches topped the whole structure for extra protection. She went in the only entrance and turned to call her flock.

      The group came rushing toward her like a white wave. She counted them as quickly as she could trusting none had been lost along the way and then had Zami herd her father’s flock inside.

      With the help of Jidlaph, Rebekah managed to get  Bethuel into their home without much disruption. She rolled out his sleeping mat on the kitchen floor and tucked him in until morning when they could explain what happened to the rest of the family.

      Her father’s breathing was even and he seemed to be resting peacefully enough. She hurried out the door back toward the sheepfold. The shepherd brothers had added their flocks to the fold and retired to their homes.

      Only her eldest uncle remained at the gate. “I’ll be taking this watch.”

      Rebekah’s heart was torn. She hadn’t taken a watch since the leopard attack. Surely, she could return to the rotation tonight. “I can take my turn.”

      He shook his head. “Tend to your abba. He still needs you.” With only those words, he signaled his dog to come near.

      She wanted to protest. She needed a night next to her sheep. She needed them as much as they needed her. Though once Uz had spoken, there was no changing his mind.

      “As you wish.” She bowed her head and returned to her house.

      Bethuel hadn’t stirred from his spot against the far wall in the kitchen. She tiptoed down the long hallway to find her room exactly as she had left it months ago. Her bed was freshly prepared with new straw and straightened wool blankets.

      With ease, she untwisted her turban allowing her long hair to flow free before laying down. A low whistle told Zami where she could be found. He hurried into the room and laid down beside her. She snuggled next to his gigantic frame as much for warmth as for comfort.
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