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        I will make you as a light for the nations,

        that my salvation may reach to the ends of the earth.

        Isaiah 49:6b (ESV)

      

        

      
        Your servants were clearly told how the Lord your God had commanded his servant Moses to give you the whole land and to wipe out all its inhabitants from before you. So we feared for our lives because of you⁠—

        Joshua 9:24 (NIV)
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            LIST OF CHARACTER AND PLACE NAMES

          

        

      

    

    
      Fictional Characters

      Danel - baker, and citizen of the Hivite town of Gibeon.

      Donatiya- Danel’s younger sister, assistant in the bakery.

      Keret - Danel and Donatiya’s grandfather.

      Uncle Hammurapi - brother-in-law to Keret.

      Yassib - Danel’s best friend. One of the chief of Gibeon’s many sons.

      Rivkah - Israelite, grand-daughter of an Egyptian who left Egypt after the ten plagues.

      Zeb - Rivkah’s brother.

      

      Biblical Characters (found in Joshua 2-10)

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

      Yehoshua - new leader of the Israelites after the recent death of Mosheh (Moses) - legendary leader of the Israelites. He dies at the start of this story and is replaced by Yehoshua.

      Rahab - rescued from Jericho

      Sihon and Og - Amorite kings, east of the Jordan River. The reports of the battles are found in Numbers 21 and Deuteronomy 2.

      

      Place Names:

      Gibeon - 5 miles (9 kilometres) north-west of Jerusalem. It was later part of the territory of Benjamin (Joshua 18:25) and became a Levitical city (Joshua 21:17). Joshua 10:2 says it was an important city, larger than Ai, and its men were good fighters.

      Kephirah, Beeroth, Kiriath Jearim - sister cities of Gibeon and also part of the treaty agreement.

      Jericho - the first city on the western side of the Jordan River that the Israelites conquered.

      Ai - near Bethel and the city that the Israelites attacked after Jericho. Joshua 7-8 give the account.
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        Gibeon, Ancient Canaan

      

      

      

      “Take that!” Danel swiped his best friend, Yassib, with his makeshift sword, a small branch he’d selected that morning.

      Yassib blocked Danel’s swing with his own stick. Danel’s stick splintered, and he growled in frustration. If only they could use real swords. Yassib had asked his father, but he had only laughed.

      “Swords are for real men, not boys,” he’d said.

      It was so frustrating to be a child. Growing up took too long. Danel and Yassib often watched the older boys training in sword and pike fighting. When Yassib had asked his father how long until he and Danel could join the training, his father had clapped his son on the shoulder.

      “You’re just like I was when I was your age. Eager to be a hero.” He gestured at those in training. “When you are strong enough to wield a sword, you can join in.”

      Yassib had puffed out his chest. “I can do it now.”

      “Me too,” Danel had said, not wanting to be left out.

      Yassib’s father had grinned and whistled. When one of his men came over, Yassib’s father took the man’s sword and held it out to Danel. Danel’s eyes widened, and he grinned as he went to lift the weapon from Yassib’s father, only to stagger backwards and drop the sword. He’d had to jump out of the way to avoid it hitting his toes.

      “It’s heavier than it looks, isn’t it?” Yassib’s father had said.

      Danel had nodded, red faced. After that, he and Yassib had practiced with sticks. They’d started with mere twigs and slowly progressed to longer and heavier versions. In the bakery, Danel’s father always said skill came with much practice, and Danel intended to apply the principle to sword fighting. His father might only be a baker, but Danel had no intention of kneading dough for the rest of his life. Danel was going to be a hero and flatten the armies of their enemies, and the first step to being a hero was being able to use weapons—swords and pikes and bows and arrows.

      He and Yassib practiced every afternoon they could, down by the stream. They parried back and forth, training their hands and arms and feet and even their eyes. If Danel didn’t pay attention, Yassib would break through Danel’s defenses and give him a bruise to remember. In the early days, Danel had received lots of bruises. Now they were more evenly matched.

      Yassib’s branch thwacked Danel’s arm, drawing him back to the present. They continued parrying back and forth until exhausted, then plunged into one of the deeper pools in the stream to cool off.

      “When will we be big enough to fight with real swords?” Danel asked.

      “Look.” Yassib flexed his elbow. “My muscles are growing.”

      Danel hadn’t the heart to tell Yassib that his bulky muscles were only in his imagination. Yet Danel trusted that one day their puny arms would show off toned muscles and their sticks would be replaced with swords.

      Maybe by the time he and Yassib had grown, there would be a task worthy of them. Something to ensure they’d be remembered forever, like the mighty men of Gibeon’s past.
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        Ten barley harvests later

      

      

      “Help, Danel! Help me,” his sister screamed.

      Danel whirled around. Donatiya was struggling to free herself from two battle-scarred men. Anger surged until it nearly choked him. He wasn’t going to lose any more family members. He had been careless. Of all people, he should have known it was no longer safe to go outside the city walls without his hunting bow, given he’d lost his father the same way. As his father lay bleeding in Danel’s arms, his final words had been an entreaty for Danel to look after his sister. Danel had vowed to do so and it was a vow he was determined to keep.

      “Yassib!” Danel yelled. His best friend had disappeared behind the nearest tree to relieve himself.

      One of the men slapped Donatiya, leaving a red mark across her face. She twisted away from her captors and bit him as hard as she could. The man took a hurried step back, wringing his hand. “None of that,” he growled.

      Good one, Donatiya. Bite him again. Danel desperately searched for a weapon. Anything would do. A stout branch lay under the closest tree, but could he make it there and back before Donatiya was taken?

      Danel sprinted to the tree and stooped for the branch. Something hit him on the side of the head with a stinging blow, and everything went black.

      He blinked as he regained consciousness, squinting into the searing sunlight, head pounding. Where was he? Danel struggled to get up, but his limbs were tied. No! Donatiya. Was he too late? Pushing against the pain, Danel forced his eyes open.

      Two men stood over him, ready to knock him out again if necessary. Next to him, Yassib, hands also tied, was being dragged into the open by a third pair of men, who were keeping well away from Yassib’s lashing feet. Another man followed, carrying Yassib’s dagger.

      “Kick us again, boy, and I’ll find a use for your knife,” he said.

      The two men threw Yassib aside like a sack of grain but remained close enough to prevent him being of any help to Danel.

      Danel’s heart sank. Now they were weaponless. Or were they? Think, Danel, think.

      Donatiya stood beside a lone large man, untied, but cowed by his sheer size. Her face was pale, and her hands trembled. She knew what was coming if they couldn’t save her. Girls had been disappearing for years, never to be seen again. Think.

      Yassib made no sound, but Danel could tell he was burning with anger at being caught unprepared and tied so easily. When Yassib was angry, the scar on his forehead glowed red.

      Think.

      What had Yassib once quoted at him? Something about a warrior had many weapons besides bows, swords, and pikes. Danel hadn’t understood at the time.

      “Witch.” Danel’s voice came out in a croak. He took a deep breath. “Witch,” he repeated. “My sister is a witch. Leave us or she’ll curse you.”

      The largest kidnapper snorted, clearly unconvinced.

      Using his chin, Danel pointed toward Yassib. “See that scar. He teased my sister once too often. She made his dagger rise in the air and slash him.”

      Donatiya’s eyes widened. Come on, little sister. Play along.

      Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she mumbled in the childhood language she’d made up to annoy Danel.

      “I never dared again.” Yassib somehow managed to look as though the memory terrified him. “No one around here dares.”

      The man behind Yassib shuffled his feet. With a quick glance to ensure the large man beside Donatiya wasn’t watching, he tossed Yassib’s dagger into the bushes as though it had burned him.

      So at least one of the kidnappers was spooked. Good, but they needed something more. They’d been warned not to risk this walk, but they were tired of being enclosed within Gibeon’s high stone walls. If only they’d listened to the warnings.

      Donatiya kept mumbling. Hopefully some of her mumblings included prayers. Danel’s prayers were never answered, but maybe hers would be. The gods were fickle in both their cruelty and kindness.

      A raven swooped and landed on a tall rock nearby, fixing its eyes on the group. The man to Danel’s left gave a superstitious shiver. Ravens were regarded as harbingers of evil. Danel felt a flicker of hope—the city ravens were a tight-knit flock, defensive if provoked.

      “Ravens obey my sister’s commands,” Danel called. Keep acting, little sister. Keep acting. He tried to make his voice tremble with the fear of what might happen. “Please, I beg you, get away before she calls up more ravens.”

      Donatiya straightened her spine and stared at the raven with narrowed eyes, as if she was communicating with the bird, controlling it. She’d always loved pretending. If Danel hadn’t known she was acting, her look would have convinced him.

      With a howl, the dagger thrower turned and ran.

      The leader of the group snarled, picked up a stone, and threw it at the bird. It spread its wings, gave an angry squawk, and flew straight toward its tormenter, forcing the man to stagger sideways. Another raven landed on the rock. It gave an indignant hop sideways as two more landed.

      “Gah!” the leader shouted, raising his arms to scare the birds. They lifted off the rock but landed again, unperturbed. Now there were twice as many ravens, with more descending from the skies as if the whole flock had been summoned for battle. If only the city gods were as dependable as the city ravens.

      Two more captors took off running back to wherever they’d come from, leaving only one man with Danel. Danel could smell the man’s sweat.

      “Birds, come!” Donatiya yelled. “Peck out the eyes of these evildoers.”

      Danel’s remaining guard howled and took off, forearm held up to protect his eyes. Yassib’s guard followed suit.

      The leader cursed and ran after them. “You cowards!”

      “Quick, Donatiya,” Danel said. “Find that dagger and cut the ropes.”

      Yassib scrambled to his feet and rushed toward the bushes, parting the branches so Donatiya could find the dagger. Danel’s heart pounded. They weren’t safe yet. They needed to reach the city wall before the leader rallied his men.

      Donatiya peered under several bushes and finally gasped. “Found it.”

      Yassib held up his hands and stretched the bindings to make it easier to cut. Donatiya’s hand shook as she sawed through the ropes. She nicked him once, but Yassib didn’t flinch. Then Yassib took back his dagger and easily cut through Danel’s bindings.

      “Come on.” Yassib helped Danel to his feet.

      Danel felt as if the weight of the sky had lifted from his chest. “Donatiya, run in front,” he said, and she took off like a young deer. Danel caught Yassib’s eye as they ran behind her, sharing a glimmer of fear at all that might have been.
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      “Our doom is coming. We will all be wiped out!” the familiar voice boomed.

      Grandfather.

      Danel’s cheeks burned. He’d only let the old man out of his sight for a moment while he haggled for some olive oil.

      Danel looked from side to side. There. His grandfather had found a large rock and was perched precariously on top of it, ready to repeat his pronouncement. He must be stopped.

      Danel muttered an apology to the seller and dashed toward the rock. Grandfather took a deep breath.

      “Be careful up there,” Danel yelled.

      His grandfather looked at him, confusion clouding his eyes. He shook his head as though to clear it and Danel reached the bottom of the rock.

      “Come down, Grandfather.” Danel extended his hand.

      His grandfather took the offered hand, and Danel helped him safely down. If he was lucky, Grandfather would have forgotten why he’d climbed the rock.

      “You need to keep a closer eye on the old man,” a nearby pomegranate seller said.

      “I try,” Danel said.

      “Well, it’s not good enough.” The seller scowled. “Your grandfather is always disturbing the peace.”

      Danel flushed. This was the third time in as many weeks that Grandfather had shouted his predictions of doom. What had set him off today?

      He took Grandfather by his elbow. “Please stay close to me. I need to buy oil and arrange for its delivery.”

      Danel had never expected to be in sole charge of the bakery at nineteen summers old, but his father’s murder by bandits almost twelve moons ago had changed his plans. Now Danel ran the bakery, their livelihood. Danel’s life was dictated by the rhythms of bread making. Mixing the dough in the afternoons and letting it rise in the warmth near the ovens overnight. Well before the sun rose, he’d set the fires beneath the clay ovens, slapping the uncooked dough on the inner surfaces of the oven, and making a fire under the flat stone on which they cooked flatbreads. He’d turn into a flatbread soon, as the pace never let up. He baked every day until he could almost bake bread in his sleep.

      Danel would never have been able to manage if Grandfather didn’t do the kneading. It was one task the old man could still manage. Donatiya was a quick learner who loved to flip flatbreads, adding poppy seeds, herbs, or sesame.

      Danel turned to his grandfather. “Please don’t move from this spot. I need to concentrate.”

      His grandfather lowered his eyes, looking like a sheepish little boy.

      Danel turned to the oil seller. “Sorry about that.”

      The oil seller passed Danel the first jar of oil, sensing a sale. Danel sniffed it, poured a thin stream into a dish for the purpose, then placed one drop on his finger and rubbed the oil between his finger and thumb.

      The oil passed all the tests. Danel was looking for a new supplier after his previous supplier had thought he could fool someone less experienced by substituting oil of lesser quality.

      “If I need five of those jars each moon for the next three moons, can you supply and deliver them?”

      “It would be my pleasure.” The man squared his shoulders.

      Danel wasn’t going to enter into any agreements without a trial first. That had been the first major mistake he’d made as a baker, simply continuing with the suppliers who had dealt with his father. The grain merchant had proved reliable, but some of the others had not.

      Behind Danel, he heard a big intake of breath. He spun around.

      “Our doom is come. We will all be wiped out,” Grandfather shouted.

      Not again!

      “Grandfather, stop.” Danel took three rapid strides and grabbed his grandfather’s arm.

      Grandfather wrenched his arm out of Danel’s grasp and stumbled backwards into a basket of fruit. It tipped over with a crash, and fruit poured out in a golden cascade across the ground.

      “Keep that crazy man under control,” the fruit seller yelled.

      What more could Danel do?

      The fruit seller rose to his feet and pointed at the fruit. “You’ll have to pay for it. Every last piece.”

      No doubt at an inflated price.

      As anger swirled around them, Grandfather wrapped his arms around his body and whimpered.

      Oh, Papa, why did you leave us?

      With his face burning, Danel collected the fruit and paid the seller, who agreed with reluctance to deliver it to their home.

      Danel took his grandfather’s hand. “Come on, Grandfather. Time to go home.”

      Grandfather, his head down, shuffled beside Danel as they headed home. This would have to be their last visit to the market together. Somehow Danel had to find someone to keep an eye on the old man. It was that or close the bakery and give up.
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      The cock crowed, as reliable as the sunrise. Danel turned over and pushed himself into a kneeling position before rolling up his sleeping mat. Their family always slept on the flat roof during the warmer seasons.

      Grandfather gave a snort but soon settled back to snoring. The longer he slept, the better. A sleeping man required no looking after, couldn’t knock things over, and didn’t make embarrassing pronouncements.

      In the bakery below, the dough would be waiting. Another day, like another rock in the sack that seemed to hang around Danel’s neck ever since his father’s death. He sighed and headed down the outside stairs to the courtyard below. At the bottom of the stairs, he took the tiny oil lamp he’d prepared the night before, stooped to the still-warm coals in the outside fire, lit a twig, and held its flame to the wick in the oil. A crescent moon gave a little light outside, but inside would be dark.

      Danel entered the cool darkness of the central building. Using the oil lamp, he lit some incense and bowed as he offered it to the wooden carvings of Baal and Astarte, god and goddess of fertility. If drought or fire or flood struck, there would be no barley or wheat and with no grain, there’d be no bread. Without bread to sell, Danel’s family and their neighbors would starve. It was as simple as that, so Danel never missed making his daily obeisance and muttering a prayer for protection from all such disasters.

      Danel crossed the courtyard to the clay ovens and fanned the still-warm coals into life before adding new kindling and wood. Yassib usually scoffed at this having to wake so early every morning, saying Danel should have chosen a profession where he didn’t have to get up before the sun. Yassib couldn’t conceive of there being no choice of profession but Danel quite liked the hour of quiet in the morning, an hour before the burdens of the day dragged him down.

      Outside, the scuff of a footstep made him jump.

      “I woke early.” Donatiya poked her head through the doorway. “I’ll wash my face and come and help.”

      “There’s no need to rush,” Danel said. Donatiya had had such a short season to be a child. None of her friends were working as hard as she was at a mere eleven harvests old but Donatiya had been cursed to lose both parents so young.

      Danel carried a flaming twig across to light the fires under the giant stone slab where Donatiya would flip the flatbreads. He didn’t want her to have to lean into the clay ovens and slap the bread on the inner surface, as one of the neighbor’s children had fallen into an oven and been so badly burned that she’d died.

      Donatiya came toward him, face still damp. “Grandfather is still asleep.”

      “Good,” Danel said shortly. Grandfather had kneaded extra dough last night and maybe more exercise would help him sleep longer. It was hard to know how much Grandfather understood, but if dough was placed in front of him, he kneaded it and kneaded it well.

      Danel moved the bowl of dough toward his sister. She took the first portion, rolled it flat, then brushed it with oil. Once she’d rolled six portions, she flicked a little water on the flat surface. It sizzled and she laid all six circles of dough on the stone’s surface, then started rolling the next batch.

      “Did Mama use to do this?” she asked.

      Donatiya was always wanting to know about their mother. Danel had only been eight when their mother died. He’d seen his mother’s joy at finally being with child again, but he’d been too young to know childbirth could be dangerous. He knew now. When his sister was learning to walk, Papa had told him that Mama had lost many babies, which was why she had been so both terrified and excited to be carrying his sister.

      “She learned to make bread from her parents when she was even younger than you are now,” Danel said.

      The business had belonged to his maternal grandparents. Papa had often reminisced about how busy the bakery had been when all four of them were working together.

      Donatiya used a round piece of wood to roll more dough into flat circles. “I like working here. It makes Mama more real, because I’m sitting where she sat and doing what she did.”

      Danel wished he had more memories himself because Donatiya always wanted more. He remembered his mother kneading and rolling and cooking the breads. He remembered going with her to market or to collect water. And he remembered her laughter and her love of flowers. If he’d paid more attention, he might remember more. Mama was simply there until she wasn’t. He remembered being resentful helping her with chores, longing to escape with Yassib to go fishing, swimming, tree climbing, or stick fighting.

      How was Danel to know he’d regret not memorizing every line of his mother’s face? Now he struggled to even picture what she looked like.
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        * * *

      

      Danel grinned as Yassib sat down on one of the benches lining three sides of the courtyard, shaded by the canopy of a fig tree. Many customers gathered out here to escape the heat, chatting to friends and neighbors.

      “I heard your grandfather caused a ruckus at the market yesterday,” Yassib said.

      Danel grimaced. “He’s been much worse lately. Sometimes his cries wake us up during the night.”

      “Any idea why he’s doing it?” Yassib asked.

      Danel sank down on a convenient stump. “Ever since the barley harvest he’s been muttering that it’s the fortieth year.”

      Yassib raised an eyebrow. “Fortieth year of what?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine. This town is much older than forty years and there’s nothing in the local area that’s linked to forty years, but when I ask him, he gets confused.”

      “Is he the reason why you never come fishing anymore?” Yassib asked.

      Yassib and Danel had first met on the banks of the river, and they’d spent many afternoons fishing since.

      “That and trying to run the bakery. We lost a lot of customers after Papa died.”

      Papa’s body had barely been cold before a competing baker had been suggesting that Danel was too young to run a bakery. Danel had been striving to prove them wrong ever since. Slowly, as he provided a steady supply of good quality bread, some of Papa’s former customers were returning.

      “If I catch any fish, would you like some?” Yassib asked. “I’ve just been throwing them back.”

      “Please.” Danel tried to keep his eagerness out of his voice. The family had always eaten Danel’s catch, and they missed fish now he didn’t have time to accompany Yassib. Yassib might be a younger son, but his father was chief of Gibeon. His family did not need the fish.

      It was hard not to envy Yassib. He had the perfect life. He was not an oldest son, bound by expectations, nor the youngest, and thus totally ignored. His father ensured he had the same education as his older brothers in archery, reading the stars, sword fighting, and business, but he didn’t have to work around his home as there were plenty of slaves. Yassib had time to fish and ride and hunt, and he took full advantage of his freedoms. If Yassib was lucky, he might even get freedom in the matter of his marriage. Danel would be lucky to get married at all. His grandfather wasn’t in a fit state to arrange a marriage, and Danel never had a spare moment to look at a girl, let alone talk to one.

      The only way Danel was likely to get married was if he did something so spectacular that parents would compete to gain him for their daughters. But Danel was a baker. He looked down at his calloused baker-burned hands and chuckled grimly to himself. When the town gathered for Yassib’s father to tell them stories of their great ancestors, they were not stories of winning wars by kneading bread.
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      “Danel, have you heard?” Yassib dropped onto the bench in the bakery.

      “Heard what?” Danel wiped the sweat off his forehead. “I haven’t sat down all day, but it’s been the best sales day since my father left us.” The warmth of the accomplishment settled in his belly, and he allowed himself to take a swig of water as he flopped down near Yassib. He deserved a bit of a rest. Maybe Yassib would help him prepare tomorrow’s dough. Sometimes it amused Yassib to help.

      “There’s been trouble. Out on the road toward Mount Hor.”

      In Edom? Considering Danel had never traveled beyond the next town, Edom seemed a long way from Gibeon. Of what relevance was news from such a place?

      Yassib rubbed his eyebrow. “My father is worried.”

      Danel offered Yassib a drink which he refused.

      Danel took another swig himself. “What’s worrying him?”

      “I don’t know, but he tensed up when the messenger arrived on horseback. He’s been in huddles with the council ever since.” Yassib shook his head. “Father even snapped at my mother, and he never does that.”

      Yassib’s father had wisely allied himself through strategic marriages with many of the surrounding towns and peoples, and Yassib’s mother was a favorite among the six wives still living.

      Danel stretched out his legs and prepared for a longer break. “Do you have any hint about why your father is worried?”

      “Only that it concerns Edom and something about Israelites.”

      “Israelites?” Danel had never heard of them.

      Inside the house behind them, there was an unearthly moan. “Our doom is upon us,” Grandfather said. “No one listens to me. Fools!”

      “Your grandfather seems to know who they are,” Yassib muttered.

      Maybe, but would Grandfather be willing—or able—to tell them anything? Danel got to his feet and went through to peer into the entrance to the main part of the house. “Grandfather, come and sit with us for a while.”

      His grandfather’s few remaining teeth gleamed in the gloom as he shuffled toward the doorway. Danel took his hand, led him into the bakery, and handed him a cup of water.

      “What do you know about Israelites?” Danel asked.

      “Israelites?” The old man frowned and there was a long silence.

      They waited but it was as though shutters had been locked in Grandfather’s mind. Eventually, Grandfather staggered to his feet and wandered back toward the main house. “Donatiya, bring me my meal.”

      “Sorry,” Danel said. “I don’t think we’ll get a sensible answer from him.”

      Yassib frowned. “Maybe not, but your grandfather knows something.”

      “Yes, but his reaction might have been a coincidence.”

      Yassib stood. “I will see what I can find out. Tomorrow, I’ll bring you some fish.”

      “We’d appreciate that. Fish is tender enough for Grandfather to eat.”
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        * * *

      

      It was the middle of the next afternoon when Danel heard Yassib’s whistle. Danel wiped his hands on the cloth tied around his waist, sneezing as a cloud of flour hit his nose, and hurried out to the courtyard.

      Yassib had brought them four good-sized fish, enough for two days. Danel called Donatiya, who came and took the fish.

      “I’m nearly finished mixing the last batch of dough,” Danel said to Yassib. “Come and tell me what you’ve discovered.”

      Yassib followed Danel into the room, squatted on his haunches, and watched as Danel combined the ingredients. “I’ve found out a little. Enough to help us find out more. The Israelites are the descendants of a wanderer called Avraham. Apparently he lived around Kiriath Arba many generations ago.”

      Kiriath Arba was an Amorite area. Maybe Avraham was related to the people of the area. “I’ve never heard of them.”

      “That’s because they’ve been slaves in Egypt for generations.”

      The dough was almost mixed. “They don’t sound like much of a threat.”

      “I’m not sure about that.” Yassib cleared his throat. “I’ve been listening to every conversation I can and heard a lot more than I want to know about the women in various council members’ lives.”

      Danel laughed and continued mixing the dough to the right consistency. Once it was done, he covered it with a heavy cloth to keep the dough warm and to keep any creatures out of it. “Did you find out anything more?”

      “Whoever they are, there’s a lot of them. More than in Gibeon and Edom. More than the eye can see. They’re led by an old man called Mosheh.”

      The numbers explained why Yassib’s father was nervous. It wasn’t as if there were large areas of vacant land around Canaan for these people to settle in and call home. Settlers would put pressure on pastures and water sources. Gibeon had two large pools of water and would be the kind of place that would attract attention but they should be able for repel any attack for they were surrounded by a thick wall and the Hivites were good fighters.

      “Father has called in the great Talliya to read the bull entrails.”

      Danel shivered. It was said that the diviner’s curses could make flocks infertile or fill a person’s bowels with fire. The chief must be worried. Talliya was the only diviner in the surrounding towns capable of interpreting bull entrails and Talliya’s fee would probably be a bull’s weight in silver.
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        * * *

      

      Danel had taken part of the afternoon off to watch the divination. It seemed as if many others had done the same, for there was a big crowd outside the city gates, all looking toward a small hill.

      A bull bellowed and the crowd craned their necks, looking for Talliya. She didn’t disappoint, for she came from behind, standing in a chariot that allowed her to be seen by one and all. Her dress was scarlet, and her arms loaded with gold bangles. Walking behind her chariot was a young man, torso bare and gleaming with oil, and carrying a polished knife on a black cushion.

      The bull was led forward by some of the chief’s men, protesting the whole way as if the beast knew what was to happen. In front of the procession, the crowd parted to let them through and then pressed in again once the chariot and knife-bearer had passed.

      “Impressive, isn’t she?” Yassib said with awe in his voice.

      “If you’re going to call yourself ‘The Great’ you’d better look the part,” Danel said.

      Talliya had obviously told the men what to do prior to the ceremony, for they had efficiently bound the bull in a standing position so it couldn’t move and obscure the reading. A large tray was placed on the ground under the bull’s belly.

      The crowd fell silent as the youth carrying the knife knelt and presented the cushion to Talliya. She took the knife off the cushion and raised it above her head on open palms. The sun flashed off the gold bracelets.

      “Great Baal and Astarte, rulers of all in these lands and provider of all good things, you know a new people approach the borders of our lands. We ask for your reassurance that we have nothing to fear. That victory, if we need to fight, will be ours.”

      Fight? Excitement churned in Danel’s belly. Maybe this was the opportunity he’d been waiting for his entire life.

      Talliya ended her prayer with words spoken in another language. A language Danel had never heard and which sounded mysterious and powerful. She ended with an ear-splitting scream, lowered the knife, and handed it back to the youth. The sun gleamed on his oiled body. Moving swiftly, as though in a dance, he stepped in, drew back the bull’s head, and cut its throat. The blood poured on the ground, and the men struggled to hold the bull still.

      The youth had obviously been helping Talliya for a while, for at precisely the right moment, he opened the bull’s belly and the entrails fell onto the tray. The dying bull was pushed onto its side, out of the way. Once it was dead, Talliya stepped toward the slimy mass of entrails.

      She did not turn her back to the crowd but allowed them to see her every move. She peered, and murmured, and moved her arms as she performed her incantations. At last, she raised her head and gave a triumphant smile in the direction of the chief. He clambered up the hill, bowed before her and listened as she spoke quietly. Then he turned to the crowd.

      “The gods have smiled on us,” the chief said, projecting his voice so all could hear. “These Israelites will not prevail. We have nothing to fear.”

      Danel let out his breath with a whoosh. His family was safe.

      But the ongoing movement near the bull drew Danel’s gaze and he saw Talliya’s face as she turned back toward the crowd. For the briefest of moments he saw the pale haggardness of her expression before her mouth twisted back into a victory smile.

      Danel’s gut twisted. Something wasn’t right. As Talliya passed him, Danel looked past the smile into her eyes. They were hard and lifeless.

      His throat tightened. What had she seen that she had not revealed?
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      Danel woke in the darkness for the second time that night, his panting breath loud in his ears and his body slick with sweat. Sitting up, he bent up his knees and grasped them, relieved to feel his bones and flesh, to know he was alive.

      He took a deep breath, willing the fear that gripped him to loosen its hold.

      Breathe. In, out. In, out.

      Every time he breathed in, the dream pushed in too. The rats, the birds pecking at him, the utter devastation.

      Just a nightmare, nothing unusual but he failed to convince himself. The dream hadn’t felt like any ordinary nightmare, and he feared it. He feared it predicted yet another disaster for his family. A disaster that would leave Grandfather and Donatiya alone.

      He would not sleep again. He didn’t dare.

      Danel got up. He’d go and pray for peace from the gods, for only gods could grant peace to troubled minds.
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        * * *

      

      Danel barely acknowledged Yassib as he pushed through the gate and crossed the courtyard two days later.

      Yassib raised an eyebrow. “Girlfriend trouble?”

      Danel snorted. “You know there’s no spare moments in my life for girls.”

      “Well, what then?”

      “Let me put this sack down before I drop it on my toe.”

      Danel carried the full sack of flour toward the bakery, put it in a heavy box, and covered it with a lid so nothing could get into it. Coming in here also allowed him a moment to think. What should he tell Yassib? Would Yassib laugh at the fear that had gripped Danel since the previous night?

      Yassib was a friend—Danel’s best friend—but what did their friendship consist of? A few childhood games, fishing, and horsing around. Danel knew nothing of Yassib’s feelings or fears. Was theirs a friendship that could share deeper things?

      Danel turned back toward the courtyard and took a deep breath before he stepped from the cool darkness back into the blazing sunlight. A cicada thrummed its song from the fig tree. Danel used a ladle to scoop up some water from the barrel and carried it to Yassib.

      Yassib slurped a mouthful. “Sit and tell me what’s bothering you.”

      Danel looked at the ground and felt again the terrible fear from the night before. Fear with talons to rip at his heart.

      “Two nights ago, I had a dream,” he said.

      “Obviously a bad one if it’s still bothering you.”

      Danel nodded.

      “Then you’re in luck. Talliya’s divining tent is set up,” Yassib said.

      “I’m not sure,” Danel said, stomach churning. After his glimpse of Talliyah’s face at the entrails reading, he wasn’t sure she could be trusted.

      “Not sure she can help you? Lots of the diviners are frauds, but she predicted Father would become chief even though he wasn’t the oldest son.”

      Predicted? Or had the prediction encouraged Yassib’s father to take matters into his own hands?

      “Don’t look so skeptical. You know she predicted the famine, which meant we had plenty of time to prepare. It’s not just one or two lucky guesses. People swear by the accuracy of her palm readings, and—”Yassib’s voice grew animated, “—she specializes in dream interpretation.”

      And Danel had a dream that he was convinced held meaning. He just wasn’t sure he wanted to know what it meant. If a dream had a good outcome, everyone would love the resulting happy anticipation. But what if the meaning of a dream was bad? Who’d want to live with the burden of dread?

      “I came to ask you to go with me and find you actually need a dream interpreted. It’s obviously meant to be,” Yassib said with enthusiasm.

      Danel looked at Yassib. “What do you need to consult her about?”

      Yassib shrugged. “Nothing really, but she is old and doesn’t move far from Kiriath Jearim. I was curious, that’s all. It would be something to tell my children one day, that I met the great Talliya.”

      The woman or her parents didn’t suffer from lack of modesty. She’d been named after the goddess of the dew, one of the daughters of Baal. Had that been her name from birth, or had she taken it on as her power and fame grew?

      Should Danel go? Talliya might be the answer to his prayers for peace. Papa had told Danel not to waste his money on diviners, but that was because people had pushed Papa to go to a diviner when Danel’s mother was sick. Papa had spent money he could ill afford to lose, and it had made no difference. Mama had still died. Afterwards, Papa had refused to go to the temple or participate in festivals. He said he wouldn’t worship any gods who didn’t answer prayer or demanded the blood of children.

      “You go if you want to,” Danel said. “I’m not sure it’s a good idea.”

      “I’m not going without you.” Yassib stood.

      And he wouldn’t. Yassib’s absolute confidence that Danel would follow made it extremely difficult for Danel not to do so.

      Tension knotted in Danel’s stomach. What excuse could he give? “She’ll cost more money than I want to spend.” He knew the moment he spoke that his excuse wouldn’t work.

      “Don’t worry about that,” Yassib said. “I’ll pay.”

      “No. If I go, I’ll pay for myself,” Danel said.

      “Whatever you like, but we need to leave now. There’ll be a crowd waiting.”

      Other people believed in the woman. Why was Danel so loath to go? He groaned as the dream flooded back into his mind again. This might be his only chance. Even if she only told him what she knew he wanted to hear, maybe it would be enough. Anything to be able to sleep again.

      Danel fetched his silver and followed Yassib toward the hillock where the diviner had set up her tent.
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        * * *

      

      There was indeed a long line of people waiting to consult Talliya. Danel sighed. He strove to look relaxed and happy. He didn’t want others to know about the fear that kept coiling in his stomach when he least expected it.

      He and Yassib inched forward. The closer they came to the tent, the more Danel’s feet dragged. The fear he’d felt last night once again sunk its talons into him again, and his stomach churned.

      The line contained equal numbers of men and women. Most were silent, minding their own business, but their faces reflected different emotions. Some were bright with curiosity and hope, others beset with worry or fear. Could the people waiting see Danel’s fear?

      The line continued to move forward. Danel couldn’t help noticing that people looked different when they emerged from the tent. Some looked more fearful, some more anxious, some more somber. All looked—he searched for the word—all looked somehow more drained, more lifeless, as though something was missing. Dread coursed through him. He still wanted to run, but running would never give him peace.

      “You first,” Yassib said as they reached the front of the line, as though he knew of Danel’s reluctance and didn’t trust him not to dash away at the first opportunity.

      Taking a deep breath, Danel pushed up the flap of the tent. He waited for his eyes to adjust to the gloom. There was a spark from a tiny oil lamp. Danel couldn’t help drawing in a sharp breath.

      “And why do you want my help?” a woman’s voice asked.

      Danel blinked. Talliya’s voice was honeyed, seductive. It somehow suggested she knew him and had his best interests at heart.

      Again he wanted to run, but Yassib would never let him forget it if he did. Instead, he stammered, “I had a dream.”

      “Well, honey, dreams are my-y specialty,” Talliyah’s voice purred.

      His face warmed.

      “It might not be important,” he said, squirming,

      “Let me be the judge of that.” There was something mesmerizing about her voice, and suddenly it felt the most natural thing in the world to pour out his fear.

      “I dreamed.” He licked his lips. “I dreamed I went into my bakery and it was empty. No bread, no flour in the bins. The rats had devoured everything. There was no oil in the jars, for they had been smashed and the oil had seeped into the earth floor.”

      The despair and fear he’d felt during the dream swept through him again. “I looked and knew it was all gone and I didn’t have the strength to do any more. I fell to the ground in a faint or death, I know not which. The birds of the air poured in through the doorway and descended, pecking, pecking, pecking. I woke in the dark, shaking.”

      There was a long silence. “I can see why you were concerned.”

      The last thing Danel wanted was for her to agree with him. “But that is not all, for I fell asleep again and dreamed the same thing.”

      “Let me ponder your dream’s meaning.” The woman began to hum. The humming continued for a long moment.

      Then a voice spoke. “Disaster. Disaster and death are coming. And loss. Total loss.”

      The hair on Danel’s neck stood on end for the voice was not the smooth purr of a woman’s voice, but the deep, guttural tones of a man. A voice that made his mouth dry and his palms sweat.

      “Death,” the deep voice said again. “Death.”

      Danel started to shake. This was what he’d feared. This was why he hadn’t wanted to come. He’d feared the dream predicted nothing good. It was worse, much worse, to have his fear confirmed.

      Danel lurched to his feet, slammed the payment on the table, and dashed toward the exit from the tent.

      “Death,” the voice intoned again from the darkness behind him. “Death and destruction.”

      Danel stopped in the entrance of the tent, temporarily dazzled by the sunlight outside. The first thing he saw was Yassib, mouth open and eyes wide.

      “Come on,” Danel said. “We’re going.”

      “What happened in there?” Yassib asked.

      “This is not the place to talk about it,” Danel said, heading away from the tent.

      Behind them there was an indignant shout. “What do you mean you’re closed?”

      Danel turned. A man, bare arms folded, barred the way into the tent. “Talliya is unwell. She cannot see anyone else today.”

      Unwell? Danel would not have said she was unwell. Terrified at what she’d seen, perhaps, but not unwell. Did Talliya often react to dreams in this way?

      Without looking any further, Danel turned and headed for the stream outside the town. If Yassib insisted on hearing what had occurred in the tent, then Danel wanted to be in the bright sunshine. They were not words that should be uttered in his home.
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