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            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
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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.

      “Goddess Inanna, hear your servant’s plea. Heal Abba and make him whole.” She closed her eyes and listened to the deep breaths of her faithful companion until sleep pulled her into its lure.
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        “He heals the brokenhearted and binds up their wounds.”

        -Psalm 147:3

      

      

      

      The smell of fresh baking flatbread roused Rebekah from sleep. It was a familiar smell, but one she wasn’t used to waking up to. She opened her eyes to find a stone ceiling staring back at her. Her heart ached for the painted sky of sunrise outshining the dancing light of fading stars.

      Coming home was hard. The compressed earth under her was too firm and the closed space of the room made her soul sick for her own tent. The stale stench of compacted people was no match for the fresh air of open plains.

      In the fields, her days were filled with exhausting, yet fulfilling work that often left her sleeping without dreams. When she was home among scurrying servants, her hands were still for far too long leaving her mind too much time to wander. She often found herself restless. That’s when the dreams came. No. Not dreams. Dream. Just one. The one with the stranger.

      Whenever she returned home, so did the dreams. A haunting voice that called and frightened her on more than one occasion. It was the chief reason for her clamor to follow in her shepherd father’s footsteps. Last night the familiar dream mingled with visions of sharp teeth and claws.

      She reached out for Zami and intertwined her fingers in his thick fur. He licked her cheek in response. At least he remained beside her no matter where she laid her head. She wiped her face with the back of her sleeve and rose to seek out the sustenance that promised to ease the ache in her stomach.

      She found her nurse Deborah in the kitchen in front of the open stove throwing balls of dough at the heated sides.

      Rebekah motioned for Zami to hold his place at the door while she crossed the room on her toes. She reached for one of the loaves peeking out of the half-full basket.

      Without turning around, Deborah slapped her hand.

      She recoiled her stinging flesh. “I was only going to take one.”

      The nurse’s eyes remained on the baking bread while she shook her head. “You will not eat before the family gathers.”

      Rebekah eyed the growing stack. “They won’t miss one small loaf.”

      Deborah turned to face her. “Not one.” With a stern stare to seal her command, she returned to her task.

      Rebekah rubbed the back of her hand. Though Deborah was young enough to be her older sister, Rebekah dared not defy the second mother she loved. “As you wish.”

      If Deborah only knew how little Rebekah had lived on the past few days leading up to their trip home, her motherly instinct would have lavished the girl with all the rich foods she could stand.

      As if instructed, Rebekah’s stomach let out a loud growl. She instinctively covered the noise.

      Deborah peered over her shoulder.

      She felt her cheeks grow warm. “It was a long journey.”

      The nurse rose and came face to face with Rebekah. Something in her cinnamon eyes flashed and then she looked down to eye Rebekah’s cloak.

      In the lateness of their nightly trek home, Rebekah had forgotten all about the stained garment she still wore.

      Deborah’s features softened. “Here.” She reached down and handed her the top loaf.

      Rebekah accepted the bread and took a large bite.

      “I found your abba this morning.”

      Panic gripped her throat and made it difficult to swallow the piece. She’d nearly forgot about him sleeping in the kitchen. Her hope was to be up first to tend to him and be ready to answer her mother’s questions. The last day of the journey had worn her through. She should have known Deborah would beat the rising sun.

      “He’s resting comfortably. I can’t say the same for him when your ima wakes.”

      Rebekah could bet on the few choice words her mother would have ready for her father when she saw his condition.

      “She will be up soon, so take that foul-smelling dog out of the house. Your dods are probably looking for you, but hurry back.”

      Rebekah kissed her cheek and signaled for Zami to follow her outside. She bit into the still-warm bread and ripped off the other end. Holding it out, she gave a whistle for her dog to eat.

      He gently took the piece, careful not to even caress her fingers with his sharp teeth.

      “Don’t listen to her.” She scratched the top of his head while he consumed the bite in one gulp. “You don’t smell.”

      Finishing off the last bit of bread, Rebekah made her way to the sheepfold.

      Uz waited there for relief. She would have gladly taken the watch, but her oldest uncle had insisted everyone else get a good night’s rest now that they were home. He volunteered for the easy task of guarding the flocks in the family sheepfold surrounded by family homes. No thief would dare enter such a heavily guarded area.

      “Dod Uz.” She waved on her approach.

      “Rebekah, you are a pleasant sight for these old eyes.”

      “Any trouble?” She peered around him at the flocks.

      “Not an interruption all night.” He patted the head of his canine companion. The old dog’s fur held as much gray as his master’s beard.

      “I’ll let them out.”

      “Good.” He stretched his creaking back. “These ancient bones need a rest.”

      She stood at the door watching the blended flocks for a few moments. With a sharp whistle, she sent  Zami into the fold to push the sheep out while she watched their exit. As each passed under her careful gaze, she took count to make sure it matched the night’s numbers. All seemed to be in order.

      The fluffy clouds of prosperity filled the grassy pasture of her family’s land in no time. The warmth of the rising sun’s light and fresh air seemed to refresh her as much as the sheep. She wondered if they hated being penned up all night as much as she did.

      With the sheep out to feed and under the watchful guard of Zami, she hurried back into the house to check on Bethuel. The moment her mother laid eyes on her she would undergo her own inspection. There was no time to make the necessary corrections that would appease her. She hoped the circumstance would excuse her appearance.

      As Rebekah entered the open area, her mother stood in the doorway on the other side of the room. Rebekah froze and held her breath.

      Kishar crossed to her daughter in three long strides and wrapped Rebekah in a tight embrace. “Thank the Goddess you’re back.”

      The lavish smell of passionflower mingled with her words. She must have been drinking her special tea to ease her tension over our return. Rebekah considered asking Deborah to make a fresh pot before she broke the news about her father.

      Kishar held her daughter out at arm’s length. “I’m so glad to see you return. I’ve missed you so much, my haim.” Tears clung to her long lashes. “Why did you get in so late? Look at your cloak. It’s stained. You’re a mess. We expected you days ago.” The observations continued to tumble out one after the other.

      Rebekah knew she needed to speak up. “Ima, there is something I need to tell you.”

      She rubbed her wet eyes causing her carefully placed blue eyeshade to smear. “What is it?”

      “It’s Abba…”

      “Where is he?” A flash of concern struck across her face like lightning as she searched around Rebekah. “What’s happened?”

      Rebekah held onto her. “He’s well, but…”

      “Tell me.” Her eyes pleaded more than her words.

      “There was a leopard. It took Abba’s leg, but I was able to rescue him.”

      “Rescue?” She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “Somehow it must have snuck up on him. When I found him, the leopard had ahold of his leg. I was able to kill it, but I couldn’t free Abba’s leg.” The memory flooded back and shook her resolve. “I tried so hard, Ima, really I did. I couldn’t leave him there.”

      “How could he let that happen?”

      Rebekah felt the heat of embarrassment flood her cheeks and let her gaze drop to the ground.

      “That foolish old man.” She put her hands on her broad hips and searched the room with a fiery glare. “He thinks he is smarter than any wild thing that roams that wilderness. I have half a mind to⁠—”

      “Ima, please.”

      Kishar pressed her lips together to hold her tongue and then shook her head. She reached out and put an open hand on her daughter’s cheek. “You’re home.” Her hand moved to Rebekah’s hair. “I guess that’s what matters.” She sighed a heavy sigh that Rebekah could feel on her own shoulders. “Take me to him.”

      Rebekah moved to guide her mother to the place where Bethuel still lay. He hadn’t moved.

      Kishar leaned down next to her husband and pushed some strands of hair off his forehead. She kissed him lightly. “Show me.”

      Rebekah lifted the blanket softly, revealing the partially missing limb.

      Fresh tears fell on Kishar’s cheeks and she waved for the cover to be returned. “He’s been asleep all night?”

      “Most of the days since the attack. He’s lost a lot of blood.”

      Bethuel groaned.

      “I’ll send for a physician at once.” Kishar rose and called for Deborah.

      Rebekah kissed her father’s cheek and went to watch over the flocks.
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        “Who shall go out before them and come in before them, who shall lead them out and bring them in, that the congregation of the LORD may not be as sheep that have no shepherd.”

        -Numbers 27:17

      

      

      

      Before the sun reached its height in the sky, the dust on the trail kicked up. Rebekah knew the caravan of families would arrive at any moment. Her uncle Uz had called a meeting of the families.

      A parade of uncles, aunts, and cousins filed past her in the open area. She inspected them as she often did her flock. Several of her younger male cousins were now taller than she. Many of her female cousins had blossomed into beautiful young women during the months she had been gone. It wouldn’t be long before marriage contracts would be drawn for some of them. They would follow in the path each of their older sibling had taken. Most of them had families of their own now.

      Rebekah was the oldest child of the youngest brother. She should have been married off years ago as well, but she chose the wilderness instead. A choice her father seemed happy to allow.

      As the group spread over the lush land, Uz raised his staff high above his head to draw their attention. “I’m sure you’re all eager to start preparing for winter, but there is news I must share. As some of you noticed, Bethuel is not among us this morning.”

      Heads turned in all directions searching out the missing member. Low mumbles filled the crisp air.

      Rebekah kept her eyes on her uncle.

      “Please.” He waved his staff in the air demanding their attention once more. “If you’ll all calm, I can tell you why this is so.”

      The family quieted to listen to their patriarch.

      “A few days ago, our brother found himself in the jaws of a leopard.”

      Gasps erupted from various female relations. Some even pulled their young ones closer.

      “He would have been taken from us had it not been for the quick actions of his daughter, our dear Rebekah.”

      All eyes turned toward her.

      She could feel the heat rise from her neck to crawl its way up her face and remembered the still stained cloak draped on her shoulders.

      “She found her abba and was able to kill the leopard before it took him whole.”

      Smiles and cheers encircled Rebekah.

      “But…” he waited until their full attention was back on him, “not before sacrificing his leg to the mouth of the leopard.”

      Fear replaced joy on each face. Questions of uncertainty flew from mouth to mouth.

      “I can assure you he is well. We did all we could on our journey home to help him heal and a physician has been called. I’m afraid…”

      Rebekah watched him swallow hard.

      “I’m afraid there is nothing more that can be done about his lost leg, but we have our brother. That’s more than any of us can hope for.” He lowered his arms and signaled for the gathering to disperse.

      Rebekah turned toward the waiting flock, but felt a strong hand on the back of her arm. She looked into the moist eyes of her uncle Uz.

      “The physician has arrived. Maybe you should be inside with your ima.”

      She tilted her head. “But you need me.”

      “There are plenty of hands to help out here.” Tears threatened to spill over. “Your ima needs you more.”

      “As you wish.” She changed course and headed toward her stone house.

      If there was one person in this vast land who didn’t need her, it was Kishar. The woman had tended to every part of their family since Rebekah could remember. She had never felt so much as a twinge of guilt for leaving home. Her mother was as capable a woman as any and, in many regards, more so.

      Rebekah entered the room and saw the Temple Physician bent over Bethuel. “Greetings, Mendalla.” She bowed.

      The older woman had earned the family’s respect a hundred-fold over the years. For every serious illness and injury, they called upon the hands trained to heal. Those calloused hands were attached to a fierce woman whose average stature packed a powerful force. Mendalla could level a man twice her size with her glare alone.

      Rebekah had seen it with her own eyes on more than one occasion. She fought hard to keep herself on the right side of the woman’s gaze. It was a quest she’d been successful in until now when she found herself under the penetrating stare.

      Without a returned greeting, Mendalla held up the unbandaged wound. “I hear you are responsible for this.”

      Shame and regret washed over Rebekah like a wave threatening to pull her under. “It was the best I could do in the⁠—”

      “I’m sure it was.” She shook her head. “Not many would have thought to take a blade to such an injury.” Lowering the partial leg tenderly, she grabbed a nearby bowl. “Using your cloak to stop the bleeding was a good choice.”

      “How did you know I…”

      She let her eyes travel up and down the younger girl as if the answer was obvious. “You don’t think a physician has seen enough bloodstains to recognize them?”

      She pulled at the ends of the material of her stained cloak. “I couldn’t get it all out.”

      “That amount of blood loss would account for his state.”

      “Will he recover?”

      “We shall see if he has the favor of our Goddess.” The smell of thyme, sage, and cloves filled the air as Mendalla crushed the herbs into a bowl. “Give me a hand with these dressings.”

      Rebekah obeyed.

      When she was finished, Mendalla tucked a blanket under Bethuel’s chin. “He’ll need as much rest as he can manage. When he’s ready, you can get him up and moving again.”

      “Thank you.”

      She nodded and rose. “I’ll leave some herbs. Dress the wound as I showed you every other day until that opening closes properly. I’ll be back in a few weeks to check on him. If anything changes before then, send word.” She moved across the room to hand a pouch to Kishar.

      Rebekah brushed Bethuel’s hair out of his face.

      His hand wrapped around hers and his eyes opened slightly. “Rebekah?”

      “I’m here, Abba. You’re home.”

      He groaned and slid his eyes closed again.

      “Rest. All is well.”

      “Rebekah?”

      “Yes?”

      “You...deliberately…disobeyed me.” His strained breathing labored his words.

      “I’m sorry, Abba. I couldn’t leave you there.” Tears fell unwelcomed. “I couldn’t leave you there to die.”

      He opened his eyes wide and captured her attention. “For that…I’m grateful.”

      She glanced down at his lone foot. “Even though it cost your leg?”

      “You spared…my life.”

      With fresh tears, she laid across his chest. “I love you.”

      He stroked her hair. “And I you, ahuva.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “Shepherd your people with your staff, the flock of your inheritance,”

        -Micah 7:14

      

      

      

      A few days after their return home, Rebekah stood across the room from her father and uncle.

      “You need to rise from this pallet.” Uz tugged at the pile of blankets. “You cannot waste away like a dead animal.”

      Bethuel crossed his arms over his huge chest. “I will rise when I am ready.”

      Rebekah watched her uncle harden for a moment. His appearance reminded her of the way her mother looked at her when she tried to disobey her. Then he softened. “I know how difficult this must be.”

      Bethuel’s grip loosened.

      “But all hope is not lost, brother. Just because we left your leg in the wilderness doesn’t mean your life ended there.”

      He let his gaze drop to his missing limb for a heartbeat. “I’m not ready.”

      Uz held out his hands. “I can help you.”

      “I’m. Not. Ready.” He turned away.

      Uz faced away from him and caught Rebekah’s glance. “I’ll be here when you are.”

      She knew he was talking to his brother, but she mouthed a thanks anyway.

      He nodded sharply and left.

      She moved to follow him out.

      “A moment,” her father called after her.

      She turned to face him.

      He patted the empty space beside himself.

      Rebekah sat close to him and put her head on his broad shoulder. “Dod Uz is only trying to help you, Abba.”

      “I know.” He let out a long sigh. “But I need your help.”

      “Me?” She jerked her head from his shoulder. “But I-I-I can’t bear your weight.”

      He smoothed her hair. “That’s not what I meant.”

      She exhaled in relief and leaned on him again.

      “I need your help in another matter.”

      “Oh?”

      “It’s well past time for your brother Laban to be out there with the other shepherds.”

      The image of her soft, younger brother out in the harsh wilderness for more than one day almost made her laugh.

      “I should have forced him years ago. I was herding my father’s sheep just as soon as I could look them in the eye.”

      She chuckled. “Why haven’t you made him?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I guess I didn’t want to rip another child from your Ima’s arms. She has never forgiven me for letting you remain a shepherdess.”

      That was certainly true.

      “With my…injury I suppose now is as good a time as any for the boy to learn.”

      “Do you think he can, Abba? The hair on his chin is already growing thick, perhaps he won’t listen to the dods.”

      “He won’t be learning from them.”

      She looked up to meet his intense gaze.

      “He’ll be learning from you.”

      “Oh, Abba, no⁠—”

      He held up his hand to stop her protest. “I’ve already decided.”

      “But, he’s as ornery as a goat and twice as thick-headed.”

      He snickered, but quickly straightened his upturned lips. “It will be as I have spoken.”

      She tucked her head into his chest and listened to his steady heartbeats. “Would you indulge me one question?”

      He wrapped his arms to envelope her in an embrace and placed his chin on her head. “Speak on.”

      She peeked up at him through the curtain of her long, dark hair. “Who’s going to tell Ima?”

      “Tell Ima what?” Kishar stood in the doorway with her hands on her hips.

      “I’ll go check on the flock.” Rebekah untwined herself from her father’s embrace and rushed outside.

      Fresh air washed away the threat of tension she had managed to escape. Her sheep happily lay in the shade ruminating the grass on which they’d filled themselves.

      Zami circled toward her and gave a playful leap.

      She scratched her best friend in his favorite spot. “We’ve got a lot of hard work ahead.”

      He walked along with her as she neared the flock.

      “More work than any other year.” She shook her head and dropped her shoulders. “We’ve got to figure out how to make Laban care about something other than himself.”

      As if he’d heard his name on her lips, Laban emerged from the tree line with a small hare thrown over his shoulder. He held a spear in one hand and a bow crossed over his body.  She wondered how long it had taken him to secure such a meager prize since he wasn’t very good with either weapon.

      “I see you’ve returned from the wilderness.” His dark eyes inspected her. “Nothing decided to feast on my older sister this year?”

      The image of the leopard with her father’s bloody leg flashed in her mind. She sucked in a quick breath.

      He lifted an eyebrow.

      She opened her mouth to explain, but their mother’s voice interrupted her, “Laban, your abba wishes to speak to you.”

      Laban’s eyebrow lifted further as he tilted his head at Rebekah.

      She ducked her head. “I’ll let Abba tell his tale.”

      He pressed past her.

      She relaxed and moved to tend her flock.

      “Oh, and do me a favor.”

      She turned back to him.

      He tossed the hare at her feet. “Clean that up for me.” He didn’t wait for her response, but continued on into the house.

      Rebekah bent down to retrieve the small animal. Poor thing looked sick. Probably why the slow hunter was able to nab it. She sighed. It would have been easy to insist he take care of his own kill, but she knew his pride was getting ready to be taken down a few steps. There was no use preparing the ground for a fire that was about to head her way. Laban would not be happy to learn from a woman, much less his older sister.

      She counted a few heartbeats and then made her way quietly into the house.

      Deborah was in the kitchen as always preparing something to eat.

      Rebekah held up the hare. “Look what Laban caught us for our evening meal.”

      Her nose wrinkled. “What am I supposed to do with that? Feed it to that beast you call a companion?”

      “Zami would probably turn it down.” She lay the creature on the work table. “Besides, it’s not even enough for his meal. He could catch a bigger one in his sleep.”

      Raised voices from the next room stole her delight.

      Deborah didn’t stop chopping to look in the direction. “I take it your abba is breaking the news to Laban.”

      Rebekah nodded.

      “Good luck. You will need every favor of Inanna to get that boy to listen.”

      Her eyes flicked to the group of carved statutes on the low table across the room. “Maybe we should give the hare to her.”

      Deborah cocked her head.

      Rebekah lifted her shoulders. “At least then we’d have an excuse not to eat it.”

      A broad smile rewarded her jest. “I’ll take care of that; you get out of here.”

      Rebekah popped an olive into her mouth and went into the next room.

      Laban was standing over his father. “How can you do this, Abba? I don’t want to be a shepherd.”

      “I didn’t ask what you wanted. I’m telling you how things will be.”

      “Ima, can’t you do anything about this?”

      Kishar stood next to Bethuel with red eyes. “Your abba has spoken, my neshama. There is nothing more that can be done to change your path.”

      “I’ll forge my own path then.”

      “Do so,” Bethuel’s face darkened, “and you’ll find yourself without a birthright.”

      “Abba, you wouldn’t.”

      “Care to test me?”

      Though he was sitting on the floor, in Rebekah’s eyes her father rose three times his size with the threat.

      Laban’s shoulders rolled forward. “As you wish.” He glanced at his sister. “But why must I learn from her?”

      “Rebekah knows more about sheep than any shepherd I’ve met. More than all your dods combined.”

      Heat rose in her cheeks.

      “I have no doubt she will bring me honor by sharing her wisdom with you.” She watched pride spread across his face. “See to it that you listen well.”
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        “Woe to my worthless shepherd, who deserts the flock!”

        -Zechariah 11:17

      

      

      

      Before the sun rose the following morning, Rebekah found her brother still curled up on his plush bed. She pushed his arm with her foot. “A shepherd must rise before the sun.”

      Laban groaned and shifted his position. “Hunters only rise when they are hungry.”

      “You need to accept the fact that you are no longer a hunter. The sheep are hungry and depend on you to feed them.”

      “They are your sheep.” He curled tighter. “At least wait for the warmth of morning.”

      She nudged his arm with her foot a little harder this time. “Rise or I will help you rise.”

      “Ha.” He looked up to find a firm face. “I may be younger than you, but I could sure best you in any match.”

      “Suit yourself.” She bent down and grabbed his ear. With a firm tug, she lifted him up to his feet.

      “Ow!” He grabbed her wrist. “Stop or I’ll get Ima!”

      She set her eyes in line with his. “Ima is not going to protect you from your duty, brother. Now, rise or I shall have to fetch Abba to help you.”

      “Alright, alright.” He yanked his throbbing ear out of her grasp. “Give me a few moments.”

      “You get one. Deborah has a bag for you in the kitchen. Collect it and meet me by the fold.”

      “Fine.” He rubbed his red ear.

      Rebekah stopped by the kitchen on her way out. She kissed Deborah and her mother while grabbing a pouch of dried snacks for later.

      “Take it easy on him.”

      She glanced over her shoulder to find her mother’s pleading eyes. With a short nod, she set out toward the family fold.

      Zami sat at the opening and wagged his tail at her approach. Her uncle Uz had finally returned her to the watch rotations and allowed her to keep the flocks last night. The empty hours gave her time to plan the day's lessons for her new apprentice.

      With a begrudging gate, Laban came from the house a few moments later.

      “I know this is not your wish.” She held a breath bracing herself for the expected return of sharp speech. “But you must learn from me. Our family depends on it.”

      He glanced from her to the flocks then back again. “At least until I figure out another path.”

      She exhaled and lifted a quick prayer. Help him see. Bend his heart, Inanna.

      “We will begin by understanding the unique qualities of a sheep.”

      “Qualities?”

      “Yes.” She held her chin up. “Sheep, goats, cattle…they are all different and must be handled as such.”

      “Don’t you think I know that? I’ve hunted all sorts of wild game.”

      “But that is the thing. You’ve hunted them. You’ve never had to raise them.”

      He rolled his eyes.

      “Now, my preference is for sheep. I⁠—”

      “See that’s the thing I don’t understand.”

      Rebekah considered at this rate the sheep would starve before she could get through the first lesson. But she understood that students learned more from asking questions. She closed her mouth and waved for him to continue.

      “Why don’t you raise goats and cattle? Both could offer so much more.”

      “That’s true.” She didn’t realize these were things her hunter brother had actually considered before today. “We have raised them alongside our sheep at times. Abba always sits down at the end of each season and weighs the cost and profit for the new season. Sometimes the dods mix goats among their flocks and even cattle from time to time.”

      “So why don’t you?”

      “As I said, I prefer sheep.”

      “Why? They are so dumb.”

      Her heart constricted a little. It was as if he shot one of his arrows into her chest. She met the eyes of several of her hungry ewes. Their bleats of protest stirred her soul. “At least they listen.”

      “They are the dumbest creatures I have ever encountered. They’d probably plunge themselves off the highest cliff I could find.”

      “Yes. They would.”

      His eyebrows shot up.

      “But only if you led them there. It’s their job to follow. It’s your job to lead them.”

      He shrugged. “Goats are much smarter. Maybe I’ll raise them instead.”

      “They certainly are smart. Until they ram something they perceive as a threat, get their horns stuck, and starve. Or fight everything that moves until they lose all their senses.”

      “I simply don’t understand why I’m expected to waste my time caring for a bunch of defenseless animals who need constant care.”

      She looked up at the dawning sky and closed her eyes. Inanna, don’t ever let him father children.

      Without opening her eyes, she tucked her chin to her chest. “Why don’t you try listening to what I have to say and doing what Abba has asked of you? Then when you inherit your birthright, you can make your own choices.”

      His eyes shone with the pleasure of his unspoken plans.

      “Now, we need to let these sheep out into the fields before all the dew vanishes.”

      She gave a few whistle commands to Zami who made short work of driving the collection of flocks out of the sheepfold.

      With a sigh of relief, Rebekah watched them chew happily on the dew-filled blades.

      Laban stood beside her. “Why was it so important to get them out quickly?”

      She reached down and rubbed the wet grass. Holding up her hand, she showed him the dampness. “The morning dew is your friend. Sheep who feed on it along with grass will require fewer water sources. Water is the hottest commodity in the wilderness.”

      “I don’t know if I’ll be going to the wilderness.”

      She allowed his stubbornness to pass without comment. Their father would be the one directing her brother’s future steps, not her.

      “Now.” She took his hand and rubbed the nearest sheep. “Feel that? A sheep’s wool is softer and they are gentle followers. A goat’s coat is coarse and wiry. They choose their own paths.”

      “I think I’d prefer goats even more.”

      “While we winter here at home, the women will use the sheep’s milk for cheese.”

      “Speaking of food, I’m hungry.” He rubbed his midsection. “Deborah wouldn’t even allow me to pick from the remains of last night’s meal. Just shoved this bag at me and told me to get out.”

      Rebekah chuckled. “Now that the sheep are feeding, you may eat.”

      He opened his pouch and peered inside. “Is this some trick? There is nothing in here but some dried fruit and nuts.”

      “What did you expect to find?”

      He pulled out a handful of figs. “A proper meal. Not forage food.”

      She reached into her own pouch and produced some almonds. Popping them one by one into her mouth, she crunched on them instead of engaging in a battle of words with her brother. No matter what she said, only the passing of time would have the chance to convince him that his path might be heading in a different direction than he imagined.
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        “When he has brought out all his own, he goes before them, and the sheep follow him, for they know his voice.”

        -John 10:4

      

      

      

      After Rebekah had her fill of food and nasty scowls from her brother, she stepped away from the gathering. “The dods will be here soon. We must separate the sheep.”

      Laban looked out over the sea of white. “How on earth do you do that?”

      “It’s easy. Just call them.”

      He glared at her through squinted eyes. “What do I say?”

      “Call them.”

      He cupped his hands over his mouth. “Come here, sheep!”

      Ignoring him completely, the sheep kept their heads down.

      “Stupid animals.” His face turned crimson.

      “Sorry about that.” Rebekah snickered. “I was trying to teach you another lesson.”

      “What now?”

      “Watch.” She stood on a small rock. “Come, Come!”

      Several heads poked up and bodies moved in her direction. Their ears bounced as they ran. Within moments her modest flock surrounded them.

      “How did you do that?”

      She stepped off the rock. “They have learned my voice. The others know their own shepherd’s voices too. In time, your flock will know yours.”

      “When do I get mine?”

      “First, you must learn. Then, you can own.”

      “How many of these ‘lessons’ must I endure?” He folded his arms across his chest.

      “Until I feel you can properly tend to them.”

      He snorted. “Well, you got your flock together, now what?”

      “I’m going to show you how to check them.”

      “Check them for what?”

      She pulled the nearest sheep close. “For general health mostly. I like to check each one every few days. It helps me keep an eye out for any changes.”

      She bent down and motioned for him to follow. “You want their eyes, nose, and ears to be clean and free of insects. It’s not too bad this time of year, much worse in the summer, but it can still happen.”

      “What?”

      “Nose flies. Nasty things.” Her face soured. “Dod Jidlaph had this ewe one of the first years I went out with them. She got a horrible case of them. They crawled up her nose and laid eggs in her head. Poor thing dropped dead right there in the field. He didn’t know what happened to her until he cut her open. Found a whole host of them.”

      “That’s disgusting.”

      “And completely avoidable. He hadn’t coated her in enough balm and didn’t keep as close an eye on his flock as he should have. Ever since then, he double checks.”

      She pressed back the wool to examine the skin. “It’s a good idea to check everywhere. Many times, they will get into weeds that can give them rashes or get something stuck in their thick coats that cut them open. A bad enough infection can leave your sheep lame or worse.”

      After a thorough examination, she rubbed her face on the sheep’s muzzle. “There you are, Urash. All done.”

      He snorted. “You name them?”

      She rose to her full height. “I do. Even the dods sometimes give a special one a name. Though they rarely admit it. I believe it helps me bond with them.”

      “You wish to bond with them?”

      “It helps. I know my sheep so well I could tell if one was mine or not without my sight.”

      “Truly?”

      She gave a sharp nod.

      “I’ve got to see this.”

      “What?”

      “Prove your claim.”

      She thought for a moment. Reaching in her pouch, she produced a dark cloth. She tied it around her face covering her eyes. “There. I can’t see a thing. Bring me any sheep and I’ll tell you if it belongs to me or not.” She held out her arms.

      Within moments, a furry weight was placed in her hands. She set the animal down and ran her fingers over the body. Covering every spot, she smiled. “This one is mine. Nigba. He’s often a menace, but has fathered several strong lambs.”

      “Amazing.”

      She pulled the cloth from her eyes.

      “You’re telling me you could do that with them all?”

      “Every single one. I know my sheep and they know me.”

      Dust rose from the distant path.

      “Ah.” She stood up on her toes. “The dods are near.”

      Jidlaph was the first to greet them. “Laban, good to see you finally in the fields.” He put a strong hand on the younger boy’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

      Laban glanced at him sideways.

      “Talitha.” He bowed. “How does this day find you?”

      “Busy with my apprentice.” Rebekah motioned with her chin toward her brother.

      “You’re a blessed man.” He slapped Laban’s back. “It’s not every day you get to learn from the finest shepherdess in all Padanaram.”

      Rebekah’s cheeks bloomed pink. “And if you’d be so kind as to leave us to it. We are only just beginning.”

      “Then I shall take my leave.” He gave a sharp bow and called to his flock. Several sheep followed him away.

      She shook her head after him.

      Laban watched their uncle leave. “I think our youngest dod is far removed from his senses.”

      “Often.” She laughed. “But he means no harm. The sun’s rays warm his mood better than most.”

      “I don’t see how anyone can be happy being a shepherd.”

      “Happiness can be found anywhere, but mostly it is discovered within not without.”

      “Is that another lesson?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “Just good advice.” She took a deep breath and sighed. “I can teach you much, brother, but seeing as how you don’t feel called to stay on this path, I will make sure you know the essentials to at least appease Abba.”

      “I think we are finally beginning to understand each other.”

      “There are four basic needs of every sheep. You meet those, they will thrive. Don’t and they will perish.” She counted each off on her fingers. “They need to be free from fear, friction, pests, and hunger. You are the one who can provide relief from these.”

      “That doesn’t sound too difficult.”

      “You’d think that.” Her gaze fell on several sheep. “Rule number one is food. You provide food, they will stay. Sheep run because they lack. For the most part.”

      “Most part?”

      “They are still curious. Some will always leave.” Her heart ached for the ones she had known over the years who had chosen that path. “Rule two, keep them clean and protected from pests and they will stay healthy.”

      He nodded for her to continue.

      “Rule three, keep them safe. At the slightest threat, they will run. If they feel secure, they are more likely to trust you and be comfortable to mate and produce offspring.”

      “Sounds a lot like people.”

      She thought for a moment. “Very similar. Finally, rule four. In order to thrive as a flock, they must be free from friction.”

      “Friction? Like they need lots of space?”

      “Well, they do, but I’m not talking about physical friction. I’m speaking of relational friction. It’s your job to keep their fighting and disputes to a minimum.”

      “You’re telling me these dumb animals have emotions?”

      “In a sense. The flock has a hierarchy. The older females are especially bad at trying to gain dominance over the younger ones. There needs to be order, but make sure there are not those attempting to set themselves higher than they ought.”

      He put up his palms to her. “So, you’re telling me not only do I have to keep these stupid creatures alive, but I also have to make sure the older ones don’t usurp their roles?”

      “Precisely.”

      Laban rubbed his temples. “Sheep are more complicated than I thought.”

      “Brother, these are just the basics.” She put a hand on his shoulder. “Your goal is to keep them quiet, content, and at peace. They can gain as much as a mina a day if they are allowed to enjoy a large pasture of grass and lay down to ruminate. A hungry, ill-fed sheep is ever on their feet searching for food. The goal is to keep them fat, happy, and healthy until it’s time to sell them.”

      “To sell them only to breed more trouble makers?”

      She smiled wide. “That’s the idea.”
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        “…I will fear no evil, for you are with me; your rod and your staff, they comfort me.”

        -Psalm 23:4

      

      

      

      “Now that you’ve got the basic idea.” Rebekah picked up her rod. “Let’s go over the tools you’ll need.”

      Laban’s eyes brightened. “Now you’re speaking my language.”

      She held up a finger. “I didn’t say weapons. I said tools. Some tools do provide protection, but their main job is to help you raise your sheep.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Everything comes back to the sheep.”

      Ignoring him, she continued, “First is the rod and staff.”

      “Aren’t those the same thing?”

      She shook her head. “They are very different tools. Rods are usually saplings dug by a shepherd’s own hand and carved with great care.” She rubbed the places in hers that she carved years ago. “The enlarged base where the trunk met the roots is smoothed to a round head.” She fingered the split end of her rod. “The entire rod is shaped to fit the shepherd’s hand. You will practice using it until it becomes an extension of your own hand.”

      Dried flecks of blood caught her attention and she set the rod to the side.

      He looked up at her with questions rising in his eyes.

      “We’ll work on carving new ones together later.” She cleared her throat from the emotions that threatened to choke her. “Your rod will be used for everything from counting sheep, to warning them away from dangerous plants, to inspecting them for issues. Your rod should never leave your hand.”

      Laban glanced down at hers, but held his tongue.

      “Now, a staff is also important, but for different reasons. It’s usually a longer, more slender stick with a crook on the end. It can be used to lean on during the long watches, it can reunite a lost lamb with its mother, the slender end can be used to guide a sheep back to its path, and much more.”

      Zami came close.

      Laban pointed to him. “When do I get a dog?”

      “When you learn to care for your sheep, then I can teach you to control a dog.”

      “But aren’t they also a tool to make shepherding easier?”

      “Very much so.” She reached to scratch Zami’s head.

      The dog closed his golden eyes and leaned into her hand. His long, pink tongue hung out of the side of his mouth as he panted.

      “You need to focus on the basics first before you go looking for shortcuts. If you can’t get sheep to listen to you, a dog never will.”

      Laban huffed.

      “A dog’s job is to circle and guard the perimeter and to warn you of danger. His job is to follow the sheep. It’s your job to lead them to good pasture. When the time comes, I promise to give you the pick of the litter.”

      “That time will come sooner than you think.”

      “We shall see about that.” She reached into her shoulder bag. “Now, let’s go over a few other things.” She produced a small pouch and sling. “This scrip is for holding smooth stones. When we come to the rivers, I can show you what I mean. These can be used as both a weapon against small predators and a warning to your sheep to keep away from danger.”

      “I won’t be able to have my bow?”

      “You may take whatever you can carry, but you might find that less is more. There isn’t much time to hunt on our trips.”

      “No hunting?”

      “Not usually.” She returned her sling and scrip to her bag.

      His gaze fell to the grass. “At all?”

      “I’m sure the dods would welcome a talent to fill their stomachs, but remember your primary focus is your flock. If you go off tracking game, you risk exposing them to danger.” She looked him up and down examining his short tunic made from animal skin. “Speaking of which…”

      He looked at himself. “What?”

      “You’ll need to change as well.”

      “What’s wrong with what I have on?”

      “Nothing. For hunting. That covering won’t do you much good when the weather begins to change in the wilderness. The nights can get mighty cold. You’ll need a wool cloak as well that will help protect you in the rain. I’m sure the women will be happy to supply your needs after the shearing feast. We’ll have plenty of choice wool.”

      “I’m going to have to wear scratchy wool?” He felt the soft, smooth garment he had proudly killed and designed for himself.

      “In the wilderness, it’s all about protection. Trust me, you’ll thank me.”

      “I doubt that.” He scratched at his chest.

      “We shall also make you a new water pouch and leather bucket for collecting water. Oh, and I can teach you to whittle a flute as well.”

      He held up his hands. “Wait just a moment, I won’t be blowing no reed.”

      “It can actually be good for your soul. The days and nights alone can get tough.”

      “I’m used to being alone.”

      “For days or perhaps weeks at a time. But we shall be gone for several months. Of course, we’ll keep our flocks near for this first season until you get the hang of being alone.”

      “What about the dods?”

      “They are usually close in case of trouble, but we like to spread out the flocks so we don’t impede on any one land too harshly. Your sheep need to be under your meticulous control and guidance. Your reputation as a shepherd depends on it. Sheep can destroy good lands. If left to eat in one spot, they will dig up the roots and cause plant life to cease. We rotate our lands so no ground is ever over sheeped.” She held up her flute. “Music can also be good to calm the sheep and your dog.”

      “So, I’ve got to entertain the burdens as well?”

      “You don’t have to do anything. I’m simply trying to teach you what tools you have at your disposal. How you use them is up to you.”

      A short warning bark came from Zami.

      Rebekah scanned the horizon of sheep and immediately noticed hoofs in the air. She ran toward them.

      Laban followed and found her next to an overturned sheep.

      “I’ve got to get her righted.” She pressed on the side of the sheep until it was able to get its feet under itself again.

      The ewe wavered for only a moment before staggering off.

      Laban watched the sheep’s faltered steps. “What was that?”

      “A cast sheep.” She dusted the sand from her hands. “Sometimes they get turned upside down and they can’t right themselves.”

      “You’re joking. She didn’t even bleat or flail or anything.”

      “They typically won’t.”

      “So, they will just lay there and die?”

      She nodded. “That is one thing we will have to be more mindful of during the winter. Several are pregnant and as they get heavy, they are more likely to get overturned like that.”

      “So, she’s pregnant?”

      “By the looks of her, and as easily and early as she is already casting, I suspect twins.”

      “That happens?”

      “It’s not rare, but happens more in a healthy flock.” She rose to her feet and searched for any more cast sheep. “I’ll keep my eye on her. If it’s been a while you might have to rub their legs to get the blood circulating again. It happens when we are in the wilderness too. They like to make themselves niches in the soft ground and then get stuck if they roll over. They also get weighted down heavily with their winter coats and debris. Watching for this will become our priority in the coming months.”
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