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        “And the king of Egypt spake to the Hebrew midwives, of which the name of the one was Shiphrah, and the name of the other Puah:”

        -EXODUS 1:15

      

        

      
        1526 B.C.,

        Egypt

      

      

      

      Puah’s young arm muscles burned with strain. She was doing her best to help bear the weight of the pregnant woman who was in the final stages of labor. They had helped her squatted upon the birthing stones while Shiphrah knelt underneath her to catch the newborn baby. Puah and Rania stood on either side of the woman with a grip on each of her arms for support while she pushed. This was not the first time Puah had assisted with a birth, but it felt like it.

      “Push, Leora!” Shiphrah shouted from beneath the pregnant woman.

      Her mentor, Shiphrah, told Puah that with time her arms would build up strength. Apparently, three years had not been long enough. She adjusted her feet to spread the weight over her body like Shiphrah showed her. The movement helped.

      She glanced over the pregnant woman’s head to Rania, another midwife apprentice holding the woman’s other arm. She must be struggling with the weight as well because her face was scrunched as if she was the one in labor. Her copper-toned skin was shifting to tones of red. She held her bottom lip between her teeth and her strict focus was on the woman between them.

      The pregnant woman was a Hebrew not much older than the two of them. This was her first delivery and she had called for the best midwife in all Egypt, Shiphrah.

      Puah had the great fortune to seek out mentorship under Shiphrah. She had just advanced her last two apprentices and was in search of fresh young girls to train. One Hebrew and one Egyptian. Puah had been the selected Hebrew and Rania was the Egyptian.

      Shiphrah believed strongly in giving equal training to both groups of women. A practice most unheard of for either culture. Though both enjoyed living in the same land, they were not melded as one. Each remained distinct in almost every way from the other. Even after three hundred years, Puah’s people held to their identity as God’s chosen ones.

      Being the youngest in a long line of girls, Puah knew her family wouldn’t have the resources necessary to offer a lavish dowry for her. At the age of twelve, she sought out Shiphrah to train her as a midwife. At least she could put her hands to some kind of good service.

      Puah looked down. She noticed drops of sweat on her mentor’s wrinkled forehead. Her dark brown hair was also weighed down with dampness. She also noticed that her hands were too preoccupied with widening the pathway of delivery to wipe her own brow. Her burnt cinnamon eyes were transfixed on her task. Puah thought if a sandstorm had blown up in the room, she didn’t think her mentor would even blink.

      The young midwife in training glanced over at the pile of clean linens that Shiphrah had expertly stacked within reach. It crossed her mind to grab one and pat her mentor’s forehead. The burning in her arms caught her breath. She feared if she released her grip even for a moment, the woman would topple on the birthing stones. Rania was of the same age and strength. She knew the girl could not bear the weight alone.

      The pregnant woman grunted and bore down hard.

      “That’s right,” the midwife encouraged. “Not much more now.”

      Shiphrah had delivered hundreds of babies. She made the duty of helping women bring new life into the world look as effortless as breathing.

      “Each birth has its own challenges,” the older woman had instructed on their walk to this delivery. “Be prepared for anything and everything.”

      Leora’s scream brought Puah back to her task. She dared a peek between the woman’s legs. She saw a dark-haired head slowly appear and then, just as easily disappear back inside its mother. She looked at Shiphrah with wide eyes.

      “It’ll drop back down,” the mentor said without taking her focus off her task. “That’s part of the process. It’ll probably do that a few more times.”

      Puah watched her intense gaze on the opening.

      “I’ve witnessed countless babies fight the birthing process,” Shiphrah commented. “Many refuse to leave the warmth of their mother’s womb. This little one is being extremely stubborn.”

      “Just…like…father…” the pregnant woman joked between labored breaths.

      Puah chuckled.

      “What happens next?” Rania asked from the other side of the pregnant woman.

      For the first time in hours, Shiphrah reached over to the pile of cloths and wrapped a linen around her hand. “I don’t care how strong you think you are,” she said toward her two students. “Always, and I do mean always, wrap your hands with clean linens to catch a newborn. They are more slippery than a greased dog. The last thing you ever want do is have to explain to a mother, who is flooded with the strength of a lioness, that you just dropped her baby.”

      Leora groaned.

      “One more big push should do it.” Shiphrah glanced up. “Hang on, ladies.”

      The two young girls tightened their grip on the mother’s arms to help keep her stable.

      Another scream erupted from Leora’s mouth.

      “He’s here,” the midwife shouted with glee.  She held up the shimmering, olive-toned wiggling boy.

      “Praise God,” Leora said as she collapsed into the arms of the two women helping support her body.

      “Look at him,” Puah said, still holding Leora’s arm. “He’s lovely.”

      “He sure is,” Rania commented.

      Her eyes watered. “That was so beautiful!”

      “Life is beautiful,” her mentor agreed as she cleaned the boy with a mixture of water and wine. “Babies come into the world at their own time, but they always make an impact.”

      She examined the baby while rubbing him down with oil and wrapped him in a fresh cloth. “Perfect,” she reported. “He’s absolutely perfect.”

      “Thank you.” Leora grinned. She sighed with relief as the two apprentices helped her to a waiting pile of pillows.

      The older midwife laid the boy on his mother’s chest to enjoy his first meal.

      “Another healthy Hebrew,” Puah commented on their way out of the house and into the open streets of Avaris.

      “It still amazes me every time I see a woman give birth,” Rania said. “It’s like they are immortals. To have that kind of strength when a human being is being ripped from your loins-”

      “We don’t rip anything from anyone,” Shiphrah corrected.

      “You know what I’m trying to say.”

      The older woman cut her eyes at her young student. “I do, but you must have a little more respect for your service.”

      “Of course.”

      “Where are we going next?” Puah asked.

      “Into Memphis.” Shiphrah moved swiftly past several mud-brick buildings as they entered the main street of the Egyptian city. She slowed as the houses grew familiar and a whitewashed one stood proudly sparkling. “Ah, here we are.”

      The three women stopped at the entry gate so Shiphrah could knock.

      A woman in a modest dress answered the door with a bow. Puah could tell right away she was a Hebrew. Some women worked as servants for their Egyptian counterparts. It was a good wage. It wasn’t an ideal situation, but often times a necessary one.

      “Greetings, Ziva. Is your mistress home?” Shiphrah asked.

      It always amazed Puah at how easily the older woman could switch her speech from Hebrew to Egyptian and back again without missing a single word. She was sure it was only one of the countless reasons so many women called upon her.

      “Yes.” Ziva waved the women in. “This way.”

      As they were guided down a long entrance hall, Puah took note of each room they passed. Egyptians and Hebrews lived much differently. Each dressed and spoke distinctly, but it was entering a house in which one could really see the division.

      The Hebrew home they had come from in Avaris was a small, square design. An open courtyard welcomed visitors. Wood pillars divided the other half of the house into usable rooms. The few rooms were used by every member of the family. There were no paintings or decorations to cover up the simple walls. Very few even contained furniture.

      The house area was divided into two levels with an exposed rooftop. Homes were set close enough together that one could have a conversation with their neighbor while working on the roof.

      The lavish Egyptian home stood more rectangular with a massive wall around the outside to close off unwanted guests. The main house held multiple rooms used for various activities such as sleeping, eating, and worship of the family’s chosen deity. A second level was also separated for multiple uses, but it’s top was closed off from the outside. Many were painted or had white limestone applied to the outside to keep the inside of the home cooler against the rays of the harsh sun.

      Walls and floors of each room were covered with pictures and sculptures. Pastel colors livened up each room. Couches, tables, and storage vessels cluttered every corner. The simple Hebrew eye could easily get overwhelmed trying to take it all in. Puah blinked a few times to clear her vision.

      As they exited the main house and made their way to the back of the property, she noticed the separate kitchen, well, stable, garden, and servant quarters. It was the kitchen where Ziva led them to her mistress.

      “Greetings, Anta,” Shiphrah offered when they found the woman of the house kneading dough on a flat piece of wood on the floor.

      Puah noticed the recently caught waterfowl swinging from the ceiling. No doubt to be the main course of their evening meal. She could smell the fresh blood dripping from its body. It had been a while since she had tasted meat. To her people, meat was a rare delicacy. To an Egyptian, it was just another way to satisfy their hunger.

      “Greetings, ladies.” The woman wiped her hands on a towel and then placed it over the dough.

      Ziva stood over her mistress and allowed Anta to wrap her arms around hers. With a cautious movement, she helped lift the woman from her seated position to her feet.

      Anta was a beautifully radiant Egyptian woman. She wore a lily-white robe wrapped and tied to accentuate her curves but also allowed room for her rounded midsection to poke out. The red sash Puah had seen her wear on a number of occasions would normally hug her smaller waist and thereby be short enough to spare its material from the ground. With her belly expanded to hold her unborn child, she knotted it under her bulge so that it hung low enough to elegantly sweep the sandy floor as she walked.

      Pieces of her dull hair stuck to her forehead from under a shiny, black wig. A sign of wealth to any who wondered if the wearer were affluent enough to afford such extravagance.

      Puah tucked some loose strands of her thick, russet hair back under her head covering. If she lived to be as old as Eve, she would probably never afford such luxuries.

      Several gold necklaces jingled against Anta’s neck collar as she embraced each midwife. “I’m happy you have come to see me.” She handed each woman a small piece of bread sprinkled with salt.

      Puah graciously accepted the friendship offering with a bright smile. It was nice to know some Egyptians still tried to befriend Hebrews even in shifting times.

      The recent Pharaoh change three years prior had caused unease in the land of Goshen with the addition of taskmasters over the Hebrew people. It seemed the new Egyptian god on earth, Thutmose, was going to make a name for himself by expanding his borders at the same time as he was placing more control over the Hebrews.

      She was glad she had chosen to be a midwife as soon as she was old enough to make the choice for herself. At least she would be spared the life of a house servant like many of her female friends.

      She observed Ziva, who had stayed nearby waiting for her next orders. She wondered what led her to serve Anta and from which tribe she came from in Goshen. The woman stood as still as a statue, though her muscles were tense with anticipation of her next task. Bright onyx eyes were transfixed on her mistress.

      Gazing around the large backyard, Puah wondered if any of the materials of the buildings had been forged by Hebrew hands. Many young husbands had been sent to hard work in the quarries to help expand the presence of Egyptian architecture in the land. Hebrews were always seen a little lower in Egyptian eyes, but it seemed the new royal family was forcing them to bow even lower.

      She didn’t have to worry about a husband. The life of a midwife was often solely focused on helping couples welcome life into the world. She understood that part of the calling and welcomed it. No one had caught her eye and she was sure she hadn’t captured any man’s attention.

      She tried not to worry about the growing oppression either. She was a midwife. Or at least one in training. The guild was held in high regard for their skill in medicine and was considered one of very few groups that didn’t have to fear being forced into slavery. They were too valuable to Egyptians to be placed under thumb.

      As she chewed, the warm bread seasoned with cumin melted the salt into a divine sensation in her mouth. The hefty scent of stew wafted through the air. Her mouth watered over the salt and delicious aromas. It was the tastes of Egypt that made her heart long to live as they did.

      “Oh?” Shiphrah said over the bite in her mouth. She motioned to the woman’s stomach. “Is anything wrong?”

      “I’m not sure.” Anta rubbed her belly. “I don’t think it’s anything to worry about.”

      “She has not been feeling well the past few days,” Ziva offered. “She complains of pain.”

      Anta glared at her servant who ducked her head.

      “Forgive me for speaking without permission,” she whispered from under her warm brown locks. “I’m simply worried about you.”

      The mistress softened. “Why don’t you go pick some fruit for tonight?”

      Ziva bowed, grabbed a basket, and left the kitchen.

      “ ‘Get a Hebrew servant,’ ” Anta repeated the words of her husband with mockery. “ ‘They’re hard workers,’ he said. At least an Egyptian maid would know when to hold her tongue.”

      “So,” Shiphrah said quickly changing the subject. “What’s this about pain?”

      “It comes and goes.” The pregnant woman rubbed her belly again. “Worse when I eat or try to sleep.”

      “Still feeling the baby kick?”

      She looked down at her freshly woven sandals.

      Shiphrah exchanged a glance with her two apprentices before returning her gaze to the woman in front of her. “Anta?”

      “Less the last two days,” she whimpered without raising her head.

      “I see,” she said. “Let’s have a look at you.”

      Puah and Rania helped the woman into the house and positioned her on one of the couches so Shiphrah could examine her.

      After a few moments, the mentor motioned for the two girls to follow her to the next room. “We’ll be right back,” she called over her shoulder. “Just rest.”

      “What is it?” Rania asked when they were a safe distance away to speak freely. “You look worried.”

      “I am,” Shiphrah shared honestly. “I think we need to try to encourage delivery.”

      “Now?” Puah wondered. “How close is she?”

      “Close enough that we’re not in any real danger, but I’m afraid the baby might be in trouble. Without any way to know for sure, it’s a tough choice.”

      “What are you going to tell her?” Rania asked.

      “The truth.” The mentor squared her shoulders. “Every woman deserves that much.”

      The three returned to Anta’s side.

      “I’m going to tell you something.” Shiphrah hesitated. “But I don’t wish to frighten you.”

      “The baby?” Anta clutched her mid-section.

      “I believe the baby might be in trouble. If the baby is moving less, it might mean something is wrong. Especially if you’re having pain.”

      “Or?” Anta raised an eyebrow.

      “Or…” She sighed. “It could be nothing. Your body might just be preparing for delivery. Every woman is different.”

      “So, nothing could be wrong?”

      “It’s possible.”

      Anta thought for a moment. “But you don’t think so.”

      “I think we should try to help the baby come quicker. You’re far enough along now. If something is wrong, I can help once the baby is here. If the baby stays inside and we can’t help…” She spread out her palms.

      “I see.”

      “We’ll be here to help,” Puah offered with a pat on the woman’s hand.

      Rania nodded in agreement. “Right here with you.”

      “How long will Ziva be gone?” Shiphrah asked retrieving the bag she had left at the front door.

      “Oh, she didn’t go far. She hasn’t in the last few days.”

      “She’s worried about you too,” Puah said.

      “I know.” A pain caused her to tense. “I should have listened when she wanted to call on you days ago.”

      “Yes,” Shiphrah agreed. “You should have. Now, let’s prepare for a baby.”

      She gave instructions to her students to set up the birthing stones while she prepared her mixtures and cloths.

      Hours into the night, Anta squatted upon the cool stones, panting, “How much longer?”

      “Hard to tell,” Shiphrah called from beneath her.

      “Stay strong,” Puah said with a tightened grasp on the woman’s arm.

      “You’re doing well,” Rania added.

      “I don’t know how much longer I can keep it up.”

      “Let’s try another big push,” the older midwife instructed.

      “I don’t know.”

      “Here.” Puah wiped Anta’s brow with a wet rag. “We are all right here with you.”

      “Push now,” Shiphrah urged.

      Anta bore down so hard her face turned red.

      “That’s it. Almost—Oh! Stop! Stop pushing.”

      She released her breath. “What’s wrong?”

      “I see the problem.” Shiphrah’s forehead scrunched in concentration. “Hold perfectly still.”

      “What’s wrong with my baby?”

      “Almost got it. Don’t push.”

      Several moments of agonizing silence hung between the women.

      “Well?” Anta demanded.

      “The cord is around the neck.” She attempted again to get her fingers between the cord and the baby’s neck with no success. “I’m having a difficult time getting it off.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “Shh!” Shiphrah focused on adjusting the thick cord that had wound its way around the baby’s delicate neck. “I can’t get it. I’m going to have to cut it off.” She grunted. “Puah, let Ziva take over your spot and come help me.”

      The younger women rushed to exchange positions.

      “Here, grab the head and brace the shoulders.” She adjusted her position to make room for the extra body between the woman’s legs. Then she grabbed a sharp knife from beside her. “Give me a little more room.”

      Puah moved her fingers out of the way while delicately bearing the weight of the upper portion of the half-delivered baby.

      Shiphrah slid the tip of her knife under the cord and pulled upwards away from the neck. A few more cuts and the cord fell away. “Big push for me.”

      Anta obliged with a deep thrust.

      “Hold on,” she instructed her apprentice.

      “She’s out!” Puah shouted as she fell back into a seated position with the baby in her arms.

      Anta collapsed into the other two women and released her air.

      “She’s not breathing!” Puah’s voice hit a high-pitched shrill as she screamed to her mentor, “She’s not breathing!”

      “I know,” Shiphrah said. “Flip her over.” She snatched a clean towel and vigorously rubbed the baby’s back. “Come on!”

      “What’s happening?” Anta lifted herself to see.

      “The cord cut off her air.” She rubbed harder. “I’m trying to get her to breathe.”

      “My baby!” The mother covered her mouth as she wailed.

      “Flip her over,” the mentor demanded.

      Puah carefully, but quickly adjusted the petite baby in her hands.

      The older midwife placed her mouth over the newborn’s nose and mouth and blew a few short breaths. “Come on, little one.”

      “Come on,” Rania whispered.

      Shiphrah snatched the baby from Puah’s hands and placed her upside down in her own lap. She pounded on her back with the palm of her hand. “Breathe!” she commanded. “Please, breathe.”

      Puah rocked back and forth. “God of the universe,” she prayed. “Hear the cry of your faithful midwives. Breathe life into this child.”

      Anta let out a monstrous howl and dropped onto Ziva’s chest.

      “Please, Lord. Return back the life of this little one.” Shiphrah flipped the baby over and gave a few short breaths into her nose again. She bent over and placed her ear over the baby’s face.

      Everyone held their breath.

      Shiphrah tucked her chin to her chest and shook her head slightly before lifting her head to kiss the baby’s forehead. “I’m sorry,” she whispered.

      “No!” Anta yelled. “You bring my baby back.”

      “There’s nothing else I can do. The cord was wrapped too tight and possibly too long…I’m sorry.”

      “Leave me,” she wept.

      “I can help-”

      “Leave!”

      “Of course,” Shiphrah said. She carefully wrapped the baby in a fresh cloth and handed the bundle to Ziva. “If she has any pain or-”

      “I said leave!” Anta barked.

      “As you wish.”

      The three midwives walked quietly out of the house and headed north. It wasn’t until they reached the home they shared in Avaris before any of them spoke.

      “I’ll never get over that,” Puah said, sorrow filling each word.

      “No, you never do,” Shiphrah said. “Never.”
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        “And the king of Egypt called for the midwives,”

        -EXODUS 1:18

      

      

      

      Carefully removing a few pieces of dried fish from a plate, Puah placed some into each of the bowls of lentils she had prepared. She and the other midwives worked so much away from the house that it was hard to keep meals ready. They tried to have one of the three of them stay to prepare food, but someone was always calling for their assistance.

      Rania was out checking on patients. Shiphrah had just returned from a delivery. This morning had been Puah’s turn to prepare food and she knew exactly what she wanted to eat.

      One of their neighbors had brought them a large plate of fish a few days ago as a blessing. She had much success recently learning to fish from her husband and wanted to share the benefit beyond their small family. Puah had taken her mentor’s advice and dried some for the coming days.

      A smile warmed her face at the sight of a welcoming bowl of nourishment. She always imagined food as a way to embrace someone. Some days one just needed a good meal and a quiet moment to rest.

      She reached over and grabbed a loaf of yeast bread. Tearing a few small fragments, she set them inside the bowls for dipping.

      When a knock came at the door, her heart sank. She wiped her hands on a rag and waited a moment to see if Shiphrah moved to answer it. Silence urged her unwillingly into the courtyard.

      With each step, she hesitated. Her skin felt as if it was tingling in the cold water of the Nile. Visitors were frequent, though much less so at this time of the day. Many would come calling for a birth or to seek medical advice. A knock at their door shouldn’t have encouraged such trepidation, yet even the air around her felt different.

      By the time she reached for the gate latch, her heart was pounding so loud it sounded like an impatient visitor knocking again.

      She pulled open the door.

      On the other side stood an ornately dressed Egyptian guard. His broad copper-toned chest shone bright in the sun. The top of her head barely reached the bottom of his ribs. Bright colors on his neck collar easily gave away his position within the royal guard.

      “M-M-May I help you?” Puah managed to stammer out the question.

      “I am here seeking Shiphrah,” the guard replied, without meeting the younger woman’s eyes. His deep voice resonated through her and felt like it would shake her insides loose.

      “I am she,” Shiphrah said, appearing behind her.

      Puah moved to the side so the older woman could speak with the official. She pressed her back against the stone wall for support.

      “Your presence is required before Pharaoh Thutmose.”

      “When?”

      “Now,” he thundered.

      “We’ll go at once,” she said and closed the gate.

      “Why did you close the door on him?” Puah whispered. “Do you know who that is?”

      “I know who he represents.” Shiphrah took a deep breath. “Go get a bag ready. I need to pray.”

      “Pray?” She followed her mentor into one of the rooms.  “Do we have time to be praying when there is a royal guard out there ready to take us to Pharaoh?”

      “He can wait while we prepare.” Shiphrah found a spot to kneel. “Do as I ask.”

      “As you wish.” She left to obey. From the next room, Puah could hear her mentor praying aloud.

      “God of the universe,” Shiphrah called out with her head bowed to the ground. “Creator of all things. I don’t know why Pharaoh seeks my presence, but everything inside me is stirred. Give me strength as I stand before him. Let me be respectful and humble. Give me boldness to speak when questioned and let all that I do bring honor to You.”

      Hear her cries to You, Lord, Puah prayed inwardly as her hands grabbed anything in sight to fill the bag. Give my feet strength to stand beside her. Give my lips strength to remain closed.

      She stuffed a few more items into the bag and slung it over her shoulder. As she turned, her glance caught sight of the bowls she had left in the kitchen. With a deep sigh, she walked toward them. She carefully laid a clean towel over the food.

      Her stomach growled, causing her to rub her midsection. She shook her head and stood in the doorway where her mentor knelt.

      “Ready?” she called. The large shoulder bag hung by her side and a crooked smile lit up her face. “To meet a god?”

      Shiphrah rose and wiped the dust from her dress. She took the bag off her apprentice’s shoulder to move it to her own. “Very funny.” She peered into the bag to double check its contents. “I only recognize one God and He doesn’t wear a headdress.” Closing the bag, she looked up. “At least I don’t think He does.”

      Puah stifled a snort. “Let’s go before that guard breaks in here and drags us before Pharaoh.”

      It wasn’t long before the two midwives had been guided through the streets of Peru-nefer and into Pharaoh’s palace. The guard leading them had not wavered a single step to check on the two until they reached the entrance to the throne room. It was there that he stopped, turned to them, and pointed forward.

      “The midwives you summoned,” an aide announced as they approached.

      “Ahh, yes.” Pharaoh nodded. His gold and blue striped headdress bounced with the movement. “Step forward.”

      They obeyed.

      Puah knelt as low to the ground as she could manage just as Shiphrah had instructed her. The coolness of the tile, felt through her worn dress, sent a shiver coursing to the top of her head and back down to her toes.

      “Rise,” Pharaoh Thutmose voiced.

      Puah rose to her feet to look at the god on earth the Egyptians feared above all else.

      He sat as straight as an iron rod upon a raised golden throne.  His broad chest matched those of his guards, though his was somewhat wrinkled with age. Aides and guards surrounded him waiting for their next assignments.

      “I have called you here today to hand down an order. Shiphrah.” He paused.

      The older woman took a small step forward.

      “Your name has been spread throughout my land as the best midwife upon whom one can call. I have also heard that you see fit to teach others your trade.” He set his gaze on Puah.

      She swallowed the large lump in her throat and turned her sights to the decorations on the floor. The tiles were hand-painted with varying symbols. They told a story, but she was too frightened to try to decipher it.

      “It’s as you have said, mighty Pharaoh.” Shiphrah’s Egyptian words were smooth in Puah’s ear. It did much to calm her rapid heartbeat.

      “Then my information is correct. Good,” his voice was as steady as a rushing stream and carried just as strongly through the large room. “So, seeing as you seem to instruct the others of your craft as an authority, I need you to pass along the following edict. When you are performing your duties as a midwife to the Hebrew women and see them upon the birthing stones, if you see her give birth to a son, then you shall kill him. If the child is a daughter, then she shall live.”

      Puah fought back a whimper. Her stomach rumbled and bubbled, causing her to feel light headed. A vision of the uneaten bowl of lentils and bread sung out to her. She tried to focus on the bright colors under her feet as her breathing became short and strenuous. She feared passing out.

      “This is your edict?” Shiphrah asked without meeting his eyes.

      “Yes.”

      “I understand.”

      “Then you are dismissed.” Pharaoh waved them away.

      Puah caught Shiphrah’s form bending in half and backing slowly away beside her. She bowed and stepped a wobbly foot backward, but stumbled. The move forced her to set a knee down to steady herself. She shuddered and held her breath.

      Daring a peek under her fallen strands of hair, she realized the others in the room didn’t notice her at all. She attempted to back away again with success this time.

      Out of the throne room, she searched in every direction for her mentor. The long hallways and varied paths intimidated her steps. When she caught sight of brisk movement, she hurried to Shiphrah’s side.

      “We are not seriously going to kill Hebrew boys, are we?” she asked in a whispered, but severe Hebrew tongue as she effortlessly caught up with the older woman.

      The mentor continued her pace without a response.

      “Shiphrah,” Puah stepped in front to stop her. “Tell me we’re not going to kill innocent children. Please tell me we will not.”

      She folded her arms across her chest before shaking her head. “No, we’re not.”

      “Good,” Puah said with a stomp.

      “Shh.” Shiphrah put her finger to her lips. “The guards don’t understand you, but the royals study many languages. If one of them should happen to hear you, we could both lose our necks.”

      She pulled Puah aside into an empty room and glanced around before speaking, “This came directly from Pharaoh. I’ll have to come up with a plan to get around this edict. Give me time to think and then I’ll need you to follow my instructions.”

      “Of course.”

      “It won’t be easy and we’ll need to enlist the aid of every midwife in the guild willing to accept the risk.”

      “There isn’t one I can think of who wouldn’t.”

      Shiphrah stretched her neck to move her face closer to Puah’s. “This is not a light matter, my young learner. Disobedience could mean certain death.”

      She squared her pointy shoulders. “Murder is strictly forbidden by God. I’d rather deal with man’s wrath than God’s.”

      “I hope everyone sees it that way.” She looked around once more and slowly stepped back into the corridor. “Remember, they believe Pharaoh to be a powerful god. It’ll be hard to persuade our Egyptian students of a bigger One.”

      “Then we will seek His help in convincing them.”

      “Hello,” a melodious voice called in Egyptian from the end of one of the hallways.

      Shiphrah squinted her aging eyes in order to sharpen her vision. “My princess,” she said with a bow and switched her tongue easily from Hebrew to Egyptian to greet her.

      A slender built girl of fifteen with an attractive oval face practically floated in their direction. Her almond-shaped eyes shone bright with youth and vigor. Her delicate pointed chin was held high with her position as she approached them.

      “I’d like to introduce one of my apprentices. This is Puah.”

      “Greetings, Princess Hatshepsut,” Puah said in faltering Egyptian. She had been practicing under the teaching of Shiphrah but hadn’t yet been required to speak in front of a royal. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”

      “Have you come to spend time with me today?” She folded her hands in front of her like a small child.

      “I’m afraid not,” Shiphrah answered. “We’ve just come from being called to see your father and have much business to attend to.”

      “That is everyone’s excuse.” She rolled her large eyes. Their color reminded Puah of polished hematite.

      “With sincere apologies, I’m afraid it’s quite true for us.”

      “Very well.” She sighed. “I shall accept it this time.” A raised eyebrow let the two women know she meant no harm in her words.

      “You are a most gracious princess.” Shiphrah bowed.

      “Away with you then before I change my mind,” she teased.

      “We shall return another day,” the older woman promised. “When we are not so pressed with duty.”

      “It was an honor.” Puah bowed.

      Princess Hatshepsut waved them off and went in search of another form of entertainment.

      “Do you suppose she heard us talking?” the young student asked in Hebrew when they had cleared the palace’s main gate.

      “I don’t believe so. She is still young and probably doesn’t know much Hebrew yet.”

      She breathed a sigh of relief.

      “At least she didn’t lead on that she heard any of our planning. Though headstrong, she is pretty harmless. Her main concerns are often of enjoying life. She has not been privy to much royal business as of yet.”

      “She acted like we were there to play with her.”

      “I wouldn’t put it past her.” Shiphrah grinned. “In our culture, she would already be married or someone’s apprentice by now. In her position, nothing much is required of her except to study and stay out of the way. I’m sure that kind of life dulls her, so she seeks out excitement.”

      “Of which you’ve provided previously?”

      “My mentor had ties to the palace.” She shrugged. “I’ve frequently visited, though before today I have never had to stand before Pharaoh in any sort of official summons. There were several occasions we spent the day as entertainment.”

      She scrunched her nose. “Like their pet monkeys?”

      “Don’t judge.” Her mentor bumped against her. “Sometimes, one must do things they wouldn’t choose in order to keep good relations.”

      Puah prayed silently as they continued their walk back home. She knew her mentor was doing the same in the quiet that stayed between them on their trip.

      When they entered the courtyard, Rania was waiting for them.

      “How did the checkup go?” Shiphrah asked.

      “She’s doing well. Where did you two journey off to?”

      “The palace,” Puah answered.

      Rania dropped the cloth from her hand. “What?”

      “We were summoned before Pharaoh,” Shiphrah explained.

      “What did he want?” She stepped closer to the two of them.

      “To kill innocent children.” Puah huffed and crossed her arms.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “An edict.” The mentor returned her bag to its easily accessible place. “To kill all Hebrew male children as soon as they are born.”

      “Why would he order such a thing?”

      “Because he’s scared,” Puah said as she tightened the grip of her arms.

      “Of children?”

      “Of our people,” Shiphrah clarified.

      “And this is his solution?”

      “For now.” She paced around the open courtyard.

      “We can’t kill children.” Rania shrugged. “Can we?”

      “Of course not,” Puah defended. “That goes against our calling. It goes against our belief. It goes a-a-against life!”

      “But if Pharaoh has ordered it…”

      “Then we shall do it,” Shiphrah said without missing a step.

      The two younger women exchanged a horrified glance.

      “At least we’ll make him think we are,” Shiphrah went on. “Gather the guild. I’ll share my plan with everyone at once.”

      Puah glanced into the kitchen. Making her way toward the two bowls that still sat under the towel where she had left them, she reached for hers. Something that had seemed the most important thing in the moment now paled in comparison with what lay ahead. As hungry as she was for food to nourish her body, she knew spreading Shiphrah’s call was of much more importance.

      “Here.” She handed the bowl to Rania. “I’ll head west.”

      Messengers were sent far and wide to all corners of Egypt for the midwives to come. They gathered together in the large valley between Goshen and the south lands.

      “Ladies,” the mentor called above the crowd. “I have an important message from Pharaoh.”

      “Pharaoh?” whispers flew through the crowd as they quieted.

      “Pharaoh Thutmose has declared an edict. As we perform our duties as midwives to Hebrew women, we are to kill any child that is born a boy. The girls are to remain alive.”

      “Murder!”

      “Sin!”

      “Outrage!”

      Shouts roared.

      “Ladies, please!” Shiphrah raised her hands for their attention. “I don’t plan on obeying this order myself, but I’m required to pass along the message.”

      “What will we do?”

      “Disobedience means death!”

      “Here’s what we are going to do!” She shouted for their attention and focus. “We’ll continue as normal. We will spread Pharaoh’s edict because he will be checking on that, but we will also pass along more. We’ll instruct all midwives to take their time going to help at a Hebrew birth. We will wait until we are called by the women who are with them and then we’ll slowly make our way to their homes.”

      “Do you think that will work?” Rania asked beside her.

      “I’m not sure.” Shiphrah paused. “At least the babies will be born. I simply pray we won’t be late to assist if anything should go wrong. It will be easy to spread the news quickly and also leave a few supplies at the homes of those who will be giving birth soon, so they will have what they need when the time comes.”

      She turned back to the gathering. “Now go. Go throughout the land and spread this message. Only keep our true intent within the guild.”

      “I think it went well,” Puah said as the crowd thinned. “What’s our next step?”

      “Let me think.” Shiphrah pinched her forehead between her thumb and first finger. “Most of the Hebrew women who are heavily pregnant have delivered before, so that shouldn’t be a problem.” She became quiet as she ran through the list of names in her mind. “Jochebed, she’s pregnant again. She’ll be a great asset to us. She can help spread the word to the women in Goshen about what is happening. We need to go see her.”

      “What about Egyptian women?” Rania asked.

      “Pharaoh’s edict was only for Hebrews.”

      “What I mean is do you think they could help?”

      Shiphrah thought for a long moment. “We’ll keep it simply to our guild and the Hebrews for now. If it comes to that, we’ll approach the matter carefully.”

      “I’m sure many would be willing to help.”

      “I’m sure many would.” The mentor smiled a weary smile. “I simply want to remain cautious and spare as many necks as possible. If we don’t have to endanger them, then we won’t.”

      “I understand. I’ll grab a bag,” Rania offered.

      “I’ll go pray,” Puah said.

      By the end of the day, the three midwives sat in the home of Jochebed.

      “I was certainly surprised by your visit,” the woman said. “Though I never turn away guests.”

      Jochebed sat reclined on a small pillow. Her face held peace and her body relaxed. She was a well-known woman in their land for her hospitality and grace. She was seen as a second mother to many young women and a friend to many others. No one was ever turned away at her gate.

      “I wish this was a social call or even a matter of checking in on your health.”

      “Oh?” Jochebed straightened.

      “Yes. You see Pharaoh has…how do I say this…”

      “Ordered us to kill babies,” Puah irrupted.

      “What!” Jochebed gasped.

      “It’s true,” Rania agreed.

      “Hold your tongues and let me speak,” the mentor scolded.

      The younger women leaned back and tightened their lips.

      Shiphrah faced Jochebed. “It’s true. Pharaoh has decreed that we kill any Hebrew boy born from henceforth. We are allowed to let the girls live, but we must kill all boys.”

      “That’s monstrous.” She held her round belly. “He can’t do such a thing.”

      “He can and he has,” Shiphrah stated simply. “But we’ve got a plan. We’ll need your help.”

      “Anything.”

      “We need to spread the word as quickly as possible. My guild is spreading the word through the south lands. I need your help in telling all Hebrew women here in Goshen about the edict, but also inform them of our plan. Tell them not to call until after they’ve delivered.”

      “What if they need a midwife before then?”

      “If they have to call earlier, then one will arrive anyway. We shall handle each problem as it comes, but our people are strong and we will be praying even more so for all the ones under our care.”

      “I will be praying too.”

      “Good. We’ll need all the help God is willing to offer.”

      “What else can we do?”

      “I’m going to encourage our people to share supplies as well. We need to take care of each other now more than ever.”

      “Of course.” Jochebed reached her swollen fingers out and grabbed the hand of Shiphrah. “God will give you strength and wisdom.”

      “I don’t take this on lightly. Disobeying Pharaoh’s order could mean death for me and any others found assisting us.”

      “Our God is far greater than Pharaoh. He has never left our people and He never will.”

      “I wish every Hebrew had your faith.” She squeezed back.
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        “But the midwives feared God, and did not as the king of Egypt commanded them, but saved the men children alive.” -EXODUS 1:15

      

      

      

      Shiphrah stepped out of a home in Avaris with a bag full of supplies. “Thank you.” She waved to the family inside.

      Puah had already walked into the street and was waiting for her. “And?”

      She looked into the bag. “Fresh vegetables and some other things. We’ll bring them to our next stop.”

      “Shiphrah,” Rania called as she approached them at full speed. “A guard was just at the house looking for you. You’ve been summoned to appear before Pharaoh again.”

      “It’s only been a few months, what do you think he wants?” Puah asked her mentor.

      “I don’t know, but we better appear as soon as possible.”

      Puah nodded.

      “Rania.” Shiphrah shoved the bag toward her. “Take this to Uma and do a check on her. Once you’re done, go back to the house and be available in case someone comes calling for us.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to accompany you?”

      “Pharaoh has already seen Puah. I don’t want your face to be added to his line of fire.”

      “Of course.”

      Shiphrah and Puah rushed south toward Peru-nefer. There they were granted entrance at the palace gates and ushered quickly to the throne room with bowed heads and hearts filled with silent prayers.

      As soon as the two women were announced, Pharaoh questioned them, “Do you consider me a fool?”

      “No,” Shiphrah spoke for the two of them.

      “Then why have you done this thing? Why have you disobeyed my order and kept the male children alive?” His chest heaved and grew red.  “I receive reports every day of the increase of Hebrews.”

      “Mighty Pharaoh.” Shiphrah kept her eyes to the exceedingly decorated floor in the hopes her voice would not reveal her fear. “The Hebrew women are not like the Egyptian women. They are strong and deliver their children before a midwife can arrive.”

      “Very well,” he said and was silent for a few minutes. “If you cannot carry out my orders, then I will call on others to do so. Let my new edict go out to all people,” his husky voice rose in timbre as if all Egypt could hear him from his throne. “All Hebrews are to throw their newborn sons into the Nile, but they can allow the girls to live. My guards will be stationed at points along the river to ensure this order is followed.”

      The two women bowed and left the palace.

      “Now what are we going to do?” Puah asked once they had passed through the gates.

      “Use the network. We’ll hide as many babies as we can. Pharaoh’s focus will be on Goshen. We’ll move as many babies south as possible.” She hurried her pace. “Let’s also see if Rania can convince some of the Egyptian women to help us.”

      “And what of the guards? They’ll certainly notice an absence of babies being thrown into the river.”

      “I’ve already got a plan for them as well.”

      Upon arriving at their home, Shiphrah got to work. She grabbed a fresh set of linens and brought them over to Puah. “Look.” She laid one out on the table and pretended to wrap it like she would with a newborn. “We’ll take the linens we use to clean the baby and wrap some meat in it. You and Rania can get the baby to a safe house while I help the mother take the bundle to the river. The guards will see us toss the bundle into the river and the crocodiles will devour the meat so no evidence remains.”

      “That’s sharp thinking.”

      “We need to make sure we wrap the meat bundles in the bloody cloths so it will be devoured and the guards will see the blood as proof we have fulfilled the edict.” She unwrapped the cloth and refolded it to return it to its original place.

      “I guess I need to start collecting any meat families can spare.”

      “Not an easy task, I know.” She turned to face Puah.

      “Maybe some of the Egyptian women would be willing to offer meat along with help?”

      “If you think we can ask without placing them in danger.”

      “We’ve all passed the point of danger when we began this course of disobedience.”

      “I don’t want others to die for me.”

      “We aren’t doing any of this for you,” Puah assured her. “We’re doing this because it’s the right thing to do.”

      “Shiphrah.” Rania rushed into the room. Her cheeks were flush. “Come quick!”

      “What is it?”

      “Jochebed.”

      Shiphrah loaded prepared bags of supplies and instruments across her body and headed out the door.

      Puah and Rania followed closely behind.

      When the three women reached Jochebed’s home, they didn’t stop to knock at the gate.

      “I’m here,” Shiphrah announced as she hurried through the courtyard and into the house.

      “Thank God,” Dinah, Jochebed’s neighbor, said with clasped hands. “I stopped by to check on her and found her in pain.”

      “When?” Shiphrah asked.

      “This morning. We tried delivering on our own just as you instructed.”

      “I’m here.” She came to the bent over woman’s side and wiped Jochebed’s forehead.

      The woman attempted a smile, but it fell flat. “He’s coming, but it doesn’t feel like the others.”

      “Ladies,” Shiphrah called over her shoulder.

      The two apprentices went to work preparing for the arrival of another Hebrew.

      Puah was arranging a stack of linens when she felt someone watching her. She glanced over her shoulder to see a young girl standing in the doorway holding her younger brother on her hip. “Hello, Miriam.”

      The shy seven-year-old bowed her head. Her straight, long black hair created a veil over her face.

      “Do you remember me?”

      She nodded, causing her hair to flow back and forth with the movement. “You helped with my brother.”

      “That’s right.”

      Jochebed’s second child, Aaron, was Puah’s first delivery three years ago. She wasn’t far removed from being branded a child herself at the ripe age of twelve.

      “He’s gotten big.”

      Miriam rubbed her forehead against her brother’s. Eyes as dark and rich as the soil by the Nile peered up at Puah through her hair and then moved to her mother. “Is momma hurt?”

      “No, she is about to give you another sibling. We’re here helping just like we did with Aaron.” She pointed to the young boy.

      “I hope it’s a girl this time.”

      Puah smiled. “You don’t like your brother?”

      “I like him just fine.” She adjusted the toddler on her small hip. “But I’d like a girl to play with too.”

      She laughed. “Why don’t you take Aaron to go play while we help your mother. I’ll come get you when the baby is here.”

      Miriam nodded and turned to leave.

      Puah went back to her work, but a few moments later, she felt something tug her sleeve. She turned to see Miriam again. “I thought you went to play with your brother.”

      “He needed a nap anyway.”

      “Would you like to help me then?”

      “Can I?” Her eyes grew large.

      “Of course. We could always use more hands.”

      Miriam followed Puah’s every instruction while they worked together.

      After they finished, the young girl stared at her mother. “She doesn’t look happy.”

      Puah followed her gaze to see Shiphrah instructing Jochebed to adjust to a new position. “Sometimes, delivery can be hard.”

      “I’ve had dreams about him.”

      “Him? I thought you said you wanted a sister.”

      Miriam turned back toward Puah. “I did. That’s what I’ve been praying for too.”

      “What’s your dream about?”

      “Him.” She motioned over her shoulder to her mother with her pointed chin. “Momma has him, but then she puts him in the river.” She was quiet for a long moment as large tears streamed down her smooth cheeks. “Do we have to feed him to the crocodiles?”

      Puah looked over the girl’s head to the group of women who encircled the expectant mother. “If I tell you something, can you protect the secret?”

      Miriam met her eyes and nodded.

      “We’re not going to put him in the river.” She wiped the girls’ wet face with a cloth.

      “But everyone said…”

      “I know,” she whispered. “But God has told us it’s not right to kill.”

      “But in my dream…”

      “We have a plan.” She smiled, hoping to ease the young girl’s fears.

      Hours later, Puah held tight to Jochebed’s arm. Beginning the final stages of labor, the mentor had them move her to the birthing stones. Puah and Rania had taken their usual place on either side of the expectant mother. Shiphrah knelt under them to deliver the baby.

      “Breathe,” Puah reminded Jochebed.

      Jochebed bore down.

      “He’s here,” Shiphrah said below them.

      She helped Jochebed ease off the birthing stones and onto something softer.

      “Here you are.” Shiphrah handed Jochebed her freshly wrapped newborn.

      “Hello, little one,” Jochebed said as she kissed his forehead. “Shh, there, there, my son.”

      The baby quieted down as he snuggled into his mother’s chest.

      “She’ll take over for a few moments while I get her cleaned up,” Shiphrah instructed. “She already knows what to do.”

      Puah and Rania helped prepare a mixture and spread it on a cloth.

      Shiphrah gently, but thoroughly cleaned Jochebed and applied the healing pack.

      “There, that will do for now,” she said as she moved her attention back to the baby. “Is he finished?”

      Jochebed nodded and then yawned.

      “Rest now,” Shiphrah said as she retrieved the baby boy. “You need to gather your strength. We still have another step in the plan.”

      Jochebed smiled contently at her son before letting her take him. “I think I will take a rest now, but please don’t take him yet. I want a few more minutes with him before we go.”

      “Just a few.”

      Puah fetched Miriam and Aaron and brought them to Jochebed’s side. “See,” she whispered in Miriam’s ear. “She’s just fine.”

      Shiphrah handed the boy to Rania.

      “He’s gorgeous,” the woman commented. “I’ve never seen a more handsome child.”

      “Is everything prepared?”

      “Yes.” She nuzzled the boy. “I’ve sent word to the family. They are expecting him. It’s getting close to sunset. We’ll need to leave as soon as night covers the streets.”

      “Agreed.” The mentor gathered the bloody cloth she had used to clean the boy and wrapped a small bundle of meat inside. She took it over to Jochebed and handed it to her. “Ready?”

      She nodded. “I’ll go with you to the river, but they are not taking my baby anywhere.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I’ll trick the guards, but my baby is staying here with me.”

      “We’ve discussed this.”

      “I know.”

      “Then you understand we’ve made arrangements to hide him?” She motioned to Rania, who held the bundle tightly to her chest.

      “I know that too, but he’ll be safer with me.”

      “I can assure you he’d be better off if he’s taken away to another place.”

      “Your plan will purchase us time. Maybe by then, Pharaoh will move on to another way to oppress our people and leave my son alone.”

      “I doubt such.”

      “Please,” she folded her fingers. “I know I can hide him here.”

      “I can’t force you to do anything.” She huffed. “Let’s get down to the river before it’s too late.”

      The two women took the wrapped meat and made their way to the Nile.

      Just as expected, a pair of guards stood nearby.

      “Weep,” Shiphrah whispered.

      Jochebed let out a wail. “Oh, my baby!”

      She snatched the bundle out of her arms and rushed toward the water. “You heard Pharaoh. Into the river he goes!” She waded in as deep as she dared before tossing the bundle as far as she could.

      “My baby!” The mother dropped to her knees in the muddy banks and reached for the water.

      Flashes of dark green and blue mixed where the bundle had landed.

      Shiphrah silently thanked God that the crocodiles were hungry enough to accept the package and not give chase to her. They were more temperamental than Pharaoh.

      She swam back as fast as her legs would kick. She trudged through the muddy banks to where the previously pregnant woman crawled. The lower half of her dress now soaking wet made moving all the more difficult.

      Helping Jochebed rise to her feet, she let the woman lean on her.

      Another mother and midwife came dragging to the edge of the river.

      The mentor exchanged glances with the midwife. She had been one of her former apprentices and the woman she huddled next to was a friend. Each gave a subtle nod as they passed. The young mother wept and cradled the bundle tighter to her chest.

      Shiphrah could see blood from the cloth run between her fingers.

      Another feast for the crocodiles.

      The older woman shot the guards a dirty look as they ignored her.

      “Excellent work,” Shiphrah complemented her patient when they were far enough away.

      “Let’s just hope it was enough to keep them away for a while.” She wiped her face with her wet sleeves.

      Clustered together, the women sauntered back toward Jochebed’s home.

      “Has she lost her senses?” Puah asked upon their return after Shiphrah had filled her in on the mother’s plan.

      “Just what I said,” Jochebed interjected. “I’m going to hide him myself.”

      “Listen to reason,” Shiphrah urged. “He’s not safe here. We’ve found homes to move the males. Places where they are well looked after.”

      “He needs to be here with me.”

      “They’ll eventually come for him,” Rania added. “He’s a newborn who needs constant care. How will you hide him?”

      “I’ve been working a few places in the wall to secure him.” She took them to one of the places and moved part of the stone away. “See?”

      “And what if he cries?” Shiphrah asked. “Your other children are old enough now that you won’t be able to use them as an excuse.”

      Jochebed closed her eyes and turned away.

      “And what of Mariam?”

      She spun around to face Shiphrah. “What?”

      “Do you expect a child so young to lie to Egyptian guards?”

      “She’s a smart girl.”

      “You’re willing to place her in that position?”

      Jochebed took her baby from Rania and cradled him to her chest. She sang a soft lullaby in his ear.

      Shiphrah sighed. “I know this is difficult.”

      “What do you know? You’ve never been asked to give up a child before.”

      The older woman looked between her sandaled feet.

      Jochebed softened. “Oh, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have said-”

      She held up her hand. “I know how difficult this must be for you. What I’m asking is hard, but necessary. If we don’t hide him, he’ll die. Your neck will be in danger as well.”

      “I appreciate all that you are doing for our people. I do. I’m happy to help in whatever way I can, but I’m not giving up my son.” She rocked the baby in her arms.

      “If you insist. Just know I can’t protect him if you keep him here.”

      “I understand.”

      Shiphrah gazed at the small boy. “I can’t get over how handsome he is.”

      “I know.” She beamed at the boy.

      “Have you chosen a name yet?” Puah asked.

      “None seems fitting enough for him.”

      “We must be going now,” Rania offered. She placed one of the bags across her body. “No sense attracting any more attention than necessary.”

      “I have some food to share with the others.” She pointed toward the kitchen.

      “I’ll be happy to accept the gift,” the mentor said and made her way into the kitchen.

      The two young midwives in training finished collecting the supplies they had brought with them.

      Rania stood waiting in the open courtyard.

      Puah went to Jochebed’s side. “He certainly is very handsome.”

      The mother hummed.

      She bent down to kiss the boy’s forehead. “May God bless you, precious child. May He keep you safe and give you the chance to grow old with your people.” She looked up into Jochebed’s watery eyes. “You’re sure you won’t reconsider? It’s not too late.”

      “No.” She shook her head. “He belongs here with his family.”

      “Shame. The family in Thebes will surely be disappointed not to be able to welcome this little bundle into their arms.”

      “Are we ready, ladies?” Shiphrah emerged from the kitchen with two packs of supplies.

      Puah nodded and kissed the baby one last time.

      The mentor passed the mother without a glance over her shoulder.

      “One more thing.” Jochebed reached for Shiphrah’s sleeve.

      “Yes?”

      “I’d like to pray for you.” She turned toward the courtyard. “All of you.”

      Rania dropped the bag at the gate and walked toward them.

      “That I’ll also accept,” the mentor agreed.

      The women huddled together on their knees in the small room.

      Jochebed sat in the middle of the group with her newborn in her arms. Each midwife placed a hand on her as she prayed.

      “God of the universe.” She rocked her baby. “We humbly ask You to keep Your protective hand over these midwives and the others. They are stepping out in faith that You are bigger than Pharaoh. Give them strength to keep trusting You. Give them wisdom and an extra sense to know when danger is coming. Help them as they seek to do Your work. Bless the mothers who are pregnant even now as they prepare to deliver their children into the world. We pray that You will one day deliver us. Make Your face to shine upon them and may they be blessed for their faithfulness to You.”
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      Eight days after Jochebed’s baby was born, the midwives were requested at her home.

      “Is she unwell?” Shiphrah asked as the three midwives walked along the quiet streets.

      “She didn’t seem to be,” Rania answered as she led the group. “She simply sent word that we all come tonight.”

      “Do you think she’s finally come to her senses?” Puah asked as she tucked a few loose strands of hair back under her headcloth and adjusted the bag on her shoulder.

      “I sure hope so,” the older woman said. “I really do.”

      “Greetings.” Jochebed beamed at the women as they approached her home. She was standing just outside the gate waiting for their arrival. “I’m so glad you could come.”

      “Thank you,” Shiphrah said, entering the gate into the open courtyard. “I wish I knew why you called us.”

      “You know my husband, Amram.” The woman waved to the man standing inside.

      He was tall and stood with his hands folded in front of him. His simple tunic hung loose and his face gave no indication of the type of request that was about to be asked. Puah thought he looked much like an Egyptian guard. No emotion showed either way.

      “Greetings,” her mentor said with a bow. “It’s a pleasure to see you again.”

      Puah and Rania each bowed their head toward him in turn.

      He stepped closer to them. “My wife tells me you assisted with her birth.”

      “She speaks truth.”

      “She also tells me you are very knowledgeable in medicine and the body.” He rubbed his thick beard.

      “I do what I can to help our people.”

      “Miriam,” he called without looking away from them.

      The young girl entered the room with a bundle in her arms.

      “Yes, Father?”

      “We’re ready now.”

      Miriam brought the wrapped cloth to her father and stepped to her mother’s side.

      “Would you be humble enough to help us sanctify our son to the Lord?” He stretched the wrapped baby toward them “We couldn’t risk letting others know he was still here.”

      “It would be a great honor.”

      “Miriam, clear that table there.”

      “Yes, Father.” The girl hurried to obey.

      Jochebed moved to place meager supplies on the table without waiting to be instructed.

      “That’ll do fine,” Shiphrah said.

      Amram placed the baby on the prepared area.

      Puah and Rania moved to stand near the table with their mentor and the parents.

      Amram unwrapped the cloth from around the boy and placed his hands upon him. Words of prayer flowed over his tongue as the women listened. He moved to pick up a knife without pause.

      “What’s he doing?” Rania whispered to Puah.

      “It’s part of our custom.”

      “What’s he going to do with that knife?”

      “Shh, just watch.” She placed a finger to her lips and then pointed toward the baby. “He will not harm the child.”

      Jochebed placed her hands on the baby’s shoulders.

      “Puah…” Rania said, drawing out her name.

      “Be still,” she said sternly and squeezed her Egyptian counterpart’s arm for reinforcement.

      Amram’s prayer continued as he reached for the boy’s delicate part and coaxed its foreskin up. His other hand lined the knife against the connected place.

      “He’s not!” the midwife in training muffled a scream of disapproval.

      “It is not your place to interfere,” Puah said, pulling her arm. “Peace.”

      With a skilled slice, Amram cut the foreskin clean off.

      The baby let out a loud wail.

      Like lightning, Shiphrah immediately covered the bleeding area and applied pressure until it stopped.

      “I think I’m going to be sick.”  Rania stepped out into the open courtyard with her hands over her mouth.

      Puah followed her. “He’s unharmed.”

      “That man just cut off the boy’s-”

      “Just a small portion of it. This is part of our custom.”

      “I’ve heard you Hebrews are strange, but this?” She expanded a hand toward the room for emphasis.

      Puah wound her fingers around Rania’s wrist and pulled. “Come.” She led her back to where Shiphrah stood with Jochebed. “See for yourself.”

      Rania peered over the woman’s arms into the sleeping face of the baby.

      “See,” she said. “He is well.”

      “He seems unharmed.” Rania’s shoulders lowered. “All of your males have this done to them?”

      “It’s how we distinguish ourselves from other people. It’s a covenant handed down from our God to our ancestor Abraham as a sign of distinction and separation.”

      “Well, I could sure think of other ways you could do that.” Rania brushed the baby’s cheek with her finger.

      “We were not the ones who chose it,” Jochebed said.

      “Can you imagine any male choosing to let that be done to himself?” Shiphrah asked.

      “No,” Rania said thoughtfully. “I suppose they wouldn’t. But they do choose to obey God to do it to their sons.”

      “Just as you would obey something your Egyptian gods ordered you to do.”

      “Yes,” Rania said, letting the anger melt from her voice. “I guess I would.”
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      Three months later, Puah and Shiphrah visited Jochebed in her home on their rounds through Avaris.

      “You did what with the boy?” the older midwife shouted.

      “Put him in the Nile,” Jochebed stated with no emotion.

      “The one place we were trying to keep him out of!” She threw her hands in the air. “I wish you would have listened to me. He could have been safe in one of our hiding houses.”

      “I know, but you don’t understand,” the mother pleaded. “I didn’t just toss him in the river as crocodile food.”

      Shiphrah sucked in a breath and held it waiting for an explanation.

      “I made a basket with the strongest bulrushes I could find. I wove them tight and pitched the outside so water would not leak inside.”

      “Like a boat?” Puah asked.

      “Yes, like a boat. I put him in among the reeds. I found a spot where the current is not very strong.”

      “Why?” the mentor begged.

      “I couldn’t hide him anymore. He was getting too big.”

      “I told you I could hide him.”

      “I-”

      “Mother!” Miriam rushed into the courtyard. “Come quickly!”

      “What is it, Daughter?”

      “The baby.”

      Jochebed hurried toward her. “What has happened?”

      “After you put him in the river, I stayed back to watch what would happen.” She lowered her head a bit. “Forgive me.”

      “What did you see?”

      “The princess, Momma. She was washing in the Nile and saw your little ark. She had one of her maidens fetch it and they discovered the baby.”

      Puah’s heart raced. “What did she do with him?”

      “She took him back to the palace. She said she was going to keep him.”

      “How do you know all of this?” Shiphrah asked.

      “When I saw the maiden take the basket out from the reeds, I followed her and told the princess that I would fetch her a milk nurse for the baby.”

      “Jochebed.” Shiphrah turned to her. “Go quickly to offer yourself.”

      Puah followed Shiphrah, Jochebed, and Miriam toward the palace.

      “Here is a Hebrew to nurse the baby,” Miriam said to the princess’ maid when they entered the gates.

      “You’ve done well, child,” she answered. The woman stood proud and proper. Her beautifully wrapped dress fit her body perfectly. A bright smile warmed her face. “Come with me.”

      The maiden guided them deep into the palace complex to the princess’ chamber.

      Soft white linens which hung from the ceiling waved in the breeze coming from the open porch. Each piece of furniture was meticulously placed. Statues and paintings of lionesses, the princess’ favorite animal, covered much of the area.

      “Shiphrah, it is good to see you again.” Princess Hatshepsut stood in the archway leading to the porch. She was still a young girl, but her stance somehow was one of a grown woman. She stood taller. Prouder.

      She bowed. “And you, Princess.”

      “What a happy fortune you have come.” The royal woman stepped lightly toward them.

      “Oh?”

      “Why yes.” She extended the bundle in her arms. “Look what I have pulled from the Nile.”

      “He’s a Hebrew.”

      “I thought so.” She pulled him in close and ran her finger softly down the top of his nose. “He is very handsome.”

      “Indeed.”

      “My lady,” the maid said. “We’ve found a milk nurse for him.” She waved to Jochebed. She wore a dress that had been hemmed so many times it looked like a collection of other dresses. Her face was dirty from working to prepare food all morning.

      The mother bowed deeply. “I’m at the humble assistance of my princess.”

      “You have experience I trust.”

      “Yes, my lady.” She bowed again. “I’ve nursed my own strong children. All of whom are healthy.”

      “Very well. You shall take the boy, nurse him until he is weaned, and I shall give you wages.”

      “As you request.”

      “But first,” she said. “Shiphrah, would you mind looking him over for me?”

      “It would be my pleasure.” She took the boy to the massive bed and gave him a full examination. Upon returning him to the princess’s waiting arms, she reported, “He’s strong and healthy.”

      “He will make an excellent addition to our family.” Princess Hatshepsut laughed as the baby cooed. “One last thing. What to call you?” She hummed to herself as she swayed. “I know. I’ll call you Moses since you are a child I drew out of the water.”

      “An excellent name,” Shiphrah agreed. “I’m sure your father will be very proud of the variation of his name.”

      “I think so too.” She beamed.

      “My lady?” the maid asked.

      “Yes?”

      She motioned to Jochebed with her eyes.

      “Oh, yes.” The princess walked to the Hebrew woman and delicately placed the baby in her arms. “Now, spare nothing on him. If you need more wages than I send with you, let my guards know. I will be sure that he has everything he needs to grow strong.”

      “It will be as you have said.” Jochebed huddled the boy to her chest.

      “Until we are united once again, dear Moses.” She kissed her fingertip and placed it on his forehead. “May Ra fly with you and be your guide.”

      Once the midwives and mother had returned to Jochebed’s home, they all marveled at the young boy who had not only been pulled from the Nile but returned to his mother’s arms. In addition, the Princess of Egypt was going to pay Jochebed to raise her own child. Each stood in utter amazement at the day’s events.

      “Only God,” Puah assessed staring down at the sleeping child in his mother’s arms.

      The others nodded in unison.

      “With the short time I have with you, Moses,” Jochebed spoke softly. “I’m going to tell you all about our God.” She rocked the boy as she paced around the open courtyard.

      A cool breeze blew in to refresh the sticky heat that was quickly turning into night. Puah closed her eyes and soaked in its calming effect. The day had been a whirlwind of emotion and activity. It was nice to sit and take a break. The cool clay bowl in her hands filled with boiled vegetables promised nourishment to her stomach. The collection of friends invited nourishment for her soul.

      Jochebed eased her voice into the familiar story handed down from generation to generation. “In the beginning…”
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      The three midwives rushed through the palace hallways and down a long corridor.

      “This way,” Queen Hatshepsut’s maiden urged them on.

      After her father’s recent death, her husband, Thutmose II, had taken over the throne, making Hatshepsut Queen of Egypt.

      “When did the pains begin?” Shiphrah asked, fighting to keep air in her aged lungs.

      “Last night,” the maiden called over her shoulder. “I asked if I could fetch you then, but she thought it wasn’t time yet.”

      “Being stubborn is more like it,” Puah added restraining her speed to keep her mentor in sight.

      “She always has been.”

      The women entered the chamber shortly after the maiden.

      A woman’s scream directed them to a couch where the Queen lay.

      “We’re here!” Puah shouted as she rushed toward the sound.

      “Thank Ra.” Queen Hatshepsut grunted.

      Shiphrah made it to her side and took a few deep breaths. “Tell me what’s going on.”

      “Pains,” she answered, rubbing her mid-section. “All over and a tightness that has been happening all night.”

      “Fresh linens,” Shiphrah instructed the maid. “And get clean water mixed with wine.”

      “I’ll check her,” Puah offered. “Take a minute to catch your breath.”

      Shiphrah nodded and sat on a nearby stool.

      “My lady, please come with me to the bed.” She held out her arm. “I need to check you.”

      Queen Hatshepsut rose slightly, but couldn’t straighten all the way. “It hurts so much.”

      “We’ll take it slow.” She slid her arm under the woman’s elbow to help bear her weight.

      “Close,” Puah reported after examining her. “She’s definitely in labor.”

      “Why didn’t you send for me when this started?” Shiphrah asked, finally being able to steady her breaths.

      “I wanted to be strong like your Hebrew women.”

      “There is no weakness in calling for help when it’s needed. You are too much like the young princess who always insisted on her way. You are Queen of all Egypt now.”

      “And so, I must be strong for my people.” She groaned and rubbed her stomach.

      “And so, you must learn to take care of yourself.”

      “Ahh!” She roared much like the lionesses she favored.

      “Let’s get you set up.” Shiphrah rose and joined them. “We can set up the birthing stones right over there.” She pointed to an open area in the middle of the room.

      “Birthing stones?” the maid asked with a gasp.

      “The best way to give birth.”

      The maid looked to the queen and back at the midwife.

      She cleared her throat. “In my opinion, that is.”

      “I trust you,” Queen Hatshepsut offered.

      A few short hours later, the queen started her final pushes.

      “Keep bearing down,” the mentor instructed.

      The royal woman’s face turned from copper-toned to a deep crimson.

      Puah held on to her arm and prayed they both could keep up their strength.

      “She’s here!” the older woman announced.

      “A…girl…” the queen panted. Her body hung between the two apprentices like a dead animal.

      “Yes.”

      “Why isn’t she crying?” Puah asked.

      “Probably just some fluid in her lungs.” She turned the baby over in her hands and tilted her slightly down.

      With a few quick pats, the baby coughed up a small amount of liquid. Then she let out a loud scream.

      “There we are, little one.” The midwife wiped the girl’s mouth and then the rest of her tiny body with a mixture of water and wine.

      “Let’s get you more comfortable,” Puah offered.

      The queen nodded and lifted her elbows.

      Slow and steady, the two students escorted the woman to a nearby couch.

      Rania mixed up a soothing patch while Puah wiped the queen’s damp brow.

      “You did magnificently,” she encouraged.

      “Here we are,” Shiphrah brought over the freshly wrapped baby girl and laid her on her mother’s chest.

      The scent of oils and spices mixed with fresh life filled Puah’s nose. Her heart leapt inside her as she looked down at the rosy cheeks of the girl.

      As they watched the baby suckle, Shiphrah asked, “Do we have a name?”

      “Neferure.”

      “Beauty of Ra?” Puah attempted.

      “Very good,” the queen complimented. “You’ve been practicing your Egyptian.”

      She blushed.

      “Neferure is a beautiful name,” the mentor added.

      “An equally beautiful young one for it to be attached to.”

      “She is quite striking,” Puah agreed.

      “Do you think Pharaoh Thutmose II will be disappointed?” the mentor asked.

      “He will be all the more ready to try for the next one,” she joked as she nuzzled the copper-toned bundle against her cheek. “Besides, Moses is turning into a smart young man. He is outsmarting even his tutors these days. I have no doubt he will be an excellent ruler when the sun rises on his reign.”

      As if summoned, the strong statured boy of twelve appeared in the doorway. “Mother?”

      “Come, my son,” Queen Hatshepsut invited. “Come and see your sister.”

      Moses went to her side and looked down at the baby. “She is lovely.” His olive skin was mismatched next to his mother’s copper tones. It was obvious to any observer that he wasn’t a naturally born son. His nose was far more pointed and his hair was lighter. The look on both their faces though held nothing but love and acceptance.

      “She truly is.” The proud mother grinned.

      “May I hold her?”

      “Of course.” She extended Neferure out to him. “Be mindful of her head.”

      He cradled the tightly wrapped newborn in his arms and rocked her slowly. “Hello there. I am Moses.”

      “A natural brother,” the Queen stated.

      Puah looked to Moses. It felt like a lifetime since she kissed his newborn forehead. At the same time, it felt like it had just been the day prior. She wondered if that’s what it felt like to be a mother. One moment it was as if time stood still and the next as if time slipped through one’s fingers like sand.
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      “Is she well?” Shiphrah asked the woman who guided her and Puah through the massive palace corridor.

      Puah’s tired feet swelled in her worn sandals. She decided to weave herself a new pair as soon as she could. These were becoming too tight.

      It had been two years since the night they helped deliver the new princess into the world. The midwives had made frequent trips to the palace for one thing or another.

      “She is well,” the maid answered without stopping or turning around.

      They made it to an open porch where Queen Hatshepsut and Moses sat on either side of a small table.

      The queen’s favorite Senet game board sat on top. The rectangular box, half the size of the table it sat on, had three rows of ten squares and a lioness head carved on the top.

      “Ah!” Moses said, moving one of his red jasper pawns across the board.

      “Another victory for you.” Queen Hatshepsut beamed. “You are getting very good at this game.”

      He smiled wide.

      “Shiphrah. Puah.” She turned. “So good to see you both.”

      “Always a pleasure to serve my Queen.” Shiphrah bowed.

      “Moses, dear, would you clean up our game and excuse us. I have some things to discuss with these ladies.”

      “Of course, Mother.” He pulled open the side drawer of the box and loaded the ten playing pieces inside.

      “Why don’t you see if Senenmut will play a few rounds with you?”

      He nodded and left with the game safely tucked under his arm.

      “He’s getting more handsome every day,” Puah noted.

      “And more headstrong.” The queen laughed. “He will make a fine ruler.”

      “So, why have you called for us today?” Shiphrah asked.

      “I wanted to know if you have thought of anything else for me to try in order to become pregnant again.”

      “My Queen, as we spoke last time, there are some things that are beyond control.”

      “We have tried for years,” Queen Hatshepsut said, her words weighed down by exhaustion.

      “I understand and we’ve done everything.” Shiphrah offered.

      “There is nothing left?”

      “I’m afraid not, my Queen.”

      “Moses is such a good brother to his sister, Neferure, but he keeps asking for a brother.”

      “It is common that a woman never bears any children,” Puah interjected. “At least you have Neferure.”

      “Perhaps Lesser Queen Iset’s baby will be a son,” Shiphrah suggested.

      “Perhaps. If I cannot give my husband a son, maybe his other wife can do so.” She looked at the two midwives. “Will you check on Iset for me?”

      “We are here to serve.” Shiphrah bowed.

      “After you are done with her, will you check in on my husband as well?”

      “Is he still ill?”

      She nodded. “He does not seem well. His magicians are of little help.”

      “Certainly,” Puah answered.

      Queen Hatshepsut led the women to the other side of the Palace where the Lesser Queen Iset resided.

      “My Queen,” Iset said with a bow as they entered her apartment. “It is an honor.”

      Queen Iset was a short woman. Her rounded belly poked against her wrapped silk. Though not as beautiful as Hatshepsut, she was still a striking woman and as healthy an Egyptian as Puah had ever seen. She came across more docile and quiet than her higher-ranking counterpart. Where Queen Hatshepsut commanded everyone’s attention, Queen Iset was merely content to be in the room.

      “These are the best midwives in all Egypt.” She motioned to the Hebrews. “I’ve brought them to look after you.”

      “That brings me great pleasure.”

      “May I examine you?” Shiphrah approached.

      “Certainly.”

      After asking several questions and checking on the pregnancy, the older midwife announced, “She’s very healthy indeed. Very far along as well.”

      “Wonderful. Do you think you can stay here until she delivers?”

      “We have many who depend on us.”

      “More than your Queen?”

      “No, but-”

      “Then the matter is settled. I will make the arrangements.” She turned to leave.

      “On one condition.” She held up her first finger.

      The queen turned back and folded her arms across her chest. “Name it.”

      “You grant us leave when we need it to perform our duty.”

      “Do you have other midwives who perform your work when you are assisting patients?” She straightened her back.

      “Yes.”

      “Then have them look after your patients until Iset’s delivers.”

      “My Queen, surely you understand-”

      “I understand that you are the best and we deserve nothing but the best.”

      Shiphrah sighed in defeat. “Of course.”

      “Splendid. The matter is settled.”

      “You requested we look in on Pharaoh as well?” Puah interjected.

      “Yes, this way.” She left instructions with Iset’s maidens to prepare a nearby chamber for the Hebrew women. Then she led the midwives to her husband’s chambers.

      The massive room was big enough for an entire army to occupy comfortably. It was decorated with varying symbols of the sun god Ra. Gold shone in every direction Puah looked.

      As they entered the room, the Pharaoh sat dictating to a scribe who sat on the floor. He pressed down on a parchment laid upon a board on the tile.  The man was moving the reed in his hand as fast as possible to catch every important word.

      “Mighty Pharaoh,” Queen Hatshepsut said. “I’ve brought you some aid.”

      “I did not request any aid,” he growled in a gruff tone from his couch.

      “I know, but I have enlisted their help in Iset’s pregnancy. While they are staying here to await the arrival of your next child, they have offered their knowledge to help their Pharaoh.”

      He stared at his wife. “This cannot wait until later?”

      “They are available now.”

      “Very well,” he huffed. Then he peered down at the man at his feet. “You are dismissed.”

      The scribe picked up his writing board and rose. He bowed deeply before leaving the room.

      “If I must be interrupted then do get on with it.”

      “May I examine you?” Shiphrah asked. She leaned her body forward.

      “Approach,” he said with a nod.

      Shiphrah obeyed with Puah following her steps. She looked at his face and noticed the flakey patches she couldn’t see from a distance. She stole a quick glance at Hatshepsut before asking, “Would you be so kind as to disrobe?”

      “Unspeakable.” He rose in a jolt, pushing past the two women, and faced Hatshepsut. “You bring these slaves before me to dishonor me?”

      “No. I brought them here to help you. Please,” she pleaded. “Do as they request.”

      He huffed and turned back to them. With a simple movement, he removed his royal robe and allowed it to fall to the ground.

      Shiphrah cautiously stepped toward him. The flaky patches covered most of his skin and the places where there were no patches were scarred. “And your headdress.”

      He shot a dirty look at his Queen.

      “Please?” Puah added.

      He lifted his large headpiece and held it to his side.

      Shiphrah noticed patches where no hair grew and the hair that was on his head was thinning. She looked back over his bare arms and legs. He had little to no muscle. “How long have you had these problems?”

      “They have grown worse over the past few years. I do not remember exactly where it started.”

      “Does it itch?”

      “A great deal.”

      She saw him twitch.

      “Can you help him?” Queen Hatshepsut begged.

      “I can mix something to help with the itching.”

      “I have plenty of lotions for that.” He returned his headpiece to its original place.

      “I’m afraid that’s all I can offer.” She spread her palms. “I don’t know of any cure for such a skin illness.”

      “Then you are dismissed,” he said. He scooped up his robe and returned it to his body.

      They bowed and left with the queen.

      “Will you mix up the lotions anyway?” she requested.

      “Of course,” Shiphrah said. “I’ll have them ready quickly. They will help. I just wish I had more to offer.”

      “I do as well. He has become increasingly harsh in his discomfort.”

      A few days later, Shiphrah and Puah slept soundly in one of the side chambers of the Lesser Queen Iset.

      “Midwives,” a maid whispered into the dark room. “She calls for you.”

      “Grab the bag,” Shiphrah instructed with a yawn. “Time to meet our new prince or princess.”

      As the sun kissed the palace walls, Iset kissed the head of her new baby.

      “He’s healthy,” Shiphrah informed Queen Hatshepsut who had attended the birth.

      “A boy?”

      “Yes, he looks much like his father.”

      “How much like?”

      “He has his eyes and nose, but not his skin illness if that’s what you mean.”

      She closed her eyes. “Thank Ra.”

      “I received word.” Pharaoh Thutmose II entered the room.

      “A son,” Queen Hatshepsut informed him. “A healthy son.”

      “Can I see him?”

      Iset held the wrapped bundle up.

      Pharaoh stepped over and lifted the baby into his arms. “My son. He will be called Thutmose III.”

      Puah looked over at Queen Hatshepsut. Light reflected off her watery eyes.

      She met the glance of the midwife, shook her head, and left the room.

      Her heart broke for the queen. The royal woman had two beautiful children to call her own, but she longed for more.

      The young midwife had filled her days and her heart with pregnant women and newborn babies. Being witness to the queen’s obvious heartbreak only served to harden the resolve in her soul. If husbands and children brought such ache, she wanted no part of them for herself. She simply wished there was something she could do to help the woman who ruled as Queen over all Egypt, but who lacked power over her own womb.

      God of the universe, she prayed silently as she watched the queen’s form disappear. You are the One who opens and shuts the womb. If it be Your will, open Hatshepsut’s. I know she doesn’t honor You, but perhaps a miracle might be the thing to reach her.

      Someone stepped into her path. She blinked a few times before she recognized Moses standing in the doorway. In two years he had grown from a lanky boy to a person well on his way into manhood. His shoulders and chest were broadening. The sun had tanned his olive complexion into deeper tones.

      Though almost as tall as she, he stretched up on his tiptoes to see inside the room.

      “A brother,” Puah whispered.

      His face lit up with joyous excitement.

      “Go see him.” She stepped aside and motioned with her head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “So teach us to number our days…” -PSALM 90:12

      

        

      
        1509 B.C.

      

      

      

      “I came as quickly as I heard,” Puah said as she slowly entered the princess’ chamber.

      Queen Hatshepsut knelt beside a large bed in the room. “I am glad you are here,” she said without turning around. “Though I wish it were under different circumstances.”

      “You know I’m always ready to serve, my Queen.”

      “I was sorry to hear of your mentor’s recent passing. Shiphrah was a dear woman. I believe, in a different life, we could have been great friends.”

      “She was an incredible woman.” She edged closer. “Taught me everything I know.”

      “I had hoped as much.”

      As she took another few steps, she saw five-year-old Neferure laying in the bed. “What service can I provide today?”

      “I have called for every magician and physician who was brave enough to step foot in the palace.” Hatshepsut rubbed her daughter’s hand. “None of them have been able to help her.”

      Puah noticed the girl’s skin was paler than the last time she saw her. A damp rag lay across her forehead and her skin was soaked with sweat. “A fever?”

      The queen nodded.

      “How long?”

      “Days.”

      “What have they tried?” She looked at a nearby table covered with bottles and bowls.

      “Everything.” The queen buried her face in the sheets and wept.

      The midwife went over to the table and smelled the different mixtures. Then she returned to the bedside. “May I?” She extended her palm toward the princess.

      Queen Hatshepsut looked up and wiped her face. “Of course.”

      She gently removed the rag and placed her hand on the girl’s forehead. “She’s very warm.”

      “Is there anything you can do?”

      “Tell me how this started.” She replaced the rag.

      “She was playing when she began to cough and told me she was tired. I laid her down to rest and when I went to check on her later, she was sweating and her skin was like fire. I called the magicians and that started the rotations of people trying to help. When the last one left this morning, I thought maybe you could…”

      “My specialty is birth and babies. I don’t know what I can…” She shrugged.

      “Please help. You are all I have left. And she is my baby.”

      She twisted her mouth. “We need to get her fever down. Have them draw fresh water from the springs quickly.”

      Queen Hatshepsut sent her servants to work.

      In no time, they had prepared a bath to Puah’s detailed instructions.

      She lifted the girl in her arms who stirred ever so slightly. “Shh, my young Princess. I’ve got a hold of you.” She carried her over to the bath. “Help me undress her.”

      Hatshepsut assisted her and they lowered the girl into the waiting water.

      “Hold her head up,” Puah encouraged as she poured a mixture into the water and then rubbed another on the girl’s skin. “I don’t know if any of this will help, but at least we can try.”

      “I am grateful for your attempts.”

      “If you don’t mind, I’d like to pray.”

      “I have been praying to every god and goddess I can think of.”

      “I know One you haven’t tried yet.” She continued to rub the girl’s skin while she prayed, “Lord, God of the universe. You are so mighty in all Your ways. If it be in Your will, restore health to this young one. She is much loved by her family. If You see fit to heal her, do so in Your divine wisdom.”

      “I have always loved the way you Hebrews pray. You talk to your Deity like he is a friend. A powerful friend, but a friend none the less.”

      “Have them change the sheets and let’s get her out.”

      The two women carefully lifted the small girl out of the water and robed her in a light dress.

      Puah carried her back to the freshly cleaned bed. “There we are.”

      “Mother?” Princess Neferure whimpered.

      “I am here.” The queen grasped her hand. “Right here.”

      “It felt like I was swimming in the Nile.” The young girl half smiled.

      “Puah helped me give you a bath to try to get rid of your fever.”

      “Puah?”

      “Here, my Princess.” She took the girl’s other hand.

      “Is Mother going to have another baby?”

      She looked at Hatshepsut, who dipped her head. “No, dear one. I’m afraid not.”

      Neferure’s crooked smile faded. “I was so hoping for a sister to play with.”

      “You have your older brother, Moses, and young Thutmose III is growing bigger every day.”

      “I know, but they are boys and I really want a sister.”

      “I know you do.” Queen Hatshepsut laughed.

      “Will you play with me, Puah?”

      “Of course, my Princess. I’d be happy to, but we need to get you better first.”

      “I’m sick?”

      “Yes,” she answered. “For many days now.”

      “Mother?”

      “Yes?”

      “Will you play with us too?”

      “Of course.” Tears streamed down her cheeks. “We shall play anything you like.”

      “Can we play after I sleep?” Neferure closed her eyes. “I am very tired.”

      “Rest, sweet one.” The queen kissed her forehead.

      Princess Neferure’s breaths steadied.

      “She looks more peaceful.”

      “You look exhausted. You should get some rest too. I’d be happy to stay with her.” She slid into the large bed, careful not to rouse the sleeping princess.

      “I am quite tired, but I would rather stay with her.” Queen Hatshepsut slipped in on the other side of her daughter. She adjusted herself to lay on her side in order to watch the girl. “She looks so much like a young goddess when she sleeps.”

      Puah stretched out on her back and closed her eyes. Soothing scents of the lotions filled her nostrils and cradled her to sleep.

      When Puah opened her eyes, the chamber was dark. She was unsure how long she had slept. Turning her head to the side, she saw the form of Princess Neferure in the darkness and Queen Hatshepsut sleeping on the other side. She gently reached over and placed her palm just above the girl’s mouth and under her nose. She felt nothing.

      “My Queen,” she whispered.

      The other woman stirred and lifted herself to look over her daughter.

      “I’m afraid that…”

      “No,” the queen whispered. She put her hand on the girl’s forehead. “She is no longer warm. That means she is well.”

      She moved her hand to the girl’s cheek. “She’s cold, my Queen.”

      “Neferure, wake up!” the queen shouted as she shook the little girl. “Wake up!”

      “She’s gone.” Tears streamed down her cheeks and she wiped them away with her shoulder. She reached over and put her hand on the queen’s arm.

      “No.” She jerked her hand away. “As her queen, I order her to rise.”

      “As her mother… let her rest.”

      “But when we laid down, she looked better. She was speaking to us.”

      “Remember that. Not as she lays now, but the joyful playfulness. Envision her swimming in the Nile like she imagined herself.”

      Queen Hatshepsut laid herself over her daughter and wept openly.

      She rose and joined her on the other side of the bed. She held her tight until they both ran out of tears.

      “I don’t understand death,” Queen Hatshepsut whispered into Puah’s arm.

      “Neither do I.” She tightened her grip on the woman and lifted her up to God in prayer. You give and take away, Lord. Bless Your name.
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      Six years later, another death haunted the palace.

      “The falcon is flown to heaven and Queen Hatshepsut is arisen in his place,” the voice of an aide echoed off the walls of the palace complex.

      Puah stood with many others in the streets of Peru-nefer. The news of Pharaoh Thutmose II’s death had come to her like many messages, on the tongues of neighborhood women.

      While her people in the land of Goshen rejoiced, she wept for Queen Hatshepsut who had lost her only daughter and now her husband. She had become close with the royal woman and visited the palace as often as she could.

      The queen’s maiden approached. “Go to her.” Her normally warm smile was gone from her lips. Tears reddened her eyes and wet her face.

      She searched the woman’s eyes. “Has she called?”

      “No.” The woman bowed her head and shook it slightly. “But she needs you.”

      Picking up the hem of her dress, she flew on her tiptoes into the palace and toward the queen’s chamber.

      When she reached the doorway, she slowed. “Queen Hatshepsut,” she called.

      “Come.”

      Upon entering, she found the woman standing beside one of her tables.

      The royal woman picked up a bottle and emptied some of its contents into her hand before rubbing it all over her fingers.

      “I could mix you up a better lotion if your hands are still bothering you.”

      “This comes all the way from Persia,” Queen Hatshepsut insisted. “It does just fine.”

      Puah nodded, not really knowing what else to offer.

      “You have no doubt heard of my husband’s passing by now.”

      “Along with all Egypt, I have. We mourn your loss. He was a good Pharaoh.”

      “He was a weak man,” she hissed under her breath.

      “My Queen?”

      “Disregard that.” She moved to sit on one of the large couches. “I am sure you did not come to discuss medicine or my dead husband.”

      “I came to see how you are faring.”

      “Well enough.” She picked up the deep blue sash that hung from her waist and ran it through her fingers.  “Though I could use your help with a delicate matter.”

      “My Queen certainly has better resources than I.”

      “I do.” She softened. “But I know you will be honest with me. Your mentor treated my family with love and grace. You, yourself, have treated us no less.”

      Puah bowed her head. “I’m but a humble servant.”

      “I didn’t get the chance to treat Shiphrah as a friend. I am hoping to rectify that by extending confidentiality to you.”

      She lifted her head and made eye contact.

      “My husband’s death leaves a vacant throne. My beloved Moses has reached his twenty-second year, but still has much to learn.” She straightened to sit up tall. “I’m not sure if the people are ready to accept him. Until such time as I feel he is ready, I will no longer hold the title of Queen Hatshepsut. From this day forward, I will be taking the title of Pharaoh Hatshepsu. It is my duty to unite our people.”

      She resisted the urge to disagree. “I don’t know what I can offer as assistance.”

      “You have much knowledge from which our people can benefit. I seek your wisdom.”

      “If it be your request, I’ll do my best.”

      “Good.” She rose. “We have much to plan.”
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        “And it came to pass in those days, when Moses was grown, that he went out unto his brethren,”

        -EXODUS 2:11

      

        

      
        1495 B.C.

      

      

      

      Puah shifted her weight on her bare feet. She had been in such a rush this morning that she forgot to tie on a pair of sandals. The cool tile was a welcome relief to her old, sweaty feet.

      “Are you feeling better today?” Puah asked.

      “Somewhat,” Pharaoh Hatshepsu answered as she applied lotion to her hands.

      The routine of visiting the palace every day to adhere to the commands of Pharaoh before she was allowed to see her patients was beginning to wear on her.

      “I seem to have good days and bad. Also, I am having another irritation.”

      “Oh?”

      “Here.” The woman took off her headcloth and untied the ribbon at the top of her head which released the strap of her false beard. She pointed to her chin.

      She moved closer. “Yes. There does seem to be some redness. Possibly from your beard.”

      Hatshepsu rubbed the spot. “Is there anything you can do?”

      “I would suggest to keep the area clean and give the skin time to rest.”

      Pharaoh straightened. The line of her mouth almost disappeared with disapproval.

      “But seeing as how that doesn’t please you, I can give you some lotion to rub on at night when you remove the beard. That should help.”

      “Wonderful.”

      “Mighty Pharaoh,” Senenmut said, entering the chamber with a deep bow. “The sailors have returned from their voyage.”

      “Excellent.” She tied her beard back on and replaced her headcloth. “Let us go welcome them.”

      “I should excuse myself,” Puah requested. “I have many women to visit.”

      “They can wait. Your Pharaoh wishes for you to see the many gifts that have been brought from afar.”

      “Of course. As you wish.”

      “Call for Moses to join us,” she ordered a waiting attendant.

      Once they reached the throne room, Pharaoh Hatshepsu sat on her golden throne. Her first act as ruler had been to have a custom seat made to replace her husband’s. This one was covered in lioness carvings and slightly raised to make her appear even taller than he had sat.

      Puah stood by to witness the exchange but kept in sight of Pharaoh as to please the royal woman.

      “Moses,” Pharaoh beamed as the man entered the room with a deep bow. She extended her arms to him.

      He approached and embraced her. “It is good to see you this beautiful morning.”

      “I am so pleased to see you as well.” She held him out to arm’s length. “You remember Puah?” She waved toward her.

      “Yes. The midwife.” He nodded. “Greetings.”

      Puah bowed.

      “She is such a gifted medicine woman.” Pharaoh bragged.

      “Are you still feeling ill?” Moses’ face scrunched with study as he looked over her.

      “Better. Thanks in large part to Puah.”

      “I am grateful for your care of my mother.”

      “It’s my honor to serve, my Prince.”

      “I have a special surprise for you.” Pharaoh pointed to the group of men waiting before the throne.

      “Mighty Pharaoh,” a weary sailor approached. “We have returned with many rewards from the land of Punt.” He motioned to the men standing behind him.

      The group brought forward large trees with their roots carefully wrapped in cloth and placed in baskets.

      “As you have requested, mighty Pharaoh.” He walked over to the nearest tree and rubbed its leaves. “Thirty-one myrrh trees.”

      “You have done well.” She smiled toward Moses. “Does this gift please you?”

      Moses looked at the trees and back to his mother. “I do not understand.”

      “Thirty-one trees. One for each year of your life.”

      “I see.”

      “I’m going to have them planted in the courts of Djeser-Djeseru.”

      “We have also brought frankincense.” The sailor called for the other baskets.

      “Bring some here,” Pharaoh requested.

      A maiden retrieved a bundle from the men and brought it to her.

      “You have all done well.” She rose and invited Puah to follow her with a graceful movement of her hand.

      When the two were back in her private chamber, Hatshepsu unwrapped the gift.

      “I want to show you something.”

      Puah watched as Pharaoh placed some of the frankincense in a wide bowl. She took it over to a burning fire and charred the hard resin until it changed into a dark liquid. Bringing it back to her table, she allowed the substance to cool for a few moments.

      She took a sharpened reed and dipped it into the liquid. Raising the stick, she ever so softly swept the material under her eye. Dipping again, she stroked another line on her upper eyelid right above her lashes. Then she turned to Puah. “What do you think?”

      Puah tilted her head. “It makes your eyes stand out.”

      “It is to help with the sun. This way our people can work longer on sunny days without straining their eyes.”

      “That’s incredible.” She stepped closer.

      “I thought you would enjoy it.”
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      Nearly a decade later, Puah stood in Pharaoh Hatshepsu’s private chamber as she did every morning. Often it was to provide medical advice. More often than not, it was to provide a humble ear.

      “Yesterday I offered Moses the title of Pharaoh,” the regal woman explained.

      “Wonderful news.”

      “It would have been if he had accepted.”

      Pharaoh rose and walked around the room. Her royal robes glided across the floor with her movements. “Many men strive their whole lives to capture such a title. I thought he was finally ready. Yet, he willingly walks away from the biggest offer that could be given.” She stopped in front of Puah. “I have heard rumors.”

      “About Moses.” She looked at her well-worn sandals.

      “Are they true?”

      The midwife swallowed hard. “They are true.”

      “How could he?”

      “I’m not sure.” She shifted the weight on her feet. “He is such an incredible man.”

      “How could he kill?”

      “That’s the account.”

      “Tell me.” Pharaoh sat on her couch.

      “He went to observe our people’s bondage and witnessed an Egyptian beating a Hebrew slave. In a rage, he struck the taskmaster with a death blow. Then he covered the body in the sand.”

      “Oh, Moses,” she spoke to the man who was not there. “Why would you lash out so?”

      “When he returned,” she went on. “He saw two Hebrews fighting with each other and he tried to intervene. When he attempted to help settle the argument, they told them they witnessed him kill the Egyptian.”

      “This mess is my fault.” She held her head in her hands. “My father set taskmasters over your people to keep them under control. He feared your numbers. I feared for my people if I set all of you free.” She looked into Puah’s face. “I got so busy showing strength so as to keep the favor of my people, I did not bother making changes to protect yours. The taskmasters have become drunk with their power. If I had set things right, Moses would not have murdered that man.”

      “We should have him killed for murder,” Thutmose III entered the room.

      Puah noticed how much the young boy of ten resembled his father. It was like watching time replay itself. He marched into the room and stood right in front of his mother. He was only half her height, but he held his head high and his back as straight as an arrow.

      “It is our law,” he demanded, trying to make his voice deeper than it would normally go.

      “He is family.” She rose to stand over him. “We can forgive such a transgression.” The queen reached to cup her son’s small chin.

      The boy pulled away in disgust. “Father would have brought justice.”

      “Your father is not here and you are not old enough to judge such matters.” She turned to Puah. “Is he really gone?”

      “Yes, he set out in the middle of the night. He didn’t even leave word with his family which way he was heading.”

      “Very well.” She folded her hands together in a delicate manner. “We will not give chase.”

      “Mighty Pharaoh-”

      She held up a hand to her step-son. “Let the gods deal with him.”

      He huffed and stormed out of the room.

      The royal woman sank back into her chair. “I cannot believe he is truly gone. I had such high hopes of him being a great Pharaoh. The work on his tomb is halfway complete. He was to lay as one of our great kings after a mighty rule.”

      Puah gazed over the queen. The woman looked as heartsick as any she had seen. Her eyes were reddened with lack of sleep. Her robe was tied in haste and left to hang as it was.

      “Is there anything I can do?” she offered

      Pharaoh looked up at her. “Can you pray to your God to bring my son back?”

      She nodded. With a sincere wish and a silent prayer, she longed for Moses to return as well. If left in the hands of the angry young man who had just left the room, she knew her people’s path would be a rough one. If Moses returned, they might have a chance to thrive.
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        “And it came to pass in the process of time, that the king of Egypt died:” -EXODUS 2:23

      

        

      
        1457 B.C.

      

      

      

      Puah’s tight back pulled as she walked toward the palace complex in Peru-nefer. Eight and a half decades had been kind to her, but time has a way of catching up with everyone sooner or later. She dreamed of starting life renewed as the twelve-year-old girl who went knocking on Shiphrah’s gate. Perhaps she should have waited a few more years to see if any prospective husband ever came calling.

      Then she recounted all the fresh faces of new life she had cradled in her arms. She held up her hands. They were wrinkled and cracked with age. Scars marred her once smooth skin. Her fingers bent at the knuckles so that they never fully straightened. They were so different from the skin of the newborns she eased into the world. Though that’s something she wouldn’t trade for all the husbands in the world.

      It had become increasingly necessary to ask her Hebrew apprentice, Eliora, for more and more help when it came to preparing food or cleaning the house. Her Egyptian student, Layla, had made herself useful in a different way by working with the patients and seeing those patients further out.

      Puah appreciated both women in their unique ways. She didn’t know if any Egyptian women would want to be under her teaching. Many divisions had occurred over the past few decades and new ones revealed themselves each passing week. Layla had accepted the position and seemed open enough to learning, even from a Hebrew.

      Midwifery was one thing. It was Puah’s passion. It was why she got up in the morning. Taking care of daily chores was another thing altogether. Her young student had been thrilled with the added responsibilities. Her heart was so full of willingness to serve that she didn’t even hesitate with each request.

      Puah remembered herself as a bright young woman ready to learn her duties under her mentor.

      Shiphrah.

      Only one of many names that brought memories flooding back to her.

      Her dear mentor had taught her with grace and compassion. She had instructed her in the ways of her trade as well as the ways of life. When it came down to it, Shiphrah had become a second mother to her. She had taken Puah under her broad wing and guided her to be the woman she was today. Her mentor’s simple ideas and bold passion stirred something in her that she could never quite explain.

      She missed her dearly.

      Her heavy heart weighed down her steps.

      To date, she had seen the rise and fall of three Pharaohs. Two had been men striving to expand Egypt into new territories. One had been a woman who helped Egypt thrive within its own borders.

      Hatshepsut.

      The woman who started out as a tolerance had grown a special place in Puah’s heart.

      She wept for weeks after the announcement rang from the palace complex, “The falcon is flown to heaven and Pharaoh Thutmose III is arisen in his place.”

      Partly because the two had become inseparable in the twenty years she ruled as Pharaoh. They had become as close as royalty and servant were allowed. Each knowing their place, yet respecting the other as a valued confidant.

      She had longed to visit the vast complex the woman had built in the south for herself, but her old body had only been able to make the trip once since the Pharaoh’s passing. It was just too far for her to travel alone.

      The other part was primarily because of the step-son who replaced her. For the last twenty-five years, Puah had barely stepped foot in the palace under the new Pharaoh. He had little patience for her people and even less need for a midwife. He held firm to his own magicians and aides to solve any problem within his walls.

      This made it even more of a surprise when she was summoned that morning to arrive at the palace complex. Her heart feared an edict like the one she disobeyed as a young midwife so long ago. Shiphrah had taken the lead in the plan that had saved countless Hebrew boys. She didn’t know if she had the strength or stamina to fight this Pharaoh.

      Her body ached and her mind missed the faces of all who had gone before. Her partner apprentice, Rania, had a long practice as a midwife in the south until her death. She thought about all pregnant women and children she had seen grow old and pass on. Her heart hurt with loneliness. She missed those who had gone through shared experiences with her. She missed chatting about the old days.

      Eliora’s bright personality and thirst for knowledge had kept her going through the darkest of days. The young girl’s spirit had renewed Puah’s passion when she most wanted to give in. If it had not been for the younger woman, she would have longed for the welcoming arms of peaceful rest that awaited her on the other side of this world.

      “Do they speak Hebrew?” Eliora’s question interrupted Puah’s distant thoughts.

      She hadn’t noticed that her student had been holding a one-sided conversation the entire time they had been walking until that moment.

      “Many of them study numerous languages, but they expect you to speak Egyptian when you stand before them.”

      “I hope I won’t have to do any speaking.” She frowned. “I haven’t been practicing like you asked.”

      “If you’re going to serve their people, you need to respect them.”

      “I’ll do better.” She beamed. “I promise.”

      Puah tried to straighten her limp.

      “Would you like to stop and let me help you stretch that out?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I don’t like to keep Pharaohs waiting.” She pushed through the pain. “I’ll manage.”

      When they came upon the massive gates, the guards stepped aside to give them passage.

      Puah expertly managed the twists and turns of the long corridors. She had walked the halls so many times she could probably do it without sight. With her eyes dimming as they were, it wouldn’t be long before she could try.

      “Mighty Pharaoh,” she said with a bow as they entered the throne room. “May you live forever.”

      Pharaoh Thutmose III sat upon a golden throne marked with the god of the sun. Puah noticed that he didn’t look like his father at the same age. That was a good thing in terms of health. Where his father had lost muscle and grew skin lesions all over his body, this Thutmose’s skin shone a brilliant bronze. Exposed muscles rippled under his minimal clothing and extravagant ornamentation. He was a perfect picture of power.

      “Puah, the midwife,” an aide introduced.

      “The what?”

      “The midwife, your Excellence.” The aide adjusted his neck collar. “The Hebrew woman your wife requested.”

      “Very well.” He waved them off without much of a glance. “Send them to her.”

      “This way,” one of the massive men Pharaoh employed as a guard motioned.

      Puah and Eliora bowed and followed the man.

      “Whew!” the younger student said in a whispered Hebrew tongue.

      “Keep your guard up,” her mentor ordered in a lower tone.

      “I’ll take them from here,” a maiden spoke to the guard as they neared a side apartment. She was a simple woman, though beautiful, with kind eyes.

      He gave a slight nod before turning around and marching away.

      “I’m pleased you have accepted my lady’s invitation.” She bent a little and spread her arms. Her white silk robe and turquoise cat amulet indicated to Puah that she must be one of the queen’s top servants. Every Queen she had ever known wanted the women around her to be dressed in their best at all times.

      “I’m afraid we don’t understand why exactly we’ve been called upon,” Puah’s tongue smoothed over the Egyptian words.

      “Queen Satiah is experiencing some discomfort in her pregnancy that our aides have not been able to calm.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yes. There are rumors that your Hebrew midwives are much more knowledgeable in this area. And that you, in particular, are a friend to the palace.”

      “We are eager to serve.”

      “I know that will please the Queen.” She waved her delicate hands toward the entrance. “This way, please.”

      Puah and Eliora followed closely behind the woman as she led them into the queen’s chamber.

      “My Queen,” the woman announced as she came upon her mistress. “I have gathered more aid for you.”

      Queen Satiah reclined on a large couch. The curve of the piece of furniture cradled the heavily pregnant woman perfectly. Golden lion’s paws stuck out of the legs of the couch as if it were ready to pounce on its prey at any given moment. An orange-red carnelian pillar amulet hung heavy around her neck.

      “Are you suffering from back pains?” Puah inquired.

      “I am.” The queen straightened as best she could. “How did you know?” She glanced at her maid, assuming the woman had given away the details of the visit.

      The woman spread her hands and shrugged.

      “I’ve spent much time around Egyptians and I am familiar with your practices.” Puah pointed to the necklace. “The symbol you wear there is often used to help alleviate back pain and promote stability to its wearer.”

      She rubbed her fingers over the smooth gemstone. “You are as intelligent as they claim.”

      “Can you tell me what other issues you’ve been dealing with?”

      She rubbed the sides of her stomach. “Tightness on either side that doesn’t seem to have a rhythm.”

      “Comes and goes when you move?”

      She nodded.

      “I believe you are suffering from false labor.”

      “Is it serious?”

      “No. It’s simply your body’s way of getting ready for the real thing.”

      “Is there anything that can be done?”

      “There are lots of things to help.” She put her bag down and sat near the couch. “First is to make sure you’re drinking plenty of liquids.”

      “I can see to that,” the maiden added.

      “You can also try a warm bath. That usually helps the muscles calm down.”

      The queen lifted her head to motion her servant. “Have one drawn.”

      “Straight away.” She left to fulfill the request.

      “Once you’re done with that, I’d also like to try a massage.”

      “That sounds divine.”

      “My student and I can show your servant some techniques so she can help when we are not available.”

      “Wonderful.”

      After a long soak in warm water and an instructional massage, Puah noticed the more relaxed face of the Queen as she lay on her couch. “Feeling better?”

      “Much.” She smiled.

      “How long have you been suffering?”

      “A few days.”

      “How far along are you?”

      “I do not know exactly.”

      “It won’t be long. I’d say by the end of the month or sooner.”

      “I am truly grateful for your help.”

      “It’s my pleasure to serve.”

      “I would like to reward you.”

      Puah held up her hand. “That’s not necessary, my Queen.”

      “Of course it is.” She waved over her maiden. “Nailah, fetch that box of jewelry from my bedchamber.”

      She bowed deeply and hurried to retrieve the item. Upon her return, she placed a gold box on the queen’s lap.

      Queen Satiah lifted the lid and placed it next to her leg. Her fingertips danced over the array of colors inside.

      “Ah,” she indicated. “Here we are.” She lifted a simple necklace out of the pile and held it up.

      Polished red jasper caught a few glints of the rays of sunlight that poured into the room through the wide windows. The gemstone had been expertly carved into a seated lioness.

      Puah’s eyes watered as a memory flooded her mind. The same necklace had hung around Queen Hatshepsut’s neck when they first met. It was a gift from her father when she turned thirteen. She wore it with poise on many occasions.

      The Queen extended the necklace towards her.

      She bowed her head and intertwined her fingers. “It’s not right for me to accept such a lavish gift.”

      “I insist. You have pleased your Queen and I seek to reward such acts.” She stretched her arm further.

      “Thank you.” Puah clasped the charm firmly in the palm of her hand and closed her fingers around it. The cool stone felt good against her warm skin. She pulled her fist in tight to her chest. “If there is anything else I can assist with, please call on me.”

      “I might take you up on that offer.”

      She bowed and left the apartment.

      When they stepped into the open city streets, Eliora spoke first, “That was a beautiful gift.”

      Puah nodded.

      “Aren’t you going to put it on?”

      She stopped. She still held her tightened fist to her chest. “I couldn’t wear such a thing. What would my patients think?”

      “The Egyptians walk around layered in fine jewelry and lavish garments. If it’s truly a gift, then you should wear it proudly.”

      She opened her hand to reveal the somber face of the flaming jasper lioness. “You think?”

      “Yes.”

      The young woman lifted the chain from Puah’s hand and extended it over her head. The charm dropped down and dangled perfectly on her chest.

      “It suits you.”

      “It’s stunning.” She ran her fingers over the gemstone feeling the slight variations in the etchings. “I never thought I’d own such a fine piece of jewelry.”
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        “Now there arose up a new king over Egypt, which knew not Joseph.” -EXODUS 1:8

      

      

      

      Three weeks later, a loud knock at the gate interrupted Eliora’s sweeping. “I’ll see to it,” she called.

      She straightened and put the hand broom in the corner before going to the gate.

      Puah stepped to the doorway leading from the main room into the open courtyard. She leaned upon the post.

      When Eliora opened the door, a young guard clad in royal colors stood tall.

      “I have a message from the palace,” he said.

      “Hoshea?” Puah crossed the courtyard and came to the gate.

      A Hebrew boy she had held in her hands almost twenty years before stood broad-shouldered and brave before her.

      “Puah.” He bowed. “It is good to see you well.”

      “And you.” She bowed back. “Your mother mentioned you had been selected to train with Pharaoh’s army. She wore a smile as proud as a warrior wears a battle scar speaking about you.”

      His sun-kissed cheeks turned pink and he tipped his head with a nod.

      “Is your father well?”

      He cleared his throat. “Yes. Thank you.”

      “Ah-hem,” Eliora’s noise beside them caught Puah’s attention.

      “My apologies.” She waved to her apprentice. “Hoshea, son of Nun, I’d like to introduce one of my students, Eliora.”

      “A pleasure.” He bowed with a bright smile before straightening and adjusting his neck collar. “I wish this was a social visit.”

      “Oh?” she asked.

      “I’ve been sent to escort you to the palace.”

      “Pharaoh?”

      “Not that serious.” He relaxed. “Queen Satiah actually. She seeks your presence at once.”

      “Of course.” She squared her shoulders. “Let us just grab a bag and we’ll be ready.”

      Eliora followed her to their supplies. She grabbed a knife to put in the bag but dropped it.

      Puah reached for her shaking hand. “Are you unwell?”

      The younger woman met her eyes. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.”

      She placed an open palm on her cheek. “You're flushed. Maybe you should stay here. I’m sure I can handle-”

      “No!” she shouted.

      The mentor pulled her hand back.

      “I’m sorry.” She stole a quick glance toward the courtyard and then back to Puah. “I mean, no, I’m well.” She returned to filling the bag.

      Puah looked to the gate and smiled. Hoshea still stood there waiting for them.

      “What do you think she wants?” Eliora asked.

      “I don’t know.” She answered, pretending not to notice the change of subject. “Maybe her false labor is increasing?”

      “Maybe I’ll get a necklace this time?” She giggled.

      Puah swatted the girl with the rag in her hand. “Pack your own bag and let’s find out.”

      “Do you think we should wait for Layla to return?”

      She shook her head. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned it’s-”

      “Never keep a Pharaoh waiting.” She smiled wide.

      “There is still much for you to learn, young one. But I’m glad to know you’ve been listening.”

      The two women hurried toward Peru-nefer with their escort.

      Eliora made sure to keep a step behind her mentor.

      Puah played with the idea that it was either to simply show respect or to keep herself from the handsome guard that led them. Duty kept her from discovering the truth, along with the present company.

      “I’ll leave you here,” Hoshea said with a bow as they passed through the entrance and toward the queen’s maiden.

      Puah noticed Eliora’s gaze followed his long stride as he disappeared.

      “Appearing as requested.” She bowed toward Nailah.

      Deep blue beads of lapis lazuli lined the servant’s neck and rolled with her movements. “The Queen will be pleased to see you again.”

      “Is she well?” Eliora asked, trying her Egyptian.

      The maiden tilted her head at the young girl. “She believes her pains are more regular and asked me to fetch Puah to attend to her birth.”

      “It will be an honor to assist,” she offered.

      “This way.” She glided down the tiled hallway.

      “You’ve been practicing,” Puah whispered in Hebrew into the ear of Eliora.

      The student beamed.

      “Keep up the good work.”

      “The women you requested,” Nailah announced as they entered the bedchamber.

      Queen Satiah lay on her bed. Gold rods shone bright with matching gazelle hoof feet. Her head was delicately supported by the curved wooden headboard. White linens covered the woven mattress and lotus flowers decorated the wide footboard.

      Puah thought of the worn straw mat wrapped in the corner of her home waiting to be uncurled when she returned to lay her head down that night.

      What it must be like to sleep in a proper bed for just one night.

      “You said by the end of the month,” the queen’s words invaded her thoughts.

      “So I did.” She smiled. “Would you mind if we have a look at you?”

      “That is why I called.” She tensed.

      Layla arrived late into the evening upon hearing from a neighbor that Puah and Eliora had been summoned to the palace.

      As the oil lamps were lit in the private chamber, Puah instructed the servants and her apprentices to set up a birthing stool.

      “You can’t expect our Queen to give birth like a slave,” Nailah protested.

      “Women are women. This is one of the most effective ways to give birth. She has sought my wisdom in this regard and I intend to perform my duties to the best of my abilities. I’m sure she expects you to do the same.”

      The servant turned away with a flip of her robe and a stifled grunt.

      “Soon?” Queen Satiah gasped between breaths.

      “Soon.” Puah nodded. “Let’s get you into place.”

      The younger women eased the queen over to the stones.

      “That’s it, my Queen. Baby is coming,” she encouraged the woman.

      She panted and bore down.

      “He’s here!” Puah shared. “A boy!”

      “Wonderful.” She gasped for air. “Pharaoh will be so pleased.”

      “Look at him.” She held the wiggling boy up. “He’s got your eyes.”

      The midwife set to work wiping the baby down with a mix of water and wine, rubbing him with prepared oils, and then wrapping him in fresh linens.

      “Hello there, my son.” The royal woman accepted the boy from Puah and laid him on her chest. While he suckled, she held his head full of dark hair.

      “Has Pharaoh decided a name?” Eliora inquired.

      “Amenemhat.”

      “He doesn’t wish to keep his family name going?”

      “He wishes to erase them from our history. If he could change his own name, he would. At least he can start by giving our son a proper name.”

      “His father and grandfather did much to increase the lands of Egypt,” Puah voiced. “They were mighty men who are honored by your people. And Pharaoh Hatshepsu. She brought peace to the land and dramatically increased trade.”

      “She was a lunatic and nothing more than a power-hungry woman,” Pharaoh Thutmose III’s deep-voiced boomed from behind them.

      “Mighty Pharaoh,” Puah said with a low bow. “I didn’t mean-”

      He held up a hand. “I do not wish to spend any more time wasting my breath discussing that woman.” He waved her off as he passed. “I have come to see my child.”

      “A son, Mighty Pharaoh,” Queen Satiah reported. “A strong child.”
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        “And Moses took his wife and his sons, and set them upon an ass, and he returned to the land of Egypt:”

        -EXODUS 4:20

      

        

      
        1447 B.C.

      

      

      

      Puah wiped some perspiration from her forehead. The heat was rising to its pinnacle late in the month of Av. Her heart broke thinking about the men laboring out in the feverish temperatures to build cities for Pharaoh. The women also toiled day and night to serve the people of Egypt. Her guild of midwives was fortunate enough to live and serve free, but her people weren’t.

      “Who are we visiting today?” Eliora called over her shoulder while packing a bag.

      “An Egyptian woman named Sofh,” she answered from the other room. “She believes she is pregnant with her first child.”

      “How exciting.”

      The two women made their way into the city of Memphis towards the home of the waiting woman.

      “Please, enter.” A servant girl bowed and waved them in. “My lady is expecting you.”

      “Greetings.” Puah bowed as they approached the reclined woman. “I’m Puah and this is one of my apprentices, Eliora.” She waved to the younger woman.

      “Aria, these are the best midwives you could find?” the ornately dressed woman spoke over their heads to her waiting servant.

      “Yes, my lady. They are the most highly recommended midwives in all of Egypt.”

      “But they are dressed so humbly.” She eyed the two Hebrew women for a long time. “And they smell.”

      Puah felt heat rise in her cheeks with a mix of anger and embarrassment. “I can assure you, Mistress, we are very clean and honored to be assisting you with your pregnancy.”

      “Let me see your hands,” she demanded.

      The two midwives stepped closer with outstretched hands.

      “Callouses. I should have known. Filthy Hebrew slaves.”

      “If you are unhappy, my lady, I can fetch new midwives,” Aria offered.

      She searched the two women standing in front of her again before answering, “They are already here. We shall see how good they are.” She waved off her servant. “Next time.” Sofh narrowed her gaze toward the midwives. “Don’t come into my home smelling like cattle.”

      “Yes, Mistress.” Puah bit her tongue. “May I ask you a few questions?”

      Sofh sighed and rolled herself onto her back. “If you must.”

      “When was your last bleeding?”

      “Six weeks ago, and I’m terribly miserable. I haven’t been able to keep down any food.”

      The midwife eyed the bowls overflowing with fresh fruit on the table next to them. “Would you mind if I examine you?”

      Sofh wrinkled her nose. “If you go wash first.” She pointed to the doorway.

      “Of course,” she said with a bow and stepped into the next room.

      Eliora followed. “I’d like to give that woman a piece of my mind,” she spoke in Hebrew through tight lips.

      “Silence.” Puah placed her finger over her lips. “We are guests in her home. It is not right to speak about the lady of the house in such a manner.”

      “She’s so disrespectful.”

      “Not in her eyes.” The mentor scrubbed her hands in a waiting water basin. “All Hebrews are slaves to these people, whether we truly are or not. I wouldn’t expect her to treat us any differently.”

      “We are not here to please her, we are here to ensure a safe and healthy pregnancy so she may hold her child.”

      “We are here to serve just as any other servant.” She washed her hands again. “Now, wash up and help me.”

      The women returned to examine Sofh.

      “You seem very healthy,” Puah reported.

      “You’d expect anything less?” The pregnant woman huffed.

      “I’d like to come by in another few weeks and see how you are doing?”

      “That will be-” Sofh started, but gagged on her next words. She bent over a nearby bowl and heaved several times.

      Aria rushed in and held a cloth to her mistress’ forehead.

      “That will subside with time,” Puah explained.

      The Egyptian woman glared up at her before starting another round of dry heaves.

      “I’ll leave a mixture with your servant. Try drinking a few sips in the morning when you rise and it should help.”

      When Sofh collapsed back onto her couch, Aria followed the women to the door.

      “Let the roots steep in some warm water for a few moments. Remember, only let her sip on it,” the mentor instructed.

      Aria nodded.

      “If it doesn’t get better before I return, call for me and I’ll bring her some other herbs.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Aria!” Sofh shouted.

      “You best go,” Eliora suggested. “We can see ourselves out.”

      The young girl bowed and rushed back to her mistress.

      “You can head back to the house and help Layla,” Puah said as they walked along. “I have another stop I’d like to make alone.”

      “Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “I’ll return before dark.”

      “If you wish.” The younger woman turned herself toward the direction of their home.

      Puah wandered the streets of Avaris in search of the home of Aaron. When she finally found the right building, she entered the large courtyard and was greeted by his wife, Elisheba. She was a small, humble woman. She liked to keep to herself but lived to serve any guest who entered her home.

      “It’s good to see you.” The midwife met the woman at the gate. “How are those four boys of yours?”

      “Very well.”

      “Wonderful. I’m here to speak with-”

      “Elisheba, who was there?” A petite woman came into the courtyard from one of the rooms. She held a wet rag in her hand and her dress was covered in food.

      Two young ones hurried past her chasing each other.

      “Gershom and Eliezer,” she scolded.

      The boys stopped in the tracks.

      “Go play out back.”

      They rushed off without another word.

      “This is my friend, Puah,” Elisheba waved.

      Puah bowed.

      “She’s come for a visit.” The woman beamed so wide that it reached her eyes. “She’s a wonderful midwife and helped deliver all of my boys.” She turned to Puah. “This is my sister-in-law, Zipporah.”

      “That would make you Moses’ wife,” Puah figured.

      “Yes, it would.” The woman put both hands on her broad hips.

      “Actually, I’m here to speak with Moses. Is he here?”

      Elisheba looked over her shoulder and back to her guest. “How did you know?”

      “I take care of women, my dear. They have loose lips when they gather.”

      “Isn’t that the truth.” Zipporah smiled and wiped her hand on her apron. “Please, come in.” She stepped back into the kitchen area and returned to her tasks.

      Puah walked into the common room and placed her bag beside the doorway.

      Elisheba followed. “They are in the next room. I can get-”

      “That’s an outrageous plan,” Aaron’s voice carried from the next room with exasperation evident in his tone. The thin veil between the two rooms did little to hide their conversation. “You’ve been repeating it since I met you in the wilderness.”

      Moses huffed.

      “Of course it is,” Miriam said, her voice carrying just as loud from the room. “Have you ever heard God doing anything inside man’s strength?”

      Aaron shot his sister a dirty look.

      “Husband,” Elisheba called.

      Aaron approached them. He was a massive man. Puah knew that he had spent his youth working in the quarries, but with time they moved him to a position of leadership and less of hard work. The sun had tanned his olive skin dark and the intensive workload had kept him fit.

      “This is Puah and she wants to speak with you.”

      Aaron exchanged a glance with Moses, who had come to stand next to him.

      She met eyes with the man she hadn’t seen in decades. His face was wrinkled with age and marked with the sands of the desert. His hair was graying at his temples and some flecks showed in his long beard. Bright eyes shone from under shaggy eyebrows. He stood tall and proud. Whatever he had done while gone for the past forty years had kept his physical body in decent shape.

      “I don’t know if you remember me,” Puah started. “I assisted your mother when she gave birth to you. My mentor, Shiphrah, and I organized the midwife network that saved many Hebrew boys under the edict that would have cost you your life.”

      “Of course.” Miriam joined them. “It’s good to see you well. And Shiphrah?”

      “She died many years ago.” She hung her head.

      “I’m sure she is enjoying Paradise as we speak.”

      Miriam’s hair was just as dark as Puah remembered. The young girl had grown into a beaming woman. Though older than both of her brothers, she had aged well enough that someone who didn’t know the siblings would peg her as the youngest. Being spared from the powerful rays of the Egyptian sun, her olive complexion was clear and bright in comparison to the leather skin of her brothers.

      She nodded. “I’m sure God greatly rewarded her faithfulness to Him. She was a brave woman who feared God.”

      “And you as well.”

      “Not as brave. I was just young at the time. I knew following God was the right thing to do, but I was a lot more frightened than Shiphrah. She was so sure of herself.”

      “Yet, you stand before us now?” the sister asked.

      “Yes. To speak with Moses.”

      “Speaking will be a difficulty,” Aaron murmured.

      She tilted her head. “I don’t understand.”

      “Best I can gather, our brethren in the wilderness speak a different form of our language. It has taken some time to learn to communicate.”

      “I speak Hebrew and Egyptian. I’m sure I can understand him well enough.”

      “Why do you seek him?” he questioned with a slight lift of his head.

      “I heard he has returned from the wilderness.”

      “He has.”

      “I’ve also heard he will be requesting an audience with Pharaoh.” She straightened her shoulders and ignored the aching muscles in her back. “I’ve heard he wants to request leave to make sacrifices to God.”

      Aaron looked at his younger brother. “That’s what he tells me.”

      “Then I’m here to offer my assistance.”

      “You?” he asked. “What help could you offer?”

      “I’ve served the royals on many occasions. I also know Pharaoh will not see you unless you’ve been called.”

      “Apparently he has something to get Pharaoh’s attention.”

      “What is it?”

      “Rod?” Moses asked his brother.

      “Mine?”

      He nodded.

      Aaron huffed out of the room and returned with his staff. He jammed it into Moses’ chest.

      Moses handed it back to him and pointed to the ground. “Throw.”

      He looked at the women around the room.

      “Better do as he asks,” Miriam suggested.

      The brother lifted the rod above his head and pitched it to the ground.

      When the stick hit the sandy floor, it transformed into a slithering serpent.

      All three women took a step back.

      “You get that thing out of our house,” Elisheba demanded.

      “Retrieve.” Moses pointed to the snake.

      “Are you mad, brother?” Aaron protested. “It’ll bite me.”

      He simply shook his head and pointed to the serpent.

      Aaron edged closer to the snake and quickly reached just behind its head. As soon as his hand touched the skin, it transformed back into a rod. He turned it over and over again, waiting for it to slither once more.

      “Do you think that will convince Pharaoh?” Puah wondered.

      Moses shrugged.

      “When do we try?” Aaron asked. “As the midwife said, you don’t just walk into the palace without being summoned.”

      She rubbed her chin. “Leave that part to me.” She retrieved her bag. “Follow me, but let me do the talking.”

      Aaron shot his brother a glance. “Let the woman speak for us,” he joked. “So, I can speak for Moses. So, Moses can speak for God. This is some plan.” He folded his arms across his chest and shook his head.

      Moses stood by Puah and called over his shoulder toward his brother. “Coming?”

      “I don’t know what you’re getting me into, brother.” Aaron kissed his wife and followed the two toward the palace.

      Puah stood straight as they approached the guards. “I am Puah, the midwife. I’m here for Queen Satiah.”

      The two guards stared at Moses and Aaron before exchanging glances.

      “No one has called for you,” the taller one said.

      “I’d hate for you to incur the wrath of Pharaoh if you continue to hold me up from seeing his Great Royal Wife.”

      “You may enter,” the other said. “But they must stay here.”

      “They need to come with me,” she said, leaving hesitation out of her words in the hope she could persuade them.

      “Why?”

      “Because…” Her normally quick thoughts had come to a standstill in her mind. “Because…”

      “Puah?” Queen Satiah’s voice echoed off the walls as she approached them.

      “My Queen.” She bowed.

      “Let them pass,” the queen ordered.

      Each man stepped aside.

      “It’s wonderful to see you well, my Queen.” She kept her voice light and moved so the group would be a few steps away from the royal protection.

      “Should I be different?” Queen Satiah examined the two men with the midwife.

      “I need an audience with you.” Puah looked over her shoulder at the guards who stood nearby. “A private audience.”

      “I see.” The royal woman stretched her neck to address the soldiers, “You are dismissed.”

      The two men marched back to their post at the gate.

      Queen Satiah gracefully walked a little further down the extensive hallway and turned into a small room.

      The three Hebrews followed behind.

      “You may speak freely,” she invited, stopping to stand in the middle of the room.

      “My Queen,” Puah started. “This is Moses and his brother Aaron. They need an audience with Pharaoh.”

      “I am afraid that is impossible today.” She folded her arms across her chest and tapped an elongated finger on her arm. “He is extremely busy with many important matters.”

      “I assure you, my Queen, this is an important matter as well.”

      She glanced into Puah’s face. “Very well. I will try my best. Stay here.” Queen Satiah gracefully walked away.

      “Do you think this will work?” Aaron whispered.

      “It has to.” She kept her eyes on the hallway in which the Queen had disappeared.

      It wasn’t long before the woman was seen gliding back. “Follow me.”

      The three of them trailed the queen down the long maze of hallways. Each one more eloquently decorated than the last.

      She watched Aaron’s gaze inspect item after item as he witnessed Egyptian life at its finest. Paintings, furniture, room after room filled with anything a person could ask for. He probably had never been granted access to the palace before today.

      Puah had walked the halls so many times, that the elegance had worn off many years ago.

      She caught Moses out of the corner of her eye. His pace slowed behind the group. She imagined all of his childhood memories flooding back to his mind. This was not just the palace to him, it had been the home in which he’d grown up.

      “Mighty Pharaoh,” Queen Satiah announced as they approached the throne room.

      Pharaoh Thutmose III sat upon a golden throne. It was decorated with regal symbols of Ra, the winged god he was believed to embody. He was robed in the best of linens and his gold and blue striped Nemes headdress sat perfectly atop his finest wig.  He waved her forward.

      “May I present Puah, Aaron, and Moses.”

      “Moses?” Pharaoh rose in such a quick motion that if Puah had blinked, she would have missed it. “Arrest him.”

      Guards rushed in like a mighty wind on either side of Moses and grabbed his arms.

      “Wait.” Puah stepped forward. “Hear them.”

      Pharaoh lifted his chin. “I do not have to listen to a midwife and I certainly do not have to agree to an audience with a murderer.”

      “We are here speaking on behalf of God,” Aaron’s voice rumbled through the vast space.

      Pharaoh snorted. “If your precious Yahweh was so powerful, then why does he send slaves to speak to me?”

      “The Lord God of Israel says, ‘Let my people go, that they may hold a feast for me in the wilderness.’ He has requested that we go three days journey into the desert to sacrifice unto Him.”

      “I know not your God.” He lowered himself slowly. “Neither will I let Israel go.”

      Moses struggled against the guards.

      Aaron stepped forward. “Our God has requested-”

      “I have heard enough about your god.” He pounded his fist on the arm of his throne. “You are a lazy people. Lazy enough to have nothing better to do than bother me. Lazy enough to request leave to sacrifice to your god in the wilderness. Get out of here and go to work.” He motioned to the guards with his chin. “I’ll release you to return to the work for which you were born.”

      The guards dropped Moses’ arms.

      “Let it be known,” Pharaoh Thutmose III’s voice rang out. “For this disruption today, I will no longer provide straw for the Hebrews. They must collect their own straw for brick making, but must also maintain their quotas and not diminish by one brick.” He sat back in his seat. “If they have time to go sacrifice to their god, then they have time to produce more structures for me.”

      The following morning, Puah walked through the palace hallways searching for Moses. She had already stopped by Aaron’s home before the sun rose only to be told the two had headed back before Pharaoh.

      When she passed the throne room, she heard voices and tipped her head inside.

      Two men stood trembling in their short wraps and bare chests. They were Hebrew officers placed in charge of other slaves. Bruises covered their exposed skin and bandages were wrapped around their arms and legs.

      “Why have you dealt with us so harshly?” one asked, his voice shook with fear. “The taskmasters request us to gather our own straw and then beat us for not providing the same number of bricks as in days past. We try to accomplish our duties, but they have taken away our straw. It is their fault we can’t produce enough bricks.”

      “The fault lies with your own listless people,” Pharaoh barked. “They have requested leave to make sacrifices to your god. No straw will be given to you, but you need to keep making the same number of bricks as before.”

      “Who has made such requests?” the other Hebrew official asked.

      “Aaron and Moses.” He lowered his gaze. “Now, get back to work.”

      The two rushed out of the room and into the hallway.

      “Why would they do such a thing?” one of the men asked the other as they passed Puah.

      “I don’t know,” the other said. “But we are going to find out.”

      She saw the figures of Moses and Aaron coming toward the two men.

      “You!” the second officer yelled. He hurried to stand right in front of Moses.  “What right do you have to speak for us?”

      Aaron pushed his brother behind himself. “I beg your pardon, but you have no right to speak to us like that.”

      “We’ve just come from Pharaoh and he says that this.” He pressed his bandaged arm in Aaron’s face. “Is your fault.”

      “I’m sure I don’t know anything-”

      “You stirred his wrath,” the other spoke.

      “We are following God’s orders.”

      The larger man took a step closer to place his body within inches of Aaron. “May the Lord judge you because you have turned us into a foul odor in the eyes of Pharaoh. With your request, you have given them all the excuse they need to slay us.” He narrowed his eyes and then walked away.

      With a shake of his head, the other followed.

      “Don’t worry about them,” Aaron offered.

      Moses huffed and stomped away.

      Puah chased after him. Her old age slowed her steps, but she caught up to him. When she came to his side, she spoke softly, “Your brother is only trying to help.”

      He nodded roughly.

      They walked at an unhurried pace through the hallway that led out of the palace.

      “You know,” she offered. “I could help with your speech.”

      Moses turned slightly to her.

      “I’ve noticed you let Aaron do all the talking.”

      He nodded.

      “I’m fluent in Egyptian because I treat both Hebrew and Egyptian women.”

      “Too long,” he tried.

      “You have been away a long time. But you were trained as an Egyptian, I’m sure you can learn quick enough.”

      He shrugged. “Aaron speaks.”

      “Aaron speaks well enough, but he’s not you.”

      He looked at her with hesitation.

      They stepped into the street and sunlight.

      He sighed.

      “Can I show you something? It’ll take a few days journey, but I think it’ll be worth it.”

      “Where?” he managed.

      “Djeser-Djeseru in the valley of Deir el-Bahri. We can leave first thing in the morning.”

      He nodded slowly.

      Puah didn’t know if revealing the location early would make him change his mind. She wanted to be honest with him and allow him to hear her pleas. She just didn’t know if he was ready to face what lay ahead.
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        “And Pharaoh said, ‘Who is the LORD, that I should obey his voice to let Israel go?’ ” -EXODUS 5:2

      

      

      

      Several days later, they entered the vast valley. When they came close to the temple, Puah slowed her steps. The heat blazed down on her leather skin. Her lungs took a few more breathes to get fresh air and her feet took a few more steps to keep up.

      She hadn’t visited this place in some time. She should have been worried about guards who would turn her away, but she knew there wouldn’t be any. That was exactly why she had to bring Moses to this place.

      Two rows of sphinxes, only slightly taller than a man, lined either side of the path. The once lush landscape was now dust. Those who were dispensed to keep the entrance well-groomed were reassigned or gone. She wandered around the open area for a few moments, taking it all in.

      Then, she walked over to one of the many shriveled trees that stood in the small garden. She reached out to a withered leaf and gently rubbed it between her fingertips.

      “The beautiful myrrh trees.” She looked up at Moses, who had come to stand beside her. “A gift for you.”

      He looked around at the several bent over trees that dotted the area. Concern scrunched his face.

      “There’s more.” She walked to the end of the garden and toward the significant incline. The main ramp led up to an open court area and then to another ramp that led into the temple. Each one held a set of stairs in the center, but the sides were flat.

      Stone columns lined the faces of both levels. The many pillars made the front of the building appear as if it housed dozens of open doorways.

      “I know this place,” Moses’ words faltered, but he tried to communicate with her in Egyptian.

      “It’s your mother’s temple,” she let the familiar second language flow over her tongue.

      He cautiously took each step one at a time as if carrying the weight of a cornerstone on his shoulders.

      Puah guided him into the main opening and matched his sluggish pace. Her eyes danced from wall to wall. It was hard to see anything without the torches lit, although the streams of sunlight coming in through the pillars helped.

      “Hold on.” She searched the walls until she found a torch. “There’s got to be a flint around here somewhere.” She felt around until her fingertips grazed a smooth stone. “Ah.” Taking the rock, she struck the side of the wall while holding the top of the torch toward the flying sparks. She repeated the process until the oil-soaked cloth caught fire.

      “I wanted you to see for yourself,” she said, waving the light over the nearest wall. “He’s destroying her legacy.”

      Moses faced the wall.

      He placed his palm on the empty spot in the drawing. It had been hacked at with a sharp object until the relief was removed from its place.

      He ran his fingers over the markings. “Why?”

      “It’s Pharaoh Thutmose III. He has become rather mad. His anger has been left to fester inside him like an infection all these years. It’s blinded him.” She rubbed the dent in the picture where Pharaoh Hatshepsu’s image once lay. “This began slowly right after his son was born about ten years ago. He’s trying to wipe her from the people’s memory. It’s only gotten increasingly worse recently.”

      “I didn’t come to rule.”

      “If you could just speak with him…maybe...” Her eyes filled with tears. “Maybe you can get him to stop.”

      He sighed.

      “I know she wasn’t your birth mother, but she loved you dearly. You were her son. She pulled you from the Nile.” The old midwife smiled up at him as her tears flowed out of her eyes and raced down her cheeks.

      “She gave you everything as part of the royal family including granting you full rights as her firstborn son,” her words rushed out. “She knew you were a Hebrew. I stood there that day as she held you in her arms and named you. She could have easily ordered you to be killed without so much as a backward glance. She had you trained in all Egyptian ways. She raised you from the time you were weaned until you…” Her voice trailed off.

      “Left.”

      She nodded. “That must have been a difficult choice for you.”

      “No choice. Murder. Young. Prideful,” his words spilled out in a mix of Hebrew and Egyptian. He shrugged and shook his head.

      “You are no longer young,” she tried in Hebrew. “And you are no longer running.”

      He nodded slowly but didn’t meet her eyes.

      She took him over to another wall. The mix of browns and greens depicted many boats. Sailors stood proudly carrying treasures from afar including many trees.

      “Do you remember?” She pointed to the story.

      He nodded. “Myrrh trees.”

      “For you. She asked them to bring back thirty-one. Your age at the time.”

      “Young.”

      “She loved you so.” Puah moved the light to the part of the picture where Pharaoh Hatshepsu sat looking upon her returning voyagers.

      The two took in each hieroglyphic along the many walls depicting Pharaoh Hatshepsu’s rule.

      “She brought peace to Egypt with a firm and loving hand.”

      He smiled wide. “Her house, too.”

      “You do remember.” She grinned as she waved the light over more pictures. “She increased the mining of precious gems and increased trade with other lands.”

      They stopped at a particular part of one of the walls.

      Moses searched the faces until he landed on another familiar one. “Senenmut.”

      She moved to see what he was looking at. The images were of Pharaoh Hatshepsu’s most loyal aid, Senenmut.

      “Friend,” he said, placing his hand on the man’s face.

      “He became a trusted resource to her. They planned many projects throughout Egypt.”

      “Where?” He tapped the picture a few times.

      “Pharaoh Thutmose III removed him from power before Hatshepsut was sealed in her sarcophagus. Not even the forty titles your mother bestowed upon him could save him from the new Pharaoh’s wrath.”

      She walked a little further until she came upon a bust laying on the ground. Bending down, she picked it up and turned it over in her hands. It was an early depiction of the woman she missed dearly. She straightened and set it on a nearby stand.

      Moses came and stood beside her.

      They stared at the likeness together for a long moment.

      Unlike most of the portrayals of the woman which filled her temple, this one was of her before she assumed the title of Pharaoh. Before her false beard and Nemes headdress. Queen Hatshepsut’s feminine features were exquisitely enhanced in the limestone.

      He picked it up and put his forehead to the statue’s. He caressed her cheeks with his thumbs as tears fell from his eyes and onto the lifeless face staring back at him. “All…this…time…” he emphasized each word slowly as he pulled the bust slightly away from his face. “Almost forgot her face.”

      “She was a beautiful woman,” she remarked.

      He placed his finger on the chest of the bust and tapped it a few times. “Inside too.”

      “I remember when you left. She was so heartbroken.” Puah rubbed the statue’s head. “She missed you so much. She wanted all of this for you.” She waved around the massive room. “Do you know she wouldn’t let anyone touch her Senet game board?”

      He kept his eyes on the face of the woman who had raised him.

      “It sat just as it had in the middle of your game the day you left. I guess she always held out hope that you would return. It was to be you who brought peace to Egypt.”

      “Different calling.”

      “Moses?”

      He looked up at her.

      “Where did you go?”

      “Midian. Rescued shepherdesses,” his tongue faltered between the comfortable speech he learned in the wilderness and the brother language of his people. “Married oldest sister. Became family.”

      “But you came back?”

      “Yahweh.”

      That was one word Puah knew. “God sent you back?”

      “Mount Horeb,” he struggled to explain. “Bush on fire, but not burned.” He shrugged. “Got close. Heard God’s voice say ‘Go back. Pharaoh dead.’ So, I come back.” He returned his gaze to the statue in his hands. “Thought it was brother.”

      “You came back to rule?”

      He shook his head. “Time to leave.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “God tell me He’s going to free Hebrews.”

      “Why did you leave in the first place? You had royal protection. She could have pardoned you.”

      “Couldn’t be Egyptian. Tried to be Hebrew. She might have pardoned, but still try to make me Pharaoh.”

      “I wish you had.”

      He scrunched his brow.

      “If you had become Pharaoh, we could have been better. You would have had the power to change things. Pharaoh Thutmose III rules with harshness and pride.”

      “If I Pharaoh, things might change. But our people not free.”

      “How are you going to convince him to free us?”

      “Not me. God.”

      “So?” she guessed. “Going back before Pharaoh?”

      He nodded and returned the statue to its stand.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you lazy slaves back again?” Pharaoh Thutmose III chuckled. “Do I need to increase your burden further?”

      Puah stood with the two brothers in the throne room yet again. For weeks, she and Aaron had been working with Moses on his Egyptian. He had insisted on another audience with Pharaoh and she had been able to call on a favor with Queen Satiah. She feared it would be the last time.

      Aaron stepped forward. “We speak for God-”

      “Yes, yes. I have heard it before.” Pharaoh adjusted himself on his throne to turn to his wife. “I am beginning to think this is some kind of mockery.”

      “God has requested that we go into the wilderness to sacrifice-”

      “You come into my house.” The royal man rose and balled his fists by his sides. “You demand that I release my slaves? You are fortunate that I do not throw all of you into prison. Guards!”

      A set of soldiers maneuvered themselves between the group and Pharaoh, pressing them toward the doorway.

      Aaron lifted his staff and threw it over their heads and onto the ground at Pharaoh’s feet. As it hit the floor, the rod transformed into a serpent.

      Queen Satiah gasped and held her hands over her open mouth.

      “Merely a trick.” He kicked the snake.

      “It is no illusion,” Aaron called, pushing back against the guard to ensure his voice was heard.

      “Call for my magicians.”

      Within moments, Jannes and Jambres bowed before Pharaoh.

      “May you live forever, Mighty Pharaoh,” Jannes announced in his deep voice.

      “This came from a rod.” He pointed to the snake. “Can you do that?”

      “It will be as you have spoken,” Jambres agreed.

      The two men performed a great dance of incantations and pleas to their gods. In one swift motion, they tossed two staffs down toward the decorated tile floor. Each transformed into serpents before everyone’s eyes.

      Queen Satiah moved her hands to her cheeks and then collapsed in a heap at her husband’s feet.

      Puah rushed to her side to fan her face.

      “You see?” Pharaoh mocked. “Simply a trick.”

      Two of the Queen's maidens rushed into the room.

      The queen stirred in Puah’s arms. “S-s-snakes,” she moaned.

      “Get her back to her chamber.” She helped them lift her to her feet. “I think she’ll be well with some rest.”

      The women slowly aided the queen out of the room.

      “Get these beasts out of my palace,” Pharaoh ordered.

      The guards stepped away from the group of Hebrews and scrambled after the three snakes.

      Aaron’s snake slithered swiftly toward the other two and consumed each in turn. Then it slipped through the grasp of each soldier leading them around the room.

      “Catch that creature before he devours us all.”

      Aaron calmly walked over to his snake and picked it up. In his hand, the serpent straightened and transformed back into a rod. He looked right at Pharaoh. “Let our people go.”

      “Never.” Pharaoh returned to his throne. With a quick nod, he signaled his guards.

      Several brawny men shoved the group again toward the doorway.

      As their feet slid further away, Puah twisted to Moses and pleaded with her eyes.

      “Wait,” Moses yelled in Egyptian.

      Pharaoh raised his hand.

      The warriors hesitated.

      “I am the rightful heir to that throne you sit upon and you will hear me,” Moses’ words followed clear and strong like a vein of the Nile.

      “You have no authority here,” Pharaoh let disdain drip from each word.

      “You have no authority over me.” He struggled against the chest of the guard in front of him. “As first-born son of Pharaoh Hatshepsu, I demand you release me and pardon my transgression against Egypt.”

      “I do not have to agree to any of your demands and I should have you killed for speaking to me in such a way.”

      “Mighty Pharaoh,” Queen Satiah’s soft voice floated into the argument.

      He turned in her direction.

      She held her head and wobbled on her feet as she approached.

      “Return to your chamber,” he ordered.

      “I must speak.” She took another faltering step toward the group. “If you kill this Hebrew, their people could revolt. There are many of them and your warriors are spread far and wide protecting our borders. You do have the power to pardon him. If you do, perhaps their people will concede.”

      Pharaoh rubbed his beard. “I will grant your pardon on one condition. You leave this land and return to the dust of the wilderness from which you crawled.”

      “I can’t do that.”

      “Then we have nothing left to discuss.” He lifted his chin.

      They were shoved from the room and escorted out of the palace.

      “Now what?” Aaron asked, staring at the closed gate in front of them.

      “Pray,” Moses replied. He turned toward Puah. “God will do what He has said.”

      She watched the two brothers head in the direction of their home.

      “God of the universe,” she prayed aloud as she walked in the direction of her own house. “I wish you spoke to me like you do with Moses. I wish I could hear you as clear and bright so that my confidence in You might not shake like the sands under my feet. Give me strength to stand.”

      When she reached her house, Layla and Eliora stood outside waiting for her.

      The young Hebrew woman rushed to embrace her.

      As the mentor held her to arm’s length, she noticed the fading light caught reflections in the girl’s wet eyes. “What is it?”

      Eliora wiped her face with the back of her hand. “I was so worried about you.”

      “I’m well. Nothing to fear.” She embraced the woman once again and then made her way into the courtyard. “How did the day go for you two?”

      “No, first you must tell us of your day,” Eliora corrected as she handed her mentor a plate of fruit.

      The Egyptian woman leaned upon a post.

      Accepting the meal, Puah spoke plainly, “We went before Pharaoh again.”

      “And?”

      “Nothing has changed except the level of Pharaoh’s frustration with us.”

      “What else do you expect?” Layla asked.

      “I don’t fault him,” the older woman said. “All of this is not my idea.”

      “But it’s what God is calling Moses to do, right?” Eliora questioned.

      Puah chewed the sweet bite in her mouth and swallowed. “That’s what he says.”

      “I think that whole family is mad,” Layla insisted. “And you too for being part of it.”

      “Don’t speak to her like that,” Eliora defended.

      “She is entitled to her own opinion.” Puah took another bite. “It all does sound quite mad.”

      “But it’s what God wants.” Eliora stomped her foot.

      “Then He’ll see to it,” the mentor replied. She handed Eliora the empty plate. “Thank you. I think I shall get some rest now. It has been a long day.”

      The woman accepted the plate and nodded. “Of course.”

      “We shall speak more in the morning.” She glanced over at Layla. “I think it best we all get some sleep.”

      The Egyptian woman closed her eyes and nodded slightly. “I think that’s a good idea.”

      Each of her apprentices climbed the ladder to the upper room.

      Puah took her well-worn straw mat and uncurled it on the floor in one of the smaller rooms. She pressed the edges down and laid upon it. Laying on her back, she looked to the ceiling and imagined the other two women sprawled out above her.

      That night she dreamed of snakes and magicians. Of Moses and Aaron. Of the land promised to Abraham. Of the longing somewhere deep inside her to go and be free to be Hebrew. Of the overwhelming desire to stay and serve the women of Egypt.
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        “Ye shall no more give the people straw to make brick, as heretofore: let them go and gather straw for themselves.” -EXODUS 5:7

      

      

      

      Puah watched the pregnant woman take another lap around the small courtyard. She had been called to the home which lay on the fringes of the city of Pithom. Though the older midwife tried to stay close to her home city of Avaris in her advancing age, this couple reached out to her with their pleas for her expertise.

      Nothing had given any indications of expecting issues during the few exams and check-ins she had performed over the last few months. But if there was one thing she always trusted, it was a woman’s instincts.

      “Do I have to keep walking?” Keziah panted. “I’m getting tired.”

      “I know, but it will help.”

      The woman’s small feet shuffled in the sand to a slow pace. “My husband will be home soon.”

      Eliora looked to the open sky that was growing darker. “That means he’ll be here to hold his baby.”

      “With any fortune,” Layla added.

      “Get some lamps ready,” the mentor instructed her students. “I’m afraid this will be a long night.”

      The two rose from their place on the stone wall and entered the main room.

      “There is some extra oil upstairs,” Keziah called to them.

      Eliora scampered up the ladder and returned with a few vessels.

      “I remember when I could move that quickly.” The pregnant woman rubbed her midsection. “Now, I feel like a river horse.”

      Puah chuckled. “You will once again leap around like a wild antelope.” She stretched her aching back. “Unlike some of us whose time and stamina grow short.”

      “Greetings,” a male voice called from the open gate. “I didn’t know we were expecting guests.”

      “Husband.” Keziah embraced the man. “These are the midwives I sent for. May I introduce Puah, Eliora, and Layla.” She waved to the women. “This is my husband, Avram.”

      “Your wife has been a most gracious hostess,” Eliora complimented.

      “Am I to understand the reason for your visit is our child?”

      “Yes,” Puah agreed. “Your wife called for us a few hours ago when her pains began. I’m afraid she is progressing rather slow.”

      “I’m doing my best,” the pregnant woman protested.

      “It’s not your fault,” the midwife comforted. “It is common, especially with first births. The walking will help.” She made a circle in the air with her finger.

      “Guess I need to get back to it.” The woman shrugged and walked the length of the open area again.

      “Pardon me,” Avram said. “I’m going to go wash up.”

      “There is some food in the kitchen if you’re hungry,” his wife called.

      “Famished.” He smiled a weary smile at her.

      Puah watched the man walk to the washing bowl and use a rag to apply cool water to his skin. He wore a short skirt common to Egyptian men with nothing to cover his chest. His body was coated in dust mixed with sweat. As he washed the sand away, his dark olive complexion shone through. She could see long scars on his back that were in the latter stages of healing.

      He stepped into another room and returned wearing a simple tunic more in line with what a Hebrew man would wear.

      “Much better,” he remarked as he sifted through the different bowls and plates collecting food into the bowl in his hand.

      He sat on the wall next to Puah. “How long do you think?”

      “Hard to tell.”

      He put a piece of yeast bread in his mouth.

      “Do you work in the city?” Eliora asked, joining them on the wall.

      He nodded while scooping up a pile of lentils. “I’m a brick maker.”

      “It must be hard work.”

      “It is. It’s a lot harder now.”

      “Pharaoh’s order,” Eliora whispered.

      “That’s right. Before, we were provided with all the straw we needed. It was simply brought to us so we could work. Beautifully cut straw just lying in wait.” He hung his head. “Now we have to gather it ourselves, but we’re still expected to maintain our quota.” He ate another bite before continuing, “I have to set out even earlier in the mornings, leaving Keziah here alone. We are new to the city. Had to move here when they relocated some us men closer to the quarries and she hasn’t made many friends yet.”

      “She will.” Layla grinned from the doorway.

      “Then I have to rush through collecting my own straw before getting to work. It’s gotten so bad lately that I’ve dug up the roots just to have enough provision for the bricks. Which means they are of lower quality, but Pharaoh doesn’t seem to care about that.”

      “There is a lot Pharaoh doesn’t seem to care about,” Puah added.

      “Ahh!” Keziah wailed.

      Puah and Eliora jumped off the wall and ran to her side. Each grabbed an arm.

      “That sounds like our signal,” Eliora joked.

      Avram hopped down and followed them inside. “What can I do?”

      “Light the lamps for us.”

      He dropped his bowl on the kitchen table and set to work lighting the oil lamps Eliora had placed around the room.

      “Easy,” Puah said, helping the woman onto the birthing stones they had set upon their arrival. “I’m going to check you now.”
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