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        Psalm 78:70 He chose David also his servant, and took him from the sheepfolds
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      “Your music displeased King Saul. Useless cur!” Soldiers shoved a man to the ground in front of David.

      The man writhed and begged, “Have mercy. I’ve a family to feed.”

      A soldier grabbed the man’s arm and lashed it to a wooden block. David prayed silently on the man’s behalf. The man shrieked as the soldier raised an axe and dropped it on the block, severing the hand. An old man dabbed hot pitch to the bloody stump while the man howled. Another soldier threw a reed flute in the dust. “That’s mercy enough for begging.”

      The king’s steward jerked his thumb at David. “You know what you’re here for.”

      David’s fingers turned cold and his breath hitched. He entered the courtyard and pulled out his harp. A band of sweat prickled his forehead as he tuned it. Rumor told of a king out of control, unable to lead battles to defend Israel. His physicians had searched the kingdom looking for musicians to calm him and soothe his spirit.

      David finished adjusting the pegs. The departing screams of the flutist scratched a chill down his back. How many others had been maimed? He swallowed to wet his dry throat. His playing had better be perfect. So help me, God.

      Brisk footsteps crunched on the path, and a servant announced, “Behold, Prince Jonathan.”

      A tall man with perceptive eyes greeted him. “So, you’re the son of Jesse. How was your journey?”

      “Fine, my lord.” David bowed, wary of the prince’s pleasant demeanor. Jonathan wore fine clothing: Egyptian linen, a prayer shawl with blue and silver tassels, and a leather sleeve slung across his chest. A golden crown highlighted his chestnut curls.

      David tugged at his tattered shawl to hide the patches on his robe and followed the prince through the garden. Lilies danced in the breeze and the fragrance of jasmine poured over a whitewashed ledge.

      Jonathan stopped in front of a wooden door and knocked. “Father, the harpist is here.”

      “Tell him to wait,” a powerful voice called back. “My daughter is reading scripture to me.”

      Jonathan pushed open the door. “This man sings scripture and weaves the words with music. I promise you’ll be delighted.”

      David gulped back fear. The young prince was so bold. But it wasn’t his head on the line.

      The king grunted for them to enter. David clutched his harp and stepped into the overheated chamber. The pungent odor of burnt hemp tightened his chest. King Saul, as large a man as rumored, slouched on a gilded couch.

      A young woman placed a scroll on the table and stood to leave. David closed his mouth and dropped to the floor. Her stunning beauty drained any trace of composure from his heart.

      “Michal, sit. You may stay,” the king said.

      Michal. David whispered her name. He closed his eyes and moistened his lips. “My king, I’m David, the son of Jesse, your servant.”

      Jonathan tapped David and pointed to a sheepskin-covered dais at the side of the couch. David took the seat and inhaled to quiet his speeding pulse. He forced his shoulders back and lifted his hands to strum, unable to keep from glancing at the princess. Her gaze drifted from his eyes, to his mouth, to his chest and hands. His throat tightened. How could he sing with her looking at him like that?

      The king prodded his daughter, and she lowered her face. David willed his fingers to stretch and caress the taut strings. The harp responded with a sprinkling of chords, and he sang of God’s glorious creation and marvelous works. Again, his eyes gravitated toward the princess. And he sang of beauty, grace, and God’s loving-kindness.

      The princess smiled, lifting an eyebrow. Her father looked at her and thumped his pipe on the table. David flinched, frozen in mid-strum. Panic speared his chest, and he pinpointed his gaze to the floor. The guards at the king’s side did not move. Sweat trickled down the side of his face as he counted down the minutes of his life.

      “Your music pleases me,” the king said. “You’re dismissed.”

      David bowed and backed out of the chamber. The princess stood, graceful and lithe. Her eyes were green and flecked with emotions he could not read. A cascade of rosewood-colored hair swept the challenging tilt of her face. She walked toward him. A thunderbolt slammed his heart, and he could barely breathe. She belongs to me.

      She shut the door.
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      My elder sister, Merab, stepped into my room and poked me with her spindle. “Well, Michal, what do you think of Father’s new servant?”

      I tightened the threads on the loom and adjusted the weights. I had hoped Merab wouldn’t notice David. But as usual, she made it her business to inquire about every young man who frequented the palace.

      “He’s a servant.” I lifted my chin and swept a thread off my sleeve. “And besides, I’m not supposed to talk to him.”

      She twirled her spindle. “All the better. He can’t refuse to talk to you. I’ve always found serving boys very accommodating.”

      “Well, if you’re so interested, why don’t you—” I didn’t want Merab to toy with David. She had a way of stripping her suitors of their dignity before she refused bride prices rich enough to buy the daughter of Pharaoh.

      She tapped my shoulder. “Way below my sights. A shabby servant. And you? Blushing and stammering already. I dare you to kiss him, baby sister. Don’t forget to pay Mother’s maid to look the other way.”

      She walked away with a dismissive laugh.

      I set my weaving aside. Unlike my sister, I had never spoken to a man alone nor been kissed. But I had observed her tactics. And I was no longer a baby.

      Perhaps I would approach David. He appeared humble and kind—and oh, so handsome. And when he sang, he showed a tenderness that made me tremble. And his fingers, solid yet fluid, caressed over chords as delicate as the morning dew.

      David. His name meant ‘beloved.’ Dah-veed. I clicked my tongue and pinched my lower lip with a wet bite. David and Michal. I rolled the words and imagined long walks in the woods and lingering evenings in the moonlight.

      I changed into a delicate, rose-colored dress and twisted my hair with a golden comb. A necklace of fiery rubies and matching earrings completed my outfit. Satisfied with my appearance, I opened my door and peered down the corridor.

      It was the quiet time right before the evening meal when Mother napped and Father held court. Merab sang love songs in her room, mooning over Adriel, a married friend of our family. What my parents didn’t know could fill a book.

      I meandered through the garden and slipped past the kitchen to the servants’ quarters. What luck! David sat alone on a bench, reading. I stepped to his side, cast my shadow over his scroll and startled him.

      “Walk with me.” I presented my hand, and he took it. But before he could press it to his lips, I withdrew. “You’ll have to catch me first. There’s an abandoned guard shack right above the granary on the old section of the palace wall.”

      Not waiting for a reply, I walked across the storage yard and skipped up the wooden steps. A new set of walls extended a hundred yards beyond, leaving this part of the battlements isolated. Here, I often spied on my brothers while they exercised in the training yard below. I also had a view of my parents’ separate bedchambers.

      A veiled woman entered my father’s chamber. A few years older than I, she was given to my father to promote her father’s position. I would have pitied her if she weren’t so haughty, although being bed toy to the king was hardly a laudable accomplishment.

      “I found you.” David appeared at the top of the steps.

      “I knew you’d come.” I pursed my lips to hide a smile of delight. This was easier than I thought.

      “Are you alone?”

      “Why no. You’re here, aren’t you?” I held out my hand. “We haven’t been properly introduced. Michal, daughter of Saul, of Gibeah.”

      He clasped my hand. “David, son of Jesse, of Bethlehem.”

      His voice as unyielding as his grasp, he swept my palm to his lips. Warm tingles radiated from his kiss. His honey-colored eyes brightened before lowering under gold-tipped lashes.

      I leaned toward him. “Have you ever courted a maiden?”

      He straightened to release my hand, but I squeezed his fingers and trapped him with my other hand. A fierce blush colored his face. “I’ve never courted a princess.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      “Would it matter?” He cocked his head and turned up a corner of his mouth.

      “How dare you! Of course, it matters.”

      “Would it matter that I’m a poor man? A servant of your father?”

      I dropped his hand and leaned over the windowsill. The scent of night jasmine wafted from the garden below. “It depends on what you wish for in your heart.”

      “My wishes or yours?”

      “Yours first. Tell me.”

      He gazed at the horizon. He seemed an intelligent man with a masculine face. Not broad, but angular—strong brows over deep set eyes, a distinctive nose, and a crown of copper-brown hair unruly like my goat-hair pillow. When he settled his eyes on me, I hardly dared to breathe.

      “Peace for Israel,” he said.

      “Is that possible?” I drew closer.

      “Yes, if we have peace with God first.”

      His profound statement stirred my pulse and kindled a flame, an aching, twisting pang. Unable to sustain his probing gaze, I turned toward the setting sun. Its burnished rays bathed the jagged walls of our palace, dappling the rugged hills with shadows of gold, crimson, and brown.

      “So you’re a man of peace. Very good. What about love? Do you wish for love?”

      He took my hand and traced my palm with his thumb.

      Oh, my soul. A thrill shot straight to my heart. A lone hawk screeched, banked and crested toward the tip of the disappearing light.

      “Princess, how old are you?” His voice deepened.

      I hovered into the warmth of his chest. “Ancient. As old as these hills.”

      “Have you ever been courted?”

      I shook my head.

      “As old as you say you are and a princess too. Tell me, Michal, have you ever been in love?” He raised my hand to his lips but dropped it without kissing it.

      Crickets serenaded the darkening sky with scratchy chirps, accompanied by the throaty croak of a persistent toad. I trembled, and David wrapped his arms around me. His scent pulsed hot with sandalwood, raking me with a newborn sense of longing. And his hands, oh, so firm, tightened around my waist, and his prayer shawl entangled my fingers, and his body, oh, the press of his body… made me want…

      Voices sounded from the courtyard below, and I pulled back from the window ledge.

      David turned me into the shadow of the wall. He brushed my lips so lightly I couldn’t tell if he had touched me with his breath or his mouth. The wind gusted, and he was gone.

      I clung to my shawl, holding in his warmth, the strength of his shoulders, the excitement of his chest. I had never allowed a man to hold me before. But David was different. He awoke strange and uncontrollable sensations. A tiny star shivered, wavered, and plummeted straight into my heart, mingling with my unspoken wish. And I knew at once why songs are sung and ballads told.
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      The sun broke through after a few days of rain. I donned a saffron gown trimmed with golden threads and pulled golden bracelets on my wrists. Mother braided my hair and insisted I wear a scarf. I pulled on a diaphanous one and headed for the wall to enjoy the sun. Unlike Merab, my olive complexioned skin did not burn easily. The small scroll of Ruth under my arm, I climbed the steps two at a time.

      David looked up from the bench in the guard shack. His eyes widened, and a smile crept on his face. “Nice day, Princess.”

      I stopped at the top of the stairs. “I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      “This is such a peaceful place. You don’t mind sharing?” He moved his harp to make room.

      “Not at all.” I scooted next to him, slightly breathless, my body humming with an unsettling frisson. “What are you doing with your harp?”

      “Changing strings. Wouldn’t want them to break while I play for your father.”

      My father’s temper had raged and thundered with the recent storm. I took David’s hand and touched the blisters on the tips of his fingers. “Is my father feeling better?”

      “Thankfully, he’s settled down. I’m free for the rest of the day.” His breath was a little too hot. I giggled and dropped his hand.

      “What do you have there?” He pointed to my scroll.

      “My favorite story. Ruth and Boaz.”

      He regarded me with a clandestine smile, shook his head, and pulled a new string onto his harp.

      “What?” I shoved the scroll aside. “You know, David. You’re on my bench.” I removed my scarf and unbraided my hair. “I came here for some sun and quiet.”

      “Oh, excuse me for intruding.” He gathered the loose strings and prepared to leave.

      I pressed him down, one finger on his shoulder. “Since you’re on my bench, you might as well show me a few things.”

      “Only a few?” He twirled a string between his thumb and forefinger.

      I pointed to his harp, perched on his lap. “May I touch?”

      “Um… sure, it’s a shepherd’s harp. My grandfather made it for me.” He handed it to me.

      I trailed my fingers over the smooth curves. The wood where his hands rested was well-worn and polished. “It’s splendid. Lighter than I thought.”

      The scent was reminiscent of crushed bay leaves, clean and fresh. Swirls of tan, red, yellow and brown grain rippled along the contour of its body.

      “It’s made of myrtle wood,” he said.

      “And the strings?”

      “Sheep gut.” He laughed. “Go ahead, pluck them.”

      I picked the fibrous strings. The tones jarred. “Ooph. It sounds much better in your hands.”

      David took the harp back. “Forgive me, the strings are not tuned. I’ll finish and show you how to play.”

      His nimble fingers made quick work of the restringing. With closed eyes, he plucked two strings at a time and adjusted the pegs until they rang true. His face took on an angelic aura, and his hair shimmered in the sunlight.

      The harp tuned, he placed it on my lap, arranging my hands to hold it, and plucked a few strings to demonstrate. “The pitch of the longer string is deeper. Those from the shorter strings are higher. Some intervals sound nice when plucked together. If we skip a string or two… this string, this one, and this…”

      My head swam with possibilities, and I could not catch his words. His hands touched my hands, his thigh pressed against mine, and his breath tickled my hair. My bracelets jangled as I strummed a cacophony of disharmony as wild and frothy as my feelings.

      He was so close, I could barely breathe. My shoulders wobbled, and my fingers fluttered over the strings. Tempted to melt into his arms, I pushed the harp back and warned myself to behave as a princess should.

      “Giving up already?” His lips curved with barely concealed amusement.

      “No… I’m just hot. You know, the weather. Can you sing for me?”

      I caught my breath as he sang and picked the strings to the cadence of a rippling brook. The earthy timbre of his voice wrapped around the clean tones of his instrument. Wooing, seducing, trapping—he held me with the promise of his song.

      When he finished, he handed the harp to me, the frame still vibrating. His fingers toyed with my hair, and his warm breath caressed my face. His mouth drew near, eyes intent, seeking permission.

      Hesitant, my lips parted. Curious, my eyes closed. And his lips brushed the corners of my mouth, an invitation to taste, to touch, to hold. I accepted and held my breath as his tongue slipped over mine. A flurry of tingles danced around my waist and trailed down to my toes.

      I clutched the harp, unable to move. Everything was possible, and the world was mine, and life was glorious.

      And at the center of it all was David.
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        1 Samuel 14:49 Now the sons of Saul were Jonathan, and Ishui, and Melchishua: and the names of his two daughters were these; the name of the firstborn Merab, and the name of the younger Michal.
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      David followed Jonathan’s servant to the stable. The sun brightened the morning haze. He breathed a prayer, half expecting to see Michal running through the yellow field of fennel, her laughter in flight, her cheeks rosy and fresh, her hair bouncing in the breeze.

      He stroked the mane of a mare and fed her a cucumber. Jonathan had lent him clothes, asked him to ride with him. He was here to entertain the king, not fall in love with his daughter.

      The memory of the kiss simmered, honey sweet, just beyond reach. He exhaled deeply. Michal. When would he chance upon her again?

      Jonathan greeted him with a slap on the shoulder. “Ready to ride? My father is pleased with you and orders you to stay. You’re going to train and become his armor bearer.”

      David’s heartbeat jumped. Surely, God had opened this path for him. He could save the king’s life, find favor with him, perhaps earn the hand of his daughter. He bowed. “My prince, I’m honored.”

      “Call me Jonathan and consider me a friend. Do you like it here in Gibeah?” Jonathan mounted his steed in a single leap.

      “Oh, yes, I do,” David said as he jumped onto the mare.

      They trotted through a large grove of olive trees, ancient and full of dark purple fruit. The trees stood angular and bent like gnarly old soldiers. Their peppery scent saluted from mantles of grey-green leaves.

      “Homesick?” Jonathan asked.

      “A bit. But you’ve all been so kind to me.”

      David followed Jonathan across a stream and cantered up the meadow to the sheepfold. Had Michal ever ridden with Jonathan over these fields or hiked through the streambeds? Was she allowed to explore the village of Gibeah?

      Two young women walked down the path with baskets full of grapes while others congregated at the well.

      Jonathan grinned. “I know a few willing maidens in the village.”

      He cast a suggestive glance toward the women while David lowered his face.

      “Your sister, Michal. How old is she?” His throat tightened the moment the words slipped out.

      Jonathan’s grin turned into a frown. “You’re bold, aren’t you? My father would run a spear through you rather than let you talk to her. She’s his favorite child, only fourteen, and destined to wed a king.”

      David pressed his lips together, his heart dropping. She had flinched when he kissed her. Innocent. Lovely. Unattainable. But mine! His fists tightened.

      Jonathan flicked the reins. “Besides, what bride price could you possibly offer a king? Stick to the village girls.”

      They jaunted through a small wooded area and emerged on a dry riverbed. Jonathan broke into a gallop. David kicked his horse sharply, buried his head down and charged ahead. By the time they arrived at the stables, both horses were lathered with sweat.

      Jonathan handed him a circular comb and a stiff brush. “You’re not a bad rider. Meet me at the exercise field after you’ve groomed the horses.”
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      I wrapped a woolen cloak around my dress and climbed to the guard shack. The afternoon breeze buffeted my face. Below, David trained with my brothers. A peaceful man, he seemed out of place among my boisterous brothers.

      Ever since becoming friends with Jonathan, David had avoided me. My mother’s warnings echoed in my ears. I should have heeded them and not let him kiss me. But oh, how he kissed, so gentle and sweet that I wanted more. Lost in the moment, I tried to kiss him back, but he escaped so abruptly he left his harp in my lap.

      Jonathan picked two wooden shafts and threw one to David. They squared off. In a single move, he slammed David across the chest and sent him to the ground. Melchishua and Ishui laughed and jumped into the fray.

      I pulled my cloak tighter. They jabbed and punched David, jeering and calling him names. I cringed when he fell and cheered inwardly when he staggered back to the fight. They were stronger and more experienced, but David was more agile. His wiry body rolling with the punches, he ducked and feinted until my brothers tired.

      When they finished, my brothers peeled off their armor and piled them on David, telling him to clean up. They jostled one another as they strode off, laughing and in good spirits.

      I ran down the steps and found David dragging the weapons back to the armory. His hair matted with sweat, he mopped a hand across his forehead and flashed a disheveled grin.

      “Were my brothers too tough on you?”

      “They weren’t too bad,” he said. “It’s nothing like being the youngest of eight brothers.”

      “Let me help.” I reached for a shield.

      “No, Princess. I’ll get it.” He took the shield and piled a breastplate and a pair of greaves on top of it.

      I picked up a bow and a few arrows. “So, how’s my father? Do you play for him every night?”

      “Yes, he seems fine.” He balanced the pile of armor and walked toward the armory.

      “Does he treat you well?” I peeked sideways at him, wondering if he saw me unworthy of his attention now that he had Jonathan’s friendship and my father’s approval.

      His lips thinned into an upturned line as his forehead wrinkled. “Well enough. He wants me to be his armor bearer.”

      “Indeed? Does that mean you’re staying longer?” A flicker of hope stirred in my chest.

      David looked at my feet. “As long as I please him.”

      We walked past the garden. He stumbled over a tree root and dropped one of the greaves.

      I hurried to retrieve it and bumped my head on his. The rest of the armor tumbled as David caught my hand.

      “Ow.” I rubbed my head and giggled when he dropped my hand as if it were a hot firestone.

      David set the shield down to reposition the armor. The tips of his ears reddened.

      I tucked the greaves under my arm. “My father hasn’t called me to read to him lately. I wonder if you’ve been reading scripture with him.”

      “No, he hasn’t asked me to read.”

      “I have an idea. What if I read while you strum the harp?” I handed the greaves to the armor master and hung the bow and arrows on the rack. “I’ll suggest it to him.”

      David didn’t answer. I bent to pick up a short stick, and when I glanced back, he was staring at my hips.

      My cheeks heated, unaccustomed to a man’s intent stare. Yet I was pleased he had noticed me. I wagged the stick at him. “We’d make a fantastic team, wouldn’t you say? Father always loved me over my brothers and sister, and he enjoys your music. All the servants are talking about you. I hear he calls you a son.”

      David blushed as he turned away from me to pick up the spears and sparring rods.

      While he cleaned the weapons, I ran to the kitchen and returned with a water skin. He sat on a low wall with his elbows resting on his knees.

      I handed him the water. “Will you be too tired to play for us tonight?”

      David drank and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “No, I’ll be fine. Will you—”

      “David!” Jonathan crossed the courtyard. “What are you doing talking to my sister? My father expects you to play at dinner, and my manservant has set clothes out for you in my chamber.”

      Before Jonathan could say more, a servant scuttled to his side and handed him a message. He slid us a disapproving look and disappeared into the building.

      David jumped to his feet. “I shouldn’t be talking to you. Besides, you’ve put me in a difficult position.”

      “Why?”

      “You won’t tell anyone. Swear you’ll say nothing.”

      “About what?” My heart chilled. He had to be referring to our kiss.

      “Look, I must go.” He handed me the skin. “Thank you for the water.”

      “David, wait. Did I do something wrong?”

      “No, you haven’t.” He walked off.

      My mouth hung open. I had been dismissed by a servant boy, and he wanted nothing to do with me.
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      Torches lined the hallway to the dining hall. David was already there, sitting next to Father. He did not appear to notice me as I made my way to Mother’s side. She sat with her hands clasped, her knuckles bone-white. My father’s concubine sipped wine at a side table.

      David looked unbearably striking in my brother’s princely robes. When Merab glided through the door, his mouth widened. Unbelievably, Father asked Merab to sit next to him. He stood to let her pass, his neck bobbing as he cleared his throat in obvious admiration.

      Merab tapped David’s arm and cupped her mouth to speak to him. They glanced at me briefly and laughed. My stomach grumbled and needle sharp pains stabbed my ribcage. I should never have been born. How could she flirt with him with no care for my feelings?

      My brothers settled down as Father led the prayers. I peeked at David. His eyes were closed with a rosy blush on his freckled cheeks. He breathed evenly, and his mouth moved in obvious devotion to the LORD.

      The prayer ended, and our eyes met. But he tightened his lips and turned away. The pit grew deeper in my stomach. I thought he liked me when he showed me his harp, but now he hated me.

      The servants set platters of fish, parched corn, cucumbers, goat cheese, and bread on the table. My brothers dug into the food while my sister picked at her plate. David stared at his meal like a hungry wolf but did not start eating.

      Mother elbowed me. “Eat, or the boy will starve.”

      I picked up a piece of flatbread and waited to catch his eye. Before he took notice, Merab offered him a piece of fish off her plate. Mother grimaced. “I don’t know what’s gotten into your father, letting a servant sit at our table.”

      Merab graced David with a phony smile. “Do we have the pleasure of your music tonight?”

      David looked at my father, who nodded. A servant handed him his harp, and he settled on the bench between the tables. He smiled at Merab. She blushed and his eyes twinkled as he plucked a series of ascending chords. A dull ache spread from my heart to the tips of my fingers, but I couldn’t pry my gaze from him.

      His deep voice filled the room amidst rippling chords. My father’s eyes were shut, his brows relaxed. Mother tapped her fingers and took a deep breath. Even Ishby, my youngest brother, had stopped fidgeting. A sigh slipped from my lips. I wanted David to be my friend, to walk with me through the meadows and hold my hand. We’d sit under a tree, and he’d play his harp and sing to me alone.

      His voice lifted to praise the LORD for His goodness and wonderful works toward us. When he finished, Father tapped the table with his goblet and my brothers cheered. My heart jittery and pained, I jumped to my feet and clasped my hands. David cocked an eyebrow at me before Mother’s censorious look pressed me down into my chair.

      David took a bow and went back to his seat. Merab leaned over and said something that made him chuckle. Did he know she disdained him? Mocked his poverty and found him unsophisticated? Yet she batted her eyelashes and cooed as if she thought him attractive.

      Servants refilled the goblets of wine and passed out honey cakes. My father ordered the pipers to play. My brothers sang a song of war, and Father dragged David around the room, high-stepping and kicking in a wild dance. Merab giggled and clapped, while I crumbled my honey cake into tiny pieces. Ishby flicked pieces of cake at Merab, landing a few in her hair. Mother would have stopped him, but her eyes were fixed on Father, and she wore a hopeful smile when he winked at her. David and my brothers refilled their wine goblets as Ishby threw a raisin into Merab’s goblet. She jumped up and spilled her wine on David. Giggling, she dabbed a napkin on his robe.

      Mother motioned to Ishby’s nurse, and he ducked under the table to escape. During the commotion, I eased my chair next to Jonathan and wished David would take notice of me. But Father grabbed him. “Son of Jesse, you’ve been training with my sons, haven’t you?”

      David bowed. “Yes, my king.”

      Father held out his hand, and his armor bearer handed him a spear. He gestured to a wooden beam. “Can you hit the beam directly across the room? The one with the spear marks?” Handing the spear to David, he laughed. “Go ahead. Show me what my next armor bearer can do.”

      David took the spear and rubbed his hands. He looked at Merab for courage, and she graced him with a close-mouthed smile. Shifting from foot to foot, David set the spear back over his shoulder and threw it. Everyone gasped as it flew toward Mother’s priceless Egyptian eggshell vase.

      Mother shrieked. The spear thudded just a cubit short of the vase. My father’s cousin Abner guffawed loudly. “Looks like the boy should stick to his harp.”

      Everyone laughed except for David and me. My father slapped his knees and stood. “Maybe he can sing the enemy to sleep.”

      David lowered his head and his face reddened. He yanked the spear from the wall and handed it to my father’s armor bearer. Talk turned to the possibility of another war with the Philistines. I glanced at David while Father waved his hand and adjourned the dinner.

      My father’s concubine yawned loudly and headed out the door. I followed her and went around the side to wait on the path to the servants’ quarters.

      Merab’s flirtatious laughter floated out the window. “Oh, David, you should have seen my mother’s face.”

      They slid out the dining hall and walked around the fountain, arm in arm. She poked his side. “Do you know how much that vase is worth?”

      David didn’t reply. He seemed stiff and nervous. I followed them through the garden, staying well away so they couldn’t see me in the light of the moon. Almost as tall as David, Merab wrapped her snake-like arms around his shoulders.

      “Have you ever kissed a princess?” she said, her voice soft and seductive.

      David shook his head. My heart crumbled, and I bit my lips, tasting blood.

      “Would you like to?” She cupped his cheek and pulled him close. He didn’t answer, so she leaned in and drew him to her lips. My frantic pulse hammered behind my ears. I gripped my fists to keep from crying. Merab had kissed many young men, driven them to obtain outrageous bride prices, only to cast them off as discarded rags.

      No longer able to witness the destruction in front of me, I ran to my bedchamber. David wished to court my sister and was ashamed of having kissed me. A heavy stone crushed my chest, and I could not breathe. Blinking, dizzy, screaming inside, I stared out my window at the stars.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      David stepped back from Merab. “I really shouldn’t be here with you, Princess. Your father would object.”

      She tapped him with a pointed fingernail. “Stay away from my baby sister. I’ve seen you looking at her. You’re a servant. Don’t forget it.”

      Merab wrapped herself tightly in her shawl and walked away.

      Shame burned his cheeks. He swallowed the growing lump in his throat and walked toward the servants’ quarters. A fist clenched his heart, and he rubbed his temples. Who was he fooling? He had no right to court a king’s daughter. A lowly servant dressed in borrowed clothing. Yet God had anointed him, chosen him to be the next king. Would God also grant him a wife?

      He passed under an open window. A woman’s breath hitched. Michal’s face shone pale in the moonlight. David picked up a pebble and threw it at the corner of the window. She wiped her eyes and looked down, almost smiling before she furrowed her eyebrows and jutted out her lower lip.

      His voice failed him while he stared at her. What could he say? Sorry I kissed your sister. Forget about me. I toyed with your affections. I wounded you.

      She turned from the window and closed the shutters. David blinked. Their kiss vibrated in his memory. Her mouth, so sweet, had trembled, so enticingly. And her voice, the way she said his name, pure adoration. Such verve and persistence in a woman, a girl, was rare. Off-limits. No one but the Prophet Samuel knew of his destiny. She would not give him another chance.

      David walked around the granary and up the wooden steps. He sat on the bench in the guard shack. Their bench. He smoothed his hand over the weathered wood. She had been kind and welcoming. She treated him as an equal. And he had been cruel, as if she had wronged him. Even worse, her father planned to marry her to a king, a foreign king. A daughter of the Law shouldn’t be married to an idol worshipper. What could he do? The dragon of pain turned somersaults in his chest, and his breath steamed in his face. He looked to the heavens and pleaded with God.
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        Psalm 9:14 That I may shew forth all thy praise in the gates of the daughter of Zion: I will rejoice in thy salvation.
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      Jonathan set me on his horse sideways and mounted behind me. “I’ve a few things to say to you, my sister.”

      I tugged my shawl against the biting wind. Merab had no doubt put him up to this. I hadn’t spoken to her in days.

      We rode at a walking pace out the gate of the palace. Despite my mood, I couldn’t help but savor the scent of fresh cut grass and the damp earth, moist from the winter showers. Small white buds appeared on the grapevines, and tender green shoots sprang from grey branches.

      I poked Jonathan. “Can we go a little faster? I want to fly across those fields and jump a creek.”

      “No, my sister. You are still a virgin.”

      I shifted on the swaying horse. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “It means I have to watch you and remind you that you’re a princess. I’ve already told David to stay away from you.” He tugged the reins. The horse waded across a small brook and headed up a rocky pathway lined with wildflowers.

      “Then why does Merab get to talk to him?”

      Jonathan snorted. “Merab’s just playing. I’m not worried about her.”

      A cloud blocked the sun as we passed through a sheepfold. “David hates me anyway.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Jonathan said. “Father wants to keep you for a major alliance to protect our borders.”

      I ground the inside of my cheeks. So that’s all they saw me as, a possession to be traded. “Can we get off and walk? My legs are stiff.”

      Jonathan helped me dismount. I walked up the hillside with my arms crossed. He followed me. “You should stop acting like a baby.”

      I didn’t want to hear him, so I ran. I tore across a ridge and scrambled around a stand of juniper trees. Did he care that my heart ached and that I thought only of David? My breathing grew ragged, my lungs struggled, and my legs burned. If only I could be free to fly away from the confines of the palace. I could be a warrior, or a poet. Not a pathetic girl destined to be bartered or sold.

      Tears mixed with sweat trickled down my cheeks. I pumped my arms and ran faster, staring at my feet as I kicked clods of dirt. I rounded a stand of trees and stumbled, twisting my ankle. Three men on horseback blocked my path. The two in the front laughed and spoke in a foreign tongue. Philistines!

      I turned and ran back the way I came. Hoof beats pounded behind me. My ankle throbbing, I veered off the path and tumbled down a steep slope. The horses stopped at the top, and a man dismounted. I screamed for Jonathan.

      Footsteps chased me as I scrambled toward a brook. A sharp pain poked my sides, and my heart threatened to leap from my throat. Tripping and falling, I scraped my hands and landed in the water. I reached for a rock, but a hand grabbed my wrist.

      I screamed and flailed to escape. My attacker held onto me, lifting me from the ground. He let go and stared at me. He was a boy—tall, but thin and gangly.

      “Are you hurt?” he spoke in the trade language, his voice high pitched and reedy.

      I coughed, trying to catch my breath. My dress was torn and my hands and knees bled. The boy sat on a rock and watched me. The banks were steep on both sides, and he was downstream from me. His companions could have surrounded me. I threw a rock at him but missed.

      “Let me go,” I said in Hebrew.

      He lifted his palms and replied in Hebrew. “I’m not stopping you. You’re bleeding.”

      “What are you doing in our land?”

      The boy raised an eyebrow. “Your land?”

      I walked past him. “If my brother catches you, he’ll kill you.”

      He walked at my side and offered me his arm. “You’re limping.”

      “You know, I don’t need you to make stupid observations.” I jutted my chin. “If you want to help me, show me how to get back to my palace.”

      His mouth broke into a lopsided grin. “Ah, so you’re lost. And a princess too.”

      I glared at him and would have punched him had I not noticed the iron knife tucked in his belt. His long black hair fluttered in the wind, and he wiped it from his beardless face. He pointed down the stream. “If you keep going, you’ll come to the Sorek Valley. I live on the other side of the valley. You’re welcome to my palace.”

      I turned around. “That means I go up the river. Goodbye.”

      “You’re very pretty.” His footfalls crunched behind me.

      And you’re very annoying. Well, maybe not, because he was friendly, and he hadn’t hurt me. I wrapped my arms around my wet clothes. The sun was setting, and a chill traversed my spine.

      My teeth had barely chattered when a warm cloak settled on my shoulders. “You’re shivering,” the boy said.

      I cringed at accepting the cloak of a Philistine, but my body welcomed the warmth. “You’re a Philistine. How is it you speak Hebrew?”

      “I had a Hebrew nurse.”

      “Oh, I have a Philistine nurse.” I hugged the cloak, smelling an outdoorsy scent mixed with oily food. “But the only words I know are milk, bread, and well… never mind. Was she a war captive?”

      “Yes, but she loved me like a mother.” He offered his hand again, and I took it, glad to take some weight off my sore ankle. We walked to where the bank was shallow and cut across a pasture, bypassing a grove of old olive trees.

      “See the torchlight up on that mound?” He pointed. “That’s your palace. Can you make it by yourself? If they capture me, they’ll probably kill me.”

      “What are you, a spy?”

      He smiled, his white teeth gleaming in contrast to his bronze skin. “I’m your friend.”

      I held his hand a bit longer. “I’m Michal, daughter of—”

      The leaves rustled, and a man tackled the boy, knocking him to the ground.

      “Run, Michal,” David said. He drew a short sword and held it to the boy’s neck. “Leave before I kill him.”

      I grabbed David’s shoulders. “No, he’s only a boy.”

      “Boys grow to become men. Please turn around unless you want blood on you.”

      “No, David. Let him go. He helped me.”

      “His companions hurt your brother, sliced his arm.”

      I gasped and covered my mouth. “Jonathan’s hurt?”

      David nodded. “Not badly. He was still able to kill them. Move aside and let me finish the job.”

      The boy choked, and his lips shuddered. “My brothers are dead?”

      “They attacked first.” David sheathed his sword and pulled the crying boy up. “Now, go. Remember, I had mercy on you.”

      The boy ran, his long legs flying and his hair bouncing in the wind.

      David pulled me into his warm chest and hugged me. “What happened to you? They came back to the palace yelling about you being kidnapped by Philistines. Your father’s guards headed west on horseback.”

      The events of the day tumbled over me. My knees weakened, and my head swirled. David tucked the boy’s cloak over my shoulders and picked me up. “You shouldn’t scare me like this.”

      “You mean you care? You’re not angry with me?” I pulled one arm around his neck and the other over his shoulder. His eyes were dark with concern.

      “Not at you,” he said. “I was wrong to kiss you. You’re the daughter of the king.”

      “Doesn’t mean I can’t have friends.” I rested my head against his neck. He smelled like leather, my father’s smoke, and excitement.

      His whiskers brushed across my temple. “You’re hurt and cold. I have to take you back to the palace.”

      “Can you take me away to your palace? Somewhere far away across the sea. Maybe a land of green hills or black forests. I heard my nurse tell a story.” I lifted my face to his chin, and my pulse churned with affection.

      “Oh, I’d take you anywhere, if I could.” His voice gravelly, he lowered his lips to mine, whispered my name, and kissed me, soft, safe, mouth relaxed, but closed, as if I were beyond reach. I waited, my breath barely held, aware of the hiss of his breath growing more agitated.

      He murmured my name again, and his mouth grazed against mine, simply touching, not taking. I pressed up to him and slipped a taste when his lips parted on the second syllable. He shivered, tightening his embrace and stopped walking.

      I climbed higher in his arms as he placed me on a slope so I could be level with him.

      “What can I do to earn your hand?” His eyes glistened in the moonlight.

      It is enough if you love me. But I knew my place as a princess was difficult. I caressed the soft spot beneath his jaw and said, “Bring peace to Israel.”

      His fingers tangled in my hair. “You are truly the most expensive girl in all God’s creation. And the most precious. I don’t know what I would have done had you been taken captive.”

      Our faces drew closer, nose to nose. I wrapped my arms around his neck and teased his hair. His breath fanned my face, sweet, a hint of spice, and full of heat. “I want you, David, beloved.”

      A groan rumbled in his chest, and he was over the edge, bending my head back, his mouth encompassing mine, inhaling my breath, my spirit, capturing my heart.
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      David almost lost consciousness the moment Michal confessed her desire. Forget the rules, the laws, the kingdom, and the price. He needed her in a way that felt elemental, as if she had always been a part of him, that missing rib. His feelings too intense, he pulled his body back, but she followed and clung to him, her wet clothes dampening his skin.

      The tangy, salty scent of blood and mud, and the sunshiny sweat of the Philistine boy underneath her jasmine flavor stirred his emotions into a rushing torrent. He ripped off the cloak and threw it on the ground, then wrapped her with his tattered prayer shawl. She shuddered, her flesh raised with goose bumps.

      Angry voices and hoof beats punctured the rhythm of the chirping insects. David jumped and pushed Michal back so abruptly that she stumbled. The metallic swish of drawn swords cut through the air. Men holding torches shouted. “Who’s there?”

      David raised his hands as he knelt to the ground.

      Michal stepped forward, picking up the cloak. “Princess Michal. This man found me.”
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      I woke the next morning with a cough and sore throat. Mother was displeased with me and suspected David of tearing my dress and causing the scrapes on my hands and arms. Around the palace, men sharpened their bronze weapons and patched their shields. Father prowled the corridors like an injured lion. The killing of two Philistines so close to the palace had everyone on edge, prepared for war.

      The evening approached. My nerves jolted with every footfall, and my heart pounded inside my throbbing head. I hadn’t seen David all day. Would he go to war? I rushed to the servants’ quarters, but his room was bare, emptied out. He wouldn’t have left without saying goodbye. I waited until the changing of the guards and ran up the stairs to the abandoned guard shack, hoping to see David or receive a note.

      Tinkling notes of the harp lifted my heart. I skipped up the last few steps. David set his harp on the bench and hugged me, his eyes solemn. “I have something for you.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re leaving.” I twisted the edge of my robe.

      He licked his lips and swallowed, placing a smooth stone in my hand.

      “What’s this for?”

      “I picked it out of the brook. See the pretty patterns? It’s green, flecked with brown, like your eyes. It’s not valuable.”

      I put the cool stone to my cheek. “Oh, David, I’ll treasure it, but does it mean you’re going to war?”

      He kissed my forehead. “Not to war. Your father dismissed me.”

      Panic spurred through my chest. “But he loves your songs. He can’t send you away.”

      “Songs are only a dream, but pain lingers.”

      “What pain?”

      He pulled me into his arms. “Of never seeing you again.”

      “No, it can’t be.” I clutched him tightly. “Take me with you.”

      “I can’t. Your father will hunt us down like animals.”

      “Da-vid.” My breath hitched and tears followed. “I don’t care. I just want to be with you.”

      He stroked my hair softly. “I’ll come back for you. I don’t know how, but I will.”

      I clutched his robe. “Promise?”

      “Yes.” He touched my cheek. “Don’t cry, Princess.”

      He held me for a long moment and kissed me until my lips were swollen and my eyes ran dry of tears. When the guards departed from the gate and marched toward the back, David swung his leg over the side of the wall and was gone.

      He left his harp.
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        1st Samuel 18:14 And David behaved himself wisely in all his ways; and the LORD was with him.
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      I waited on top of the wall and watched for David. He’d been gone more than a month and Father’s army had been stalled in a valley, a standoff against the Philistines.

      Merab tapped my shoulder. “Sister, I know how you feel.”

      I blew out a breath. Every day, she tried to make up to me. But I couldn’t erase the image of her kissing David. I gritted my teeth and wished she’d leave.

      She took a seat on my bench, put her arm around me and kissed my temple. “You’re in love with David.”

      “Then why did you kiss him?” I wiped my eyes quickly.

      “To test him.” She swung her face in front of mine. “You don’t understand, do you?”

      Tears trickled through my fingers. What was there to understand? David had been banished, never to see me again.

      Merab rocked my shoulders. “Don’t let him hurt you. He was only looking to advance himself. He won’t be the last man who’ll make eyes at you to gain a position.”

      “David’s not like that.” I almost moaned, but caught my breath.

      “If he truly cared about you, he wouldn’t have kissed me. He’s just a man like all the others.” She took my hand, spread out my fingers and dried them with her scarf. “This was your first experience. Be glad he was only a servant. Next time, do not let him know how you feel. Men never want what they can easily get.”

      I bent my head to my lap, my face burning with shame. “I shouldn’t have let him kiss me?”

      “Exactly. I’ve never let Adriel kiss me.” She heaved her shoulders. “He couldn’t meet the bride price anyways. Well, cheer up. There’s always another prince. Father is saving us for worthwhile alliances.”

      “Like who?”

      Merab sighed. “Don’t know. Jonathan mentioned the Ammonites or Syrians. He just killed the two possible Philistine princes.”

      A hot flush spilled up my throat. “Foreigners? Father would marry us to idolators?”

      She patted my back. “Don’t worry. Father’s demands are too many. No one can meet his price.”

      I pulled at the roots of my hair. “I wish I weren’t a princess.”

      “Wishing never helped anyone. Don’t think about David. He’s not worth it.” She turned with a jangling of bracelets and floated down the stairs.
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      Mother met me in the hallway in front of Merab’s bedchamber. Her brows were crinkled with a sharp line between them. “Where’s your sister?”

      “Maybe in the garden? Why?”

      She ground her lips and sighed. “Your father wants Merab brought to the frontline. He has promised her hand to whichever brute will bring him the head of the giant, Goliath. Your father is about to—”

      “Giant? I heard stories from Ishby. I thought he was fibbing.”

      “Unfortunately not. There’s a Philistine who challenged your father to find a man to fight him. So far, no one dares and he’s been taunting us close to forty days.”

      “Isn’t Jonathan well enough to fight?” My brother had single-handedly killed twenty Philistines.

      Mother pinched my arm. “Don’t be silly. Jonathan’s the heir to the throne.”

      “But what happens if no one fights him or the Philistines win?”

      Mother’s eyes hardened like flint. “We’ll be made slaves. It’s worse for women. I might be killed immediately, but the virgins will be taken as war captives or sold to men to do as they please.”

      “No!” The sensation of icy spiders crawled over my shoulders, and I fell into her arms. She rubbed my back. “Child, it hasn’t happened yet. Pray God gives us a champion.”

      Merab entered her room and stopped when she saw us. “What’s going on?”

      Mother let me go and put a hand on my sister’s shoulder. “Put on your best gown, the one you got for your eighteenth birthday, while Michal packs your personal items.”

      My lips trembled, and I drew in a shuddering breath, blinking back tears.

      Merab’s eyes widened. “Why my best gown?”

      “Be brave, daughter. You have to go to the frontline and rally the men of war.”

      “Why me?” Merab stepped back, her eyes darted from me to Mother and back.

      “Your father is offering your hand to the man who slays Goliath.”

      Merab’s excruciating wail stung me clear to the bone. She threw herself against the wall. I ran and grabbed her from the back, my head on her shoulder and held her as she crumpled to her knees.

      “Stop crying and get dressed.” Mother pinched Merab’s cheek and dragged her to the dressing area. “The bearers are waiting at the gate.”

      She snapped her skirts and swept from the room.

      Merab slumped on her bed. “I have cramps, and I’ll never be able to sit in that hot, dusty litter. Why don’t you go? It might be fun.”

      “Fun? But I don’t want to marry a soldier.”

      “Neither do I. But maybe David will be there.” Her eyebrows perked. “What if he fights the giant?”

      “David?” My heart bounded up three steps. “But he hardly knows how to fight.”

      “Even if he doesn’t fight, maybe you’ll see him.” She handed me her finest gown, a jade green silk with golden vines embroidered around the edges.

      “But, I don’t look like you. Wouldn’t Father notice?”

      “Pshaw.” She waved her hands. “You’re close enough. Besides, the veil will cover your face. No one will get too close if you stay in the covered litter.”

      I worried her gown would be too long for me, but I donned it anyways. It dragged on the floor a few inches.

      Merab wrapped me with her forest green cloak. Placing a golden shawl over my head and shoulders, she handed me a thick veil.

      After I dressed, she opened the door. “Quickly, go to the front gate and jump in the litter. You’re the best sister ever.”

      I lingered. “Merab?”

      She waved her hand. “Hurry, before Mother comes back.”

      I hugged her. “I’m so scared. What if David gets hurt or killed?”

      She pushed me into the hall. “Don’t worry. Likely Father will end up killing the giant himself, and you certainly can’t marry him. It’ll just turn out to be an adventure for you. Hurry before Mother returns. I’ll sleep in your room tonight.” She lifted the veil and kissed my cheek. “I’ll make it up to you. I promise.”
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      “Behold, the daughter of Saul.” The herald announced my arrival. Hot and sweating inside the stifling litter, I fanned my face and coughed to clear my dry throat.

      Uncle Abner, my father’s general, approached the litter. “Merab, I’m glad you’re here. The men need courage.”

      I didn’t reply, afraid my voice would give me away. He noticed my fanning and asked a servant to give me water. Father headed my direction. A pesky fly buzzed around me. I swatted at it, almost upsetting the bearers.

      “Uncover the litter and take my daughter around the camps,” Father said. “I want every man to see the prize I’m willing to sacrifice to vanquish this heathen Philistine.”

      Thankfully, a servant brought a water skin as the bearers knelt to remove the cover. I gulped the water, unmindful of how unladylike I appeared. Besides, they all thought I was Merab.

      The bearers jostled me amongst the troops. Uncle Abner walked before me. “Behold, the daughter of King Saul. Whosoever brings the giant’s head shall have her hand.”

      Dirty, stinking men leered at my form. “Unveil her. How do we know she’s the daughter of Saul?”

      Some followed the litter, reaching up to touch me. One insolent fellow prodded me with the end of his spear shaft. The guards pushed the throng back.

      “Men of Benjamin,” Abner shouted. “Who will kill Goliath and win the king’s daughter?”

      “Off with the veil. Off with the veil.” The men chanted.

      Abner looked toward Father’s direction, and he shook his head.

      “You cowards,” Abner said. “Step forward before I offer her to another tribe.”

      The men threw up their shields and thumped their spears as my litter wove through the camp, but no one volunteered.

      My face grew hotter underneath the sweltering veil. Did I look like a ridiculous lump of clothes? I could be a maid servant for all they knew. I pulled the veil open a sliver and scanned the hordes of men.

      Abner led the way. “Men of Judah, the king demands your attention. Kill the dirty Philistine and receive the king’s daughter.”

      As the men milled, gawking and pointing, one set of eyes stared at me. My heart leapt, and I sat straighter. David. Without thinking, I flipped the veil off my face and gazed at him.

      His eyes widened, and his mouth popped open. The men around him whistled and hooted, but when Abner glared their direction, they turned their faces. Again, no man raised his hand. I looked back at Father. He stood with his arms crossed, his face red with fury.

      My cheeks heated. I had ruined Father’s venture. Without the dazzling beauty of Merab, no one would step forth to fight the giant, and we’d all be slaves of the Philistines. I placed the veil on my face to hide my shame. Uncle Abner grunted and ordered the bearers to keep walking. “Perhaps the tribe of Gad has a valiant man.”

      My veil securely fastened, I looked after David. He argued with several young men. They pushed and shoved him. One shook a finger at him and poked his chest. He hadn’t wanted me enough, but I couldn’t blame him. He was no warrior. The bearers brought me away from the camp of Judah toward the camp of Gad.

      A hush fell across the men, and all eyes turned toward the ridge. A Philistine warrior swaggered on a rock pile high above a dry riverbed. Muscular and over nine feet tall, he was clad with a bronze breastplate and leather greaves. Brandishing a stout spear, he shouted, “Where’s your champion? If he kills me, we will be your slaves. If I kill him, you become our slaves.”

      After waiting a few moments, he looked over the crowd and bellowed with laughter. “What? Is there no valiant man in all of Israel? Where’s your god? You don’t even have enough gold to make him an image!” The entire Philistine army guffawed and jeered.

      Angry murmurs smoldered through our ranks, but no man stepped up. The bearers waded through a sea of cowards, taking me to the center of the formation.

      The Philistine pounded his breastplate. “I am Goliath of Gath, and I challenge the God of Israel to find me a worthy opponent.”

      The Philistine host howled and banged their shields with a deafening clamor.

      A sudden commotion stopped the heckling. David stretched his palms to the sky and yelled, “Dare this man reproach our God and live? Who is this uncircumcised Philistine to defy the armies of the living God?”

      Soldiers on both sides stared at him. He lifted his hands again and yelled. “Is. There. Not. A. Cause?”

      Not a man answered.

      He wound his way to the base of my litter, between the two front bearers. I leaned forward and lifted my veil.

      “Michal, is there not a cause?” His voice lowered intimately.

      “There is, David. God’s cause.” I touched his hand. “God be with you.”

      He held my fingers and my gaze. “And you. Pray for me.”

      Abner pulled him back. “Do not touch the princess.”

      David brushed off his robe and spread his hands toward my father. “Let no man’s heart fail because of him. Today, your servant will slay this Philistine, for the LORD, our God, will surely grant us victory.”

      I craned my neck, thrilled with David’s boldness, but my heartbeat spiked, and my fingertips grew numb. David was so small compared to the giant. What if he were injured or worse?

      He stepped into my father’s tent. Moments later, he emerged without armor or weapon. Dressed in a shepherd’s robe and carrying a staff, David washed his hands in a brook at the base of the camp.

      My scalp ringed with cold sweat, I closed my eyes and prayed. Dear LORD God, bring us the victory through Your servant, David. Place Your hand on him and deliver him from the hand of the Philistine. Be with David, always. In Your name, LORD.

      Across the ridge, the Philistine clambered down with his armor bearer, a muscular man who carried a huge shield before him. He shouted, “Am I a dog? That you come to me with staves? My gods curse you, boy. Come now. And I will give your flesh to the birds of prey and to the beasts of the field.”

      My heart pounding to escape my chest, I twisted the skin on my arms, gasping for air. How would David go against him with a thin shepherd’s staff? I couldn’t look. My David. So foolhardy. The giant’s spear was thicker than his leg and the tip as large as his head.

      Goliath advanced with the Philistine troops behind him. “This is the best of Israel? In Dagon’s name, you shall perish.”

      David stood alone. “I come to you in the name of the Living God, the LORD of Israel. Today, He will deliver you into my hand, and the entire world shall know there is a God in Israel.”

      Goliath raised his spear and charged. My pulse knocked furiously in my ears, and I felt as if I were jumping out of my skin. I peeked under flickering eyelids, my hands clasped to my face.

      David ran toward the giant, his flaming hair a beacon amongst the shrubs and bushes. The giant raised his spear and aimed the tip at him. A silent scream crawled to my throat. What was David doing? He took out a leather tie and swung it over his head.

      Oh, God! A whip could do nothing against an iron spear. Goliath braced his leg and hoisted his heavy spear to his powerful shoulders. I squeezed my eyelids and choked to catch my breath.

      David flicked his wrist. The giant’s neck jerked backward, and the spear flew toward David. It fell short. A collective gasp swept the crowd. Goliath’s knees buckled, and he crumpled forward. David jumped and shook his fist in the air.

      He charged the remaining distance, drew Goliath’s sword, hacked off his head and raised it up for all to see. The Philistines dropped their weapons and fled.

      David knelt and lifted his eyes toward heaven. “The battle is the LORD’s.”

      An ear-splitting cheer rose from our side, and the men of Israel rushed to pursue the panicked Philistines. Only David hiked to me, holding the head of Goliath by his hair. Blood covered his forearms and chest. When he reached the front of the litter, he smiled sideways at me. “Think your father will invite me back now?”
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      I returned to the palace, sweaty and dust-streaked, ready for a long, hot bath. I could hardly wait to tell Merab. David was the hero, and I would be his bride. I kissed my own hand and bounced down the hall to her chamber.

      Merab met me at the door. “You won’t believe how angry Mother was. She was fit to tear out my hair. So, tell me, what happened?”

      I skipped up and down, kissing her. “David killed the giant, and I’m going to marry him.”

      She squealed and hugged me. “Oh, this is what you wanted. Will he be good to you?”

      While the maids drew water, I told her everything. She tapped me with her fingernail. “And I endured three days of Mother pinching my arms. How are you going to repay me?”

      “Repay you?” I slapped her with the tie of my robe. “You told me you’d make it up to me for taking your place.”

      Mother’s maid bustled toward us, clapping. “Your mother said to wear your finest gowns for the victory banquet. Hurry, into your baths.”

      When Merab did not move, the maid said, “You too, elder princess.”

      Bubbling over and hardly able to stay still, I squirmed into a transparent turquoise gown layered over a white linen dress. The maids pinned my hair in loose coils and adorned me with pearls and moonstones. Wrapped in a silken shawl with silver threads, I followed a maid into the hallway.

      Merab appeared in a pale-green gown decorated with golden figs. She twisted her lips wryly. “I don’t understand why I have to dress up for your betrothal.”

      “Payback for going on the adventure.” I pushed her playfully, and she giggled.

      My father’s guards escorted us to the banquet hall. I walked as if on golden clouds. By the end of the evening, I would be David’s, and we’d have the rest of our long lives together.

      Merab sat next to me and adjusted her shawl. Neither of us talked. Mother had warned us to keep our eyes down, but I peeked at David as he entered the hall.

      My breath caught deep in my ribcage. He was dressed in princely attire and sat next to my father. Dancers, accompanied by flutes, viols, and drums, entertained the assembly. A minstrel pantomimed David’s heroics: swung a leather sling and sliced off an imaginary head. While they paraded Goliath’s severed head around the hall, I caught David staring at me.

      His brows furrowed, and his eyes smoldered for a heartbeat before he deliberately averted his face, his jaw set for a fight. A gust of fear raised tingles through my scalp. What happened? What had I done? Why did he look at me like he hated me?

      Tears threatened. I gripped the edge of my shawl. Merab’s eyes widened with confusion and concern, and she rubbed my shaking hand.

      I yanked away from her. Had David changed his mind and asked Father to give him my sister? I turned my face to the wall. Blinking, I recalled his grin of victory and the touch of his hand. How could I have been so wrong? Obviously the elder princess bestowed more prestige than the younger.

      “Behold, my servant David,” Father said. “You have vanquished our mortal enemy, the Philistine, Goliath, and brought victory to Israel.”

      The crowd cheered. They pounded the tables and stomped their feet. My heart skipped beats, and my stomach clenched. Hope fought with despair, and I dreaded the next minute. Merab fiddled with her shawl and bit her lips. Her expression was both sympathetic and worried.

      Father clapped a hand on David. “Tonight, I give you my daughter for wife. Only be valiant for me and fight the LORD’s battles.”

      All eyes turned toward us. Father approached our table and took Merab’s arm. My heart tore into shreds, and I chewed the sides of my tongue raw. Murmurs of approval shuddered through the assembly as my father and Merab walked to David’s side.

      I held my breath, wanting to look away, but like the rest of the crowd, I stared at David. He bowed to the ground. “Who am I, and who is my father’s family in Israel, that I should be son-in-law to the king?”

      “My son, David, you have found favor with me.” Father lifted him to stand. “Let it be known, that I, King Saul, am a man who keeps his vow. My daughter for the head of Goliath, and my daughter you shall have.”

      He joined my sister’s hand with David’s to signify their betrothal and handed him a light veil for her to wear during the year before the wedding.

      My stomach twisted into a Minoan knot, and my heart tolled like a mourning bell. A soundless wail strangled my throat. How could David be so cruel?

      He placed the betrothal veil on Merab and led her around the hall to be congratulated. Anguish crawled from my reeling head to my cringing toes. I pulled my face into a mask of indifference and stared at the giant tapestry framed on the wall. It bore a tree of life, florid and fruitful, quite the opposite of my bleak and barren future. David would never be more than a brother.
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      David slipped away from Merab as soon as the celebration finished. Merab walked to her mother’s side while Michal hurried from the room. She had stared at the wall as if the entire evening bored her.

      How could he have misread her? The king had laughed when he asked for her hand and told him Michal had refused. Had she meant it when she told him she wanted him? Or did she play with him and mock him with that ridiculous bride price, throwing the peace of Israel in his face?

      He pounded a fist into the stone wall. He should leave well alone. After all, she had rejected him. But he had to know why.

      He found Michal sitting on the bench in the guard shack, wrapped in the black Philistine cloak. Her shoulders shook with suppressed sobs as she prayed. He waited for her to finish. Her sweet jasmine fragrance awakened a longing to pull her into his arms.

      “Michal.” His voice was pinched.

      She jumped and clutched her necklace. He swallowed the lump, but it grew and filled his throat. She was so beautiful, dressed for the special occasion of her sister’s betrothal. He held his hand out, but she shrank from him.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      She turned to the wall and ignored him. He resolved to save face. She’d deny it anyway, as if he had any right to question her.

      He crossed into the guard shack. “I wish you happiness. I’m sorry if I behaved inappropriately with you. If I’m going to marry your sister, we cannot have misunderstandings.”

      She brushed by him toward the stairs. “I’ll give my sister your harp.”

      “Keep it. I want you to have it.” He tugged her elbow.

      “Why?” Her lower lip quivered. “I already threw away your stupid stone.”

      Her words cut his heart. She had said she would treasure it. Obviously she had used him, found him amusing and tossed him like a piece of dirt.

      “It wasn’t stupid,” he replied lamely.

      She jerked her arm from his grasp. “Leave me alone. You’re marrying my sister, and she’s not happy either. Why did you have to come to our palace? To ruin our lives?”

      David clenched his fists and straightened his shoulders. “Your father invited me, and I earned my reward.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I hope you’re happy. Too bad she doesn’t love you.”

      David’s jaw tightened. “Love has nothing to do with this. I earned the privilege of being son-in-law to the king.”

      Her face twisted as if she were in pain. “I hate you. You’re so stupid. You should have a wife who loves you.”

      “And what did you want? A husband who would be king? Even an idol worshipper?” He tore the Philistine cloak from her shoulders. “Why are you wearing this?”

      “I’ll scream, David. Give it back.”

      He waved it over her head and threw it over the wall. Tears overflowed his eyelids, and his heart slammed into his stomach with a hollow well of agony. Michal had rejected him for the young Philistine prince. It all made sense now.

      She lifted her chin and looked at the moon, her jaw jutting defiantly, her hair fluttering in the breeze. The transparent turquoise gown outlined a figure he yearned to hold, the woman he thought God had given to him.

      He rushed down the stairs and looked up for the last time. She only wept because her sister was forced to marry him, a commoner. He’d show them. Wasn’t he God’s chosen king?

      The next morning he departed to fight the LORD’s battles.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FIVE


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        
        1st Samuel 18:20 And Michal Saul’s daughter loved David: and they told Saul, and the thing pleased him.
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      I stepped into Father’s bedchamber and hesitated, struck by his appearance. Greasy hair hung over sweating jowls under red-rimmed eyes. The room reeked of wine and burnt hemp.

      “Come in, daughter.” He gripped my shoulders. “David sent a message asking for his bride. It’s a pity your mother talked me into marrying Merab to Adriel.”

      “What will you tell him?” I rubbed my fingers over tingling palms.

      “Why does he think he deserves a king’s daughter, unless it’s to make himself king? If the people didn’t love him so much, I’d have him killed already. What do you think about that, my sweet?”

      His words brought a chill to my spine. I lowered my face and waited. Despite Father’s jealous anger, my heartbeat quickened. David had been gone over a year. No one told him Merab had married Adriel after his wife died in childbirth. Would David settle for me?

      “I’m a man of my word. I promised him a daughter.” He touched my cheek. “I should offer him another chance. Would you like to be the bait?”

      I blinked at the floor and twisted the side of my robe. My father could be laying a trap. Although David had wounded me, I wanted no part in harming him.

      Father traced my cheekbone with his rough finger. “Let me look at you.” His breath hot against my face, he asked, “How old are you?”

      “Sixteen.”

      He cradled my face with both hands. “She was sixteen. A goddess in a pool of water. Blue-green eyes.” His gaze blurred into a faraway look. “She was lively, impertinent, and never one to stop teasing. I can see her in you.”

      “Who was she?”

      “She left her heart in that river, the brook where…” His voice trailed, a solitary leaf fluttering into the past. He shut his eyes and furrowed his fingers down my face. “If I could see her again… Like a dream, so fleeting. Let me look in your eyes.”

      Sweat popped over my forehead. Who was father seeing in his vision? He had been tormented by spirits, and without David’s music, he could not sleep.

      I stepped back. “I’ll get Mother.”

      “No, not your mother.” He swallowed a draught of wine. “So, you think you’re ready for marriage? I had plans for you, my darling, to make peace with the Philistines. Their prince is two years younger than you. I had wanted to wait.”

      I had no wish to marry for peace, especially to a foreign idol worshipper. Merab had held out. No matter how many times she had been promised, at the end, Father allowed her to decide.

      He thumbed my cheek. “But alas, this David has to be dealt with. Perhaps there’s still a chance.”

      My heart jumped at the opportunity. I clutched my father’s sleeve. “I should like to marry David, if you’d permit.”

      He pushed me aside and pounded a fist on the oaken table. “If he thinks he’ll usurp my crown with my daughter’s body, he shall pay dearly.”

      My heartbeat jittered. “Didn’t he already pay with the head of Goliath?”

      “That was for Merab. And she cheated him. That girl always got her way.” He tapped his chin. “Yes, I will extract a heavy bride-price from him. One hundred freshly slaughtered Philistine foreskins.”

      Disgusting. I clapped my hand on my mouth. Why would he want such a price?

      My father chuckled through a slurred grin. “He has to do the task alone, and he has one year. But don’t worry, my doll, he won’t succeed.”

      I stared at him, unbelieving. I wanted David, but I wanted more for him to live.
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      One spring morning, about nine months later, my youngest brother, Ishbaal, shuffled to my side. “David is back with the bride price in a bloody bag.”

      My heart jumped like a playful kitten. “You’ve seen him? Where?”

      “He’s going to see Father.” He waved his hands and dragged his club foot. “Do you want to watch him count it?”

      I made a face and rushed to my dressing room. Thank God! David had survived, and he wanted me. But what would Father do? He had sent David into danger by asking for the bride price. Would he allow me to marry him? Or would he find some reason to thwart him?

      Trailing my hand through my gowns, I chose a shimmery silver-colored dress. A maid tucked my hair under a sequined headband. For jewelry, I donned a simple strand of pearls and shell earrings. After a dusting of jasmine powder, I wrapped myself in a jade-green shawl with a fluttery fringe and headed for Father’s audience chamber to hear the news.

      “Burn it,” my father ordered as he exited the chamber. He came toward me, followed by my mother. I froze. Father’s brows furrowed, and he shoved me against a wall. “Explain why he brought two hundred foreskins. Have you been playing the harlot?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “A double bride price is given for a defiled daughter.”

      I clenched my fists in front of my chest. “But I never saw him. How could he defile me?”

      Father glared at me, his dark hair pummeled in his eyes. “By bringing double, he’s telling the world he’s taken your virginity. Sly fox. He’s outmaneuvered me.”

      My knees shook, and I would have dropped to the ground if he hadn’t held me up. Mother placed a hand on his arm. “There’s nothing we can do about it now. Saul, let it go.”

      She pried Father’s fingers off me and led him away.

      I rubbed my shoulder and ran to the garden. Father resented the people when they cheered for David. And David behaved wisely and charmed all Father’s servants. Was I just a bartering chip in this dangerous rivalry? I slowed my pace and let the sweet, spicy scent of cut fennel calm my mind.

      David stood under the shade of an ancient olive tree. He looked different, stronger and sturdier. His hand poised over the large sword at his waist, he surveyed the courtyard like a lion regarding his pride.

      His wave was commanding and deliberate. I refused to run to him, to act like a lovesick girl. My heart knotted in remembrance of his last words, his only concern that he was properly rewarded by the king. I turned and glided toward the lily pond. A light breeze ruffled the leaves of the bay laurels, and the piquant fragrance of crushed leaves stiffened the hairs on the back of my head.

      Footsteps crunched on the gravel behind me.

      “Princess.” And there he was, the man who had hunted two hundred men to win the remaining daughter of Saul. My heart fluttered, contrary to my resolve, and when he offered his arm, I took it and walked with him around the pond. The warmth of his touch wet my lips, and I fought the urge to lean on him, to conform to his strength.

      “Are you happy to see me?” A smile lit his face, and his eyes seemed to dance.

      I picked a lily and twirled it in his face. “Shouldn’t you be disappointed?”

      His brows crinkled briefly, and he let go of my hand. “About what?”

      “I suppose you were disappointed to find my sister married.” I hid the lily behind my back.

      “No, I was worried you’d be married before I could earn the bride price.”

      The golden-brown eyes seemed sincere, but I couldn’t succumb so easily. I pouted and looked at him sideways. “I didn’t care whether you got it or not.”

      “You didn’t care if I was hurt or killed?”

      My lips trembled. I stared at the veins bulging between the knuckles of his strong, square hand. The thought of David injured had kept me up many nights. “I only prayed for you and wished you well.”

      His smile broadened, and he grabbed my hand. “So, you are happy to see me.”

      I flung the lily at him. “You assume too much.”

      The sides of his mouth dropped, and his shoulders slumped while he ran a hand through his ruddy locks. I turned toward the stand of myrtle trees near the back gate.

      A few footfalls later, he caught my shawl and swung me around. “Michal, I don’t understand. Am I not good enough for you?”

      I gasped and coughed to cover my surprise. He acted as if I had hurt him. I pushed him aside and hugged myself, fighting for composure.

      “Talk to me.” He touched my chin with the tip of his finger.

      “You didn’t want me.” My voice came out too small—girl-like. “You wanted my sister.”

      His mouth opened, and he shook his head. “No, your father said you refused.”

      A swell of pressure washed over my shoulders. “He never asked me.”

      David’s face hardened. “But why would your father lie about something like this?”

      I couldn’t tell him of my father’s hatred, or his suspicions that David would usurp his crown. I dared not believe he wanted me, or did he?

      David took my hand. “I doubled your bride price. It shows how much I value you.”

      “Oh, I bet.” I bit back a smile. “I don’t suppose it to be a fair trade. You’re going to have to offer something more than a putrid sack.”

      His eyes twinkled. “Come, let’s take a walk. I can see you’re still hesitant.”

      He offered me his arm, and I reluctantly took it. Was it me he valued? Or did he only wish to be son-in-law to the king?

      We walked out the back gate, circled a hillock and stepped over a meadow. Sheep grazed in peaceful clumps. The twitters of sparrows trilled through tangled leaves, and dragonflies flitted between the reeds that swayed alongside a glistening brook.

      He led me down the bank and turned me to face him. “Remember that night I found you? And you told me your price?”

      My cheeks heated, and I could not meet his eye. I wanted him so much, but the pain of rejection stung my heart.

      He twirled the ends of my hair. “I mean to deliver peace to Israel, not a bloody sack. But before I can do that, would my heart be enough?”

      “What are you saying?” My fingers tingled with feathery pulses.

      He kissed my forehead. “Michal, my heart for yours, is that a fair trade?”

      I raised my eyes. He stared at me so intently that my throat went dry. His honey-brown eyes beckoned an invitation to his soul.

      “But what if I do not please you?”

      “I’ll always be pleased with you, no matter what happens. Do you believe me?”

      I yearned to believe, to trust, and to cast my fate to his. His embrace soothed me, and I needed his acceptance. Warmth crept over my shoulders where he held me, and my breathing steadied as I leaned against him.

      He caressed my face and kissed my cheek, his beard calming and reassuring. “You don’t have to answer me today. I’ll wait and stay as long as your father tolerates me.”

      He led me through the meadows and back to the palace. We climbed the steps to our spot on the wall behind the abandoned guard shack.

      Warblers flitted among the treetops, and clouds swirled in soft trailing wisps. High above, a pair of hawks glided in circles, their paths crossing, intersecting oh, so close, and then parting and coming around to almost touch again. David embraced me, his chest to my back, and pulled his cloak around my shoulders to shield me from the evening breeze.

      His arms felt safe and his heartbeat promised security. And even though I had cried many tears while he was gone, he now offered me his heart. I tilted my face. “I’ll answer you now.”

      He dropped slowly to one knee. “Michal, you’re everything I want in a wife. Will you marry me?”

      “Yes. Yes, David, I’ll marry you.” A smile sprang from my heart, and I bounced on my heels.

      “You will?” he asked, his voice excited like a young boy’s.

      I nodded again, and he bowed his head. “LORD God, I thank You this day for granting my heart’s desire to marry Michal. May we both abide in Your Laws and cleave to each other, by faith, as husband and wife. In Your name, LORD.”

      He swung me around, and we stared at each other, giggling.

      “I can’t wait another day,” he said. “Let’s skip the betrothal and go straight to the wedding before your father changes his mind.”

      “I’d love nothing better.”

      The troth promised and sealed, we kissed.
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      Decked in multiple layers of cloth, beads, and jewelry, I took my father’s arm and walked with him to the wedding pavilion. My heart leapt at my first glimpse of David through the threads of my bridal veil. He stood, erect as a prince, a bridegroom’s crown glinting over his thick red-brown hair. A blue and white prayer shawl wrapped his broad shoulders, and his luminous eyes tracked my path.

      At the canopy, he walked around me three times and lifted my veil, as was custom, to assure my identity. I licked my dry lips and stared at the fringes of his shawl, but couldn’t restrain the corners of my mouth from twitching. The sun beamed brighter, and the colors of his robe jumped sharply. His shallow breathing fanned my face, and I could almost hear his heart thump, or was it my own pulse? His hand trembled slightly as he clasped mine.

      Elihu, the priest, read the seven blessings describing God’s creation of the universe, of mankind, of Israel, and of husband and wife. He finished with the final blessing. “Blessed are You, LORD, who grants joy to David by giving him Michal as wife, a help meet for him.”

      David looked at the sky and said, “Blessed are You, LORD, our God, sovereign of the universe, who gave me life and blessed my path.”

      He dropped his gaze to mine. “Michal, I take you as my wife of the covenant; I take you uprightly according to the Law of Moses. You are forevermore consecrated unto me. Blessed are You, LORD, who mercifully grants that we may grow old together.”

      Warmth encircled my heart at his declaration. I belonged to him forever, my David.

      Elihu produced a scroll, the book of our marriage covenant. He offered the reed to David, who signed his name and passed it to me. Our marriage was officially sealed before God and witnesses. David and I faced the assembly to receive the blessings.

      Father spoke first, “Blessed are you, my children. May peace and harmony always be between you. Blessed be the LORD God, for His mercy endures forever.”

      David’s father, Jesse, approached us with his arms open. “Blessed are you, my son and my daughter, when you fear the LORD God. May you be content with the fruit of your labor, and may you be fruitful as a well-tended vine. Blessed be the LORD God, who shall preserve your steps from this time forth and forevermore.”

      Jonathan held our hands. “Blessed are you, my brother, David, and my sister, Michal. Today, may your heart and soul be knit as one. May you be joined on this day and forevermore. Blessed be the LORD God, may nothing pull you asunder.”

      As tears wet my eyes, musicians sang a hymn of praise and thanksgiving. Jonathan handed David a vase, and he smashed it on the ground to signal the end of the ceremony. The guests paraded to the banquet tables, and Mother let down the covers of the wedding canopy to leave us alone for the customary quarter of an hour.

      The fragrance of jasmine mixed with the heady scent of sandalwood emboldened me. I clasped my arms around David and squeezed him tightly, breathing my vows in his ears. “David, Ishi, I bestow myself to you today and always, to love only you, to pray for you, and to be a help meet for you.”

      “And likewise, I to you,” he said. “Isha, only you, my wife…”

      Our lips joined as husband and wife, and I kissed him, inhaling the joy of belonging and the security of desire. So enveloped was I in his presence, that it took me a few moments to feel my mother’s jabs in my back. I smoothed my dress and followed her to the wedding feast.

      We sat at a table laden with platters of fish in lemon sauce, herbed roast pheasants with garlic and leeks, lamb shanks cooked in cumin and cilantro, and an assortment of honey and date cakes. David enjoyed the food and insisted on feeding me each bite from his hand. How blessed to belong to a man, one so loving and solicitous, who cared for me and pledged his protection.

      My sister walked by, kissed me and whispered, “The man has quite an appetite—and large hands. Enjoy.”
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        Isaiah 62:5 For as a young man marrieth a virgin, so shall thy sons marry thee: and as the bridegroom rejoiceth over the bride, so shall thy God rejoice over thee.
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      Late in the evening, my parents led us to the wedding tent for the consummation. Father lifted the flap, and David pulled me in with his fringed prayer shawl over my head. A stark white cloth spread over a bed covered with pillows and skins.

      “What happens now?” My voice trembled, and a sudden chill washed over me. Mother had warned me that the marriage night would be unpleasant, something to be endured through closed eyes, especially the staining of the virginity cloth.

      “Sit with me a bit.” He touched my elbow and gestured to the bed. After he uncrossed my arms, he removed my beaded headdress and bridal shawl. “With that out of the way, I can properly kiss you.”

      Tiny kisses encircled my lips, and he bathed me with his warm breath. His lips trailed over my mouth and down my neck to caress my breasts through the silk of my dress. Firm hands slipped the tinkling bracelets off my wrists and slowly untangled the layers of fabrics and beads adorning my wedding gown. Heat spread across my belly, and I pressed against his solid body. He lifted my dress and wedged one knee between my legs while touching me in places no one had ever handled. I held my breath. The sensations were too concentrated, too intense.

      He shifted his weight and gently unclasped my fists. “Did you think we would fight?”

      “Of course not.” I threaded my fingers between his.

      “There’s no rush.” He pulled me to a sitting position. His quickened breathing belied his calm words.

      My tongue stuck to the roof of my mouth. He held my hand and smiled, his honey-colored eyes twinkling. The hand he held became moist, and I swallowed several times to calm my fluttering heart. I had dreamed of this moment, waited in anticipation. But I wanted it to be perfect for him. And I was ruining it. I reached for a cloth to dab my face, afraid the kohl and rouge would smear.

      “It’s warm in here, isn’t it? Would you like to take a walk to cool off? Or shall we play a game?”

      “Game?” A giggle bubbled in my throat. He looked so eager, like a young boy out to play ball.

      “First to undress the other wins. I’m ahead because I’ve taken off your headdress and your shawl. Watch my quick hands.” He unhinged a heavy gold and carnelian collar and dropped it to the table.

      “Wait, wait.” I lifted the bridegroom’s crown off his head.

      “You catch on fast. Now, untie my sash.”

      I unknotted his sash with some difficulty and looped it around his neck, boldly reeling him in for a kiss.

      He lingered on the kiss before moving my hands to his shoulders. “Take my robe off. With your mouth.”

      I clutched at the silken groom’s robe between my teeth. It was a bit more difficult than I thought. I nibbled at the edges near his neck, and he squirmed to help me. But each time I tugged one side, the other side tightened.

      “It might help if you started lower,” he suggested with a sly smile.

      I moved my face to his chest. The robe already hung partially open, exposing the linen tunic he wore as an inner garment. His torrid male scent stirred my insides like drunken butterflies, and I lingered before pulling one side of the robe back. David slid his arm out and dropped the other side.

      I couldn’t help noticing the bulging tent underneath his tunic. My pulse quickened, and I wondered about the things Merab told me the night before.

      David placed my hands on his chest. “Now, strip me.”

      Tempted, I trickled my fingers under his shirt, surprised at the smoothness of his skin with its sprinkling of soft, springy hair. He raised his arms for me to remove the garment. Goosebumps popped over his flesh, and I tickled him until he could barely breathe.

      “Enough, enough.” He flipped me on my back. “My turn.”

      He grasped my waist and removed a beaded apron. I squirmed, but he propped on his elbows and plucked the combs from my hair, one by one. Laughing, he rumpled my wavy locks. “Did I ruin your hair? I bet it took hours to fix.”

      I leaned forward to untangle my hair from a beaded fringe. When I looked back, he had kicked off his breeches. I averted my eyes but couldn’t help what I’d seen. A tangle of nerves fluttered deep in my belly.

      “You win.” He pulled me to his muscular chest. I twisted out of his grasp and stumbled behind the table.

      “Come back here.” He laughed. “Do you want a closer look?”

      Curious, yet shy, I turned away, resisting the surprising urge to touch. As he caught the hem of my gown, I grabbed a jar of water and poured it over his head. His eyes popped and he wiped his face, sputtering. Still clothed in my wedding dress, I ran to the tent flap.

      “You’re afraid, aren’t you?” he called from the wet rug.

      “Not at all.” I threw a bracelet at him. “Bet you can’t catch me.” I stepped out of the tent.

      A crowd of guests gawked, their mouths open, as if I were a creature from a Sumerian legend.

      Father grabbed my arm. “Michal, what’s going on? Have you disgraced us?”

      Behind him, Mother fanned her face, her eyes wide.

      “No, Father, we were playing a game. I—”

      A sharp slap spun my head and threw me to the ground.

      “Is he putting you away, found you unsuitable?” Father’s voice rumbled.

      Pain and shame welled in my face, and I backed away from his towering rage.

      David rushed out of the tent in a hastily tied robe. His cheeks burnished with anger, he shoved my father into my mother. My brothers grabbed David and held him while my father drew his sword.

      I flung myself at his feet. “Father!”

      He pointed his sword at David. My brothers released him, and David fell on his face. “My king, have mercy.”

      “Father,” I cried, “please, forgive me. It’s my fault.”

      He brandished the sword. “Son of Jesse, I could have your head as a wedding present for your bride.”

      The onlookers gasped.

      “No!” I covered David. “Please don’t hurt him.”

      Mother pulled Father’s arm and murmured, “Saul. It’s their wedding. The boy is young.”

      Father glared at the crowd of relatives and dignitaries who looked aside and pretended nothing had happened. I wheezed and trembled with David beneath me.

      “Get up, Michal.” Father pulled me, but I wouldn’t let go of David.

      “Listen to your father,” David said softly. “He told you to get up.”

      Mother grabbed me, and I clutched her shoulders, hiding my face in her robe.

      “This is my wedding present to you,” Father said.

      “No, Father, don’t hurt him,” I cried as Mother tugged me away from him.

      The crowd groaned. I couldn’t look, but I did.

      Blood dripped down David’s left cheek. Father shoved him toward me. “Now, take my daughter and give her mother the cloth.”

      David nodded. “Yes, my lord, king.”

      Father had cut David’s cheek with the tip of his sword. Head down, I followed David into the tent. An uneasy silence descended on the wedding party.

      “I’m so sorry,” I whispered. “My father has lost his mind.”

      “Don’t say that. He’s the LORD’s anointed king.”

      “He’s not the same man he used to be.” I dipped a napkin in a bowl of water and dabbed his face while he gingerly touched my throbbing cheek. Tender, loving feelings flowed from my heart through my hands as I ministered to him. The cut began to clot, but he would bear a scar, forever wounded for me.

      “Why did Father hurt us, and on our wedding day?”

      “I don’t pretend to understand him. Maybe he’s upset we’re finally married. He didn’t think I would obtain the bride price.”

      Tears rimmed my eyes. “He said you’d put me away, divorce me.”

      David put his arms around me and shushed me. “I’ll never do that. Your parents think it’s a disgrace for you to marry me, a poor man. But when I doubled the bride price, it guaranteed that you’d be mine forever. The Law says a man who pays the double bride price may never put his wife away.”

      “Never?”

      “Never. Looks like you’re stuck with me. Are you happy?”

      “Yes, David.” I yawned and rubbed my eyes, drained by the excitement. The party had terminated with the fight, and it was deathly quiet outside. “Do we still have to give my mother the virginity cloth?”

      David grinned. “We have seven nights, but if you’re ready…”

      “I… ahh… sure.” I chirped, a little too brightly.

      He thumbed my chin and kissed me. “I want it to be special for you. It’s late. Do you want to sleep in the tent with me or back in your bedchamber?”

      I hugged him, my face in his neck. “With you.”

      David stepped out of the tent and asked for Naomi, my maid. After she tended to me, I climbed into the bed, dressed in my sleeping gown. He put out the oil lamps and cradled me to his chest. The thump of his heartbeat calmed me.

      “I love you, David.”

      He whispered my name, and I wasn’t sure whether he said he loved me or not. Perhaps I only dreamt it.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The morning light peeked through the seams of the tent.

      “My bride is awake,” David said. “Ah… your eyes. Did you know they change with your mood?”

      I yawned and covered myself with the sheets, but David yanked them off me.

      “Open up.” He teased. “You’re relaxed and happy. They’re clear pools of dark jade. When you were frightened, the brown flecks expanded.”
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