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      This books is dedicated to my readers. Although I initially wrote because I believe my creator asked me to, it certainly helps to have readers who not only devour my work, but who also pray for me and each book. A special mention to those who write reviews and recommend my books to others.

      

      And for K and K, two young readers, who asked me to dedicate a book to them! May you continue to mature as true daughters of the King of Kings, and continue to bring him much delight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        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)

      

        

      
        Charm is deceptive, and beauty is fleeting; but a woman who fears the Lord is to be praised.

      

        

      
        Proverbs 31:30 (NIV)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            LIST OF CHARACTER AND PLACE NAMES

          

        

      

    

    
      Fictional Characters

      Saphi — daughter of a temple courtesan and sweeper in the temple of Dagon in Ashdod.

      Lahmi - eldest son of Hanun, chief priest of Dagon in Ekron.

      Hanun and Lilah - Lahmi’s father and mother.

      Granny Meleki - an old women of Ashdod and a descendant of Alimelech, Abraham’s friend.

      Many other minor characters.

      

      Biblical Characters (found in the books of Judges and 1 Samuel)

      I have chosen not to use more Hebraic-anglicized versions of Samuel’s and his sons’ names. But I have used these more Hebrew versions for other names.

      Samuel - last of the judges, prophet and priest of Yahveh, living in Ramah.

      Joel and Abijah - Samuel’s sons.

      There are many mentions of earlier historical characters — A’dam, Yehoshua, Devorah, Samson …

      

      Place Names

      Ashdod — one of five major cities in Philistia (the others were Ashkelon, Gaza, Gath, and Ekron). Each with their own king and priests.

      Gath - the second place that the ark was taken by the Philistines. It was an inland city south-east of Ashdod. Less than a day’s walk.

      Ekron - further inland (north-east) and fast half day’s walk away from Ashdod.

      Beth Shemesh - border town between Philistia and Israel, south-east of Ekron. The place where the ark crossed the border on its return to Israel.

      Gibeon — a hard two-day walk from Beth Shemesh.

      Ramah — home of Samuel and his family.

      Mizpah - where the school of prophets, run by Samuel, is based.

      Shiloh — the site of the Tabernacle during Samuel’s days, the central place of worship for all Israelites.
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      “I hate you. I hate you. I will always hate you.” Saphi sobbed as she thumped her small fists on her mother’s legs. “You hurted me.”

      The burn seared across her cheek and earlobe.

      Mother grabbed Saphi’s hands as though to imprison her once more. Saphi struggled, determined to escape this woman who had turned from a loving Mama into a torturer.

      “Stop struggling,” Mother said. “Water will help, but I can’t put it on if I have to hold you.”

      Could Saphi trust her? She’d trusted her once and look where that had got her.

      It wasn’t only her cheek that was burning. Her whole head throbbed. She took a ragged breath and forced herself to stand still.

      Mother placed her hand in the bowl that Saphi hadn’t noticed next to her and splashed water on the burns. It didn’t seem to help.

      Mother scooped out another handful of water and trickled it over the throbbing skin. “If you lie on your side, I can pour the water right across your cheek.”

      It hurt to move but Saphi obeyed, desperate for relief, any relief.

      More handfuls of water followed. It was better than nothing, but the pain still made her feel like throwing up.

      “I’m going to put olive oil on now.”

      Mother reached out to where she had the oil ready and waiting. She opened the stopper, and the fruity smell filled Saphi’s nostrils, a smell that somehow comforted her with its familiarity. Mother dripped the oil over Saphi’s face. It hurt as it touched the burn but then it soothed. The pain was still present, dulled to a low roar instead of a scream.

      “There, there,” Mother crooned. “Is that any better?”

      What could Saphi say? The pain on her cheek was a little better, but the pain in her heart was worse than anything she’d ever experienced. Mother had always been loving and full of fun. In an instant she’d become someone entirely different. How could Saphi’s heart ever recover?
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        More than ten years later, c. 1060 BCE

        Ashdod, Philistia

      

      

      “Go and do something,” Saphi’s mother snapped.

      Mother had been cranky all day, unable to settle to any task and constantly going to the window. What did she expect to see out there? Her commander, returning a conquering hero and whisking her off her feet? Out of this house, out of this city, and out of her life in this place? Fat chance. The man was married. Though he played on the side, he was unlikely to leave his wife for any other woman. Mother always said she wouldn’t fall for her customers but inevitably she did. This was the latest infatuation in a long line that included merchants, princes, and chiefs. Nothing but the best for her mother, the most beautiful temple courtesan in Ashdod. Some said the most beautiful woman in all of Philistia.

      “I’ve earned a break,” Saphi said. It wasn’t as if she’d done any less than usual. She’d been up well before dawn, as she was every day, to sweep out the temple and prepare for the crowds who would surge through its doors. Crowds that were sure to be more numerous than normal. Crowds anxious about the safety of their loved ones. The people’s wealth would be poured out into offerings, as they pleaded for the assurances that the priests were so practiced in giving.

      For their menfolk had gone to war. War against their constantly encroaching neighbors, the Israelites. The two peoples had been butting heads since long before Saphi was born. Maybe it was inevitable, with the Philistines clustered in five main cities near the Great Sea. Every nation desired access to the sea, and Saphi’s people were in the way. Back long ago, lost from memory, the Philistines had come over that same sea to settle along this coast.

      “Well, don’t just sit there, staring into space. It unsettles me,” Mother said, smoothing cosmetics into her still youthful skin.

      Saphi sighed.

      “Don’t you sigh at me,” Mother said, her gaze still directed towards the window that looked out onto the alleyway.

      Saphi would sigh if she wanted to. Mother didn’t deserve Saphi’s respect. Never had since that day, the day she’d branded her own daughter. The burns had healed into a misshapen, bumpy band of scars. Saphi had learned to turn the good side of her face towards people but sooner or later they’d see the other side of her face. Saphi’s childhood had been lived to the sound of gasps and people turning away with, “What a pity. She could have been as beautiful as her mother.”

      If Mother was nearby, she’d nod with a tightness around her lips. Sometimes a tear would glisten in her eye. Hypocrite! Pretending it had been an accident and she was as upset as anyone by the burns. Did Mother get satisfaction from knowing her beauty would never be eclipsed by Saphi?

      Saphi sighed again, just to annoy her mother.

      “Stop sighing and go upstairs if you can’t find anything else to do.”

      Saphi would go, not because Mother suggested it but because it was what Saphi wanted to do anyway. The roof, with its sweeping views, was one of Saphi’s safe places. One of the havens she needed to shelter herself from the harsh winds of life.

      Saphi grabbed a ripe fig on her way towards the outside stairs up to the flat roof.

      “Don’t you spill the juice in here,” Mother called after her.

      Saphi took a big bite, feeling the juice trickling down her chin. She wouldn’t spill juice, only because she was the one who’d have to wipe it up. A woman as beautiful as her mother didn’t dirty her hands by actually cleaning the house. Saphi was the cleaner. A servant in her own home and not only here, but also in the temple. A job appropriate for someone everyone would rather keep hidden.

      As usual, it was hot on the rooftop, but a gentle breeze caressed her cheeks. On hot summer nights, Saphi slept up here. She’d wake with the dawn and go down to the beach to walk along the waterline, searching for driftwood or shells or anything else the sea had washed up that might add beauty to their small courtyard.

      Saphi walked over and leaned on the parapet as she had done countless times before. She lifted her hand and shielded her eyes from the glare. The sun glinted off the blue-green water of the Great Sea and lapped at the edges of the sparkling white sand beach.

      She loved to look at the sea not only because of its beauty but because it distracted her from the city behind her. The city reminded her that she was an outsider. Forever standing up on her rooftop watching life pass her by without a single friend in the world. When she was younger she used to dream of a brother or a sister, someone to play with her, someone to care and ask her about her hopes and dreams. Once it became obvious that Mother would not have any other children, Saphi had longed for a friend. Just one would do. Sometimes as a child she’d find a playmate for brief moments. Yet sooner or later a parent or grandparent would come and rush Saphi’s newfound playmate away while muttering something about curses. Yes, maybe Saphi was cursed but didn’t even someone cursed need a companion?

      Saphi hugged her arms around her. What if she left this city? Could there be a place where her scars did not matter? Where someone could look past them to the ordinary girl beneath?

      A seabird screamed overhead. Saphi would go for a walk on the beach. It would give her a chance to escape her own foolish longings and the nervous tension in the house. The whole city was subdued with every household having sent their menfolk off to war. Ordinarily there wouldn’t have been any fear, for their army was strong, but nothing was ever ordinary with the tribes to the east. People said that the Israelites had defeated peoples far stronger and more numerous than the Philistines. Mother had mentioned the Egyptians and Amorites. Saphi hadn’t heard the actual stories but the rumors remained. Sometimes the god of the Israelites fought for them in extraordinary ways, ways that couldn’t be explained as anything other than divine intervention. Saphi would love to know more, but how did someone in Ashdod find out more about the Israelites’ god? It wasn’t as if there was anyone in the city who actually knew the stories.
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      Later that afternoon, Saphi collected her brooms and dusters from home and walked the short distance to the temple, entering by its back door. The sickly-sweet smell of incense assaulted her nose as it did twice every day. She halted just inside the door and waited for her eyes to adjust to the gloom inside. The cleaning would take longer than usual tonight because of the extra crowds during the day. From her rooftop, she'd seen the lines of women and old people begging, begging, begging Dagon to protect the lives of their menfolk. Men who even now would be recovering and cleaning up from a bloody first day of conflict. A messenger had arrived to say the fighting had started that morning. Would Mother sleep tonight or would she keep pacing until the next messenger arrived?

      Once her eyes had adjusted to the gloom, Saphi put down her brooms and took her duster and moved further into the vast space. She knew every nook and cranny of the temple. It was familiar but she had no affection for it. This new temple had been completed just as her mother had asked the priests if Saphi could have the job tidying up after the worshipers left each day. Saphi would have preferred another job, because the temple depressed her. Black grime coated the walls and any exposed surfaces from the constant burning of incense. Sickly aromas that were supposed to please Dagon and make him more willing to grant his worshipers their wishes.

      Saphi whisked her cloth over the surfaces, making sure not to knock over any of the vases or jars where offerings were placed. Not that Saphi ever had to clean around the offerings, for the priests cleared them constantly throughout the day. From food gifts to silver and gold and sometimes even precious stones. The more desperate a person was to have their requests fulfilled, the bigger their offering. Today, the priests would have been constantly busy gathering the offerings into their treasuries.

      Saphi kept her eyes down, and concentrated on her dusting. She dared not offend Dagon, for who knew what would happen if she offended a god?

      But perhaps her very presence disrespected Dagon. Surely, if he was so great, no ugly person should be in his presence. Saphi had occasionally looked at herself in the piece of polished bronze that was one of Mother’s prized possessions. She had her mother’s eyes and pert nose and long eyelashes. She even had Mother’s thick, wavy hair that fell to her waist. Saphi had long ago learned to braid it to keep it out of the way. On half of her face, she was beautiful like her mother, but that was where the similarities ended. She’d only once dared to look at her scars. Once had been enough, for the sight of them had filled her with rage and a nausea that had made her turn away from the polished surface.

      After finishing the dusting and laying down her dirty cloths, Saphi picked up her broom. The last of the light came in the doors and windows and showed up the dust motes that danced no matter how slowly she swept.

      Saphi concentrated on the rubbish left behind by the worshipers: dried leaves, flower petals, animal manure from outside in the street. She swept carefully under the tables, trying not to think about the huge, polished gold bulk of Dagon which loomed over her, or his glittering ruby eyes. Eyes that seemed to follow her around the vast spaces of the temple.

      Did Dagon know she didn’t respect her mother? Did he know she didn’t want to worship him? What choice did she have? She was a Philistine and Philistines worshiped Dagon. That was the Philistine way.
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      Running feet pounded in Saphi’s dream. She startled awake and heard them still, running down the alley past their house to reach the temple. Saphi sat up and grabbed her tunic. Even moving as swiftly as she could, she couldn’t beat her mother who was already fully dressed and moving towards the gate at the entrance of their courtyard. Had Mother been awake all night, or had she simply woken especially early?

      Saphi grabbed a scarf hanging on a hook at the entrance and fastened it to cover her unruly hair. Mother would be angry if Saphi embarrassed her by looking disheveled. “There is never a reason to look anything but neat and tidy.” Saphi didn’t know why she bothered when anyone who saw her face drew back in horror anyway.

      Saphi quickly tied her sandals and hurried after Mother. At the end of the alley, she halted. The vast courtyard in the front of the temple was already filled with a crowd of people, anxious for news. The air was full of the murmur of their voices. Voices tight with tension and the fear that bad news might be imminent.

      “Where’s the messenger?” Saphi asked the woman next to her.

      “I guess they’re giving him a drink and making sure they get all the news.”

      It was not necessary to say who “they” were. While the king of Ashdod led his troops, the priests were in charge in his absence. They wouldn’t let the messenger speak for himself. No, they would want to be the source of any news that was shared.

      “Shush!”

      “Here he is.”

      The repeated words swept through the crowd and a hush fell. Saphi craned her neck to see. The chief priest came out of the temple onto the raised dais in full priestly regalia. He paused and held up his hand, a totally unnecessary gesture as everyone stood ready to listen to his every word.

      “Victory!” shouted the priest.

      A thousand women erupted in cheers and cries of joy as their tension eased. Would their king and all his men be returning?

      “Tell us more,” a woman at the front called.

      “Yes, tell us more,” others echoed.

      The priest held up his hand again until they hushed once more. “Our heroes were camped at Aphek and the Israelites at Ebenezer.”

      The place names meant little to any of them, for who among them had ever traveled more than a short distance from Ashdod? The priest waved vaguely north-east. “The Israelites attacked. We killed four thousand of them.”

      He made it sound as though he’d been personally responsible for all the deaths with the strength of his arm.

      “So are they coming home?” cried the outspoken woman at the front.

      “Woman, you do not understand war,” the priest said. “Four thousand deaths is a mere battle. The Israelites won’t give up so easily. They’ll attack again to save their honor.”

      “Then we will strike again,” the woman said.

      “Yes,” echoed other voices. “Yes, and crush them totally.”

      Following up the first battle with another made sense militarily, but it also increased the risk their menfolk would be injured or worse. Saphi’s people might have killed four thousand Israelites, but how many of their own had died? The priest wasn’t saying anything about their losses and probably wouldn’t, even if asked. His job was to keep the people quiet and docile until their ruler returned. If their king returned to chaos, he would quickly replace the priests with others who did a better job of keeping the city in order.

      The priest turned and returned to the temple through a side door. The painted main doors were only opened on major festival days.

      The crowd began to drift away. Saphi stood on tiptoes and looked for her mother. She was on the far side of the temple courtyard, alone and standing straight, like a single flower in a field of grass. Saphi edged sideways and forwards, against the flow of people. She’d see what Mother wanted to eat that day, not that she’d pay much attention to her food. Her fears would only have been temporarily allayed by this first victory. The commander was still in danger until he returned.

      “What are you doing here?” a shrill voice demanded.

      Saphi glanced sideways to where a group of women clumped around a young man.

      “No young man should be here while all our other menfolk are risking their lives.”

      “I—”

      The woman didn’t let him say a word. “Stop being a coward.”

      “But I⁠—”

      He sounded like he needed help. Saphi walked quickly towards the group and pushed her way through to where the young man was standing, his face flushed with anger—or was it embarrassment?

      “I’m sure he has a reason,” Saphi said.

      The women took a step back. Her face had a way of doing that, even though she thought they’d be used to it by now.

      “I do have a reason,” the boy-man said. He took a few limping steps back away from the women now surrounding him.

      “That’s a good reason,” Saphi said. “That leg would be useless for war.”

      “We didn’t notice,” one of the women murmured, turning to go.

      One by one, the other women followed, some looking shame-faced but most expressionless, as if nothing had happened at all.

      Saphi turned to the young man, expecting to share a grateful smile.

      “I didn’t ask for your help,” he muttered.

      “It looked like you needed it.”

      “I didn’t,” he snapped. “And I don’t need you calling me useless.”

      “I didn’t call you useless,” Saphi said, hands on her hips. “I called your leg useless.”

      “My leg is part of me.”

      “Part, yes, but it’s not the whole of you.”

      “Do you believe that when—when you remember—?” He gestured towards her face.

      Ouch. He might not be able to fight in war but he certainly knew how to wield the weapon of his tongue.

      “Maybe that is why I came to your rescue,” she said. “I understand what it is to be treated unfairly.”

      He grimaced. “Next time I need rescuing, I’ll be sure to look out for your pretty face.”

      She snorted at his sarcastic tone and watched while he hobbled off in the direction she least expected, towards the back of the temple where many of the priests lived. Was he related to one of the priests? Or was he simply a servant who fetched and carried whatever they demanded? If so, he was new, for she had never seen him around and she was in the temple every day.

      Well, whoever he was, he was stubborn, rude and ungrateful, and she wasn’t going to waste any time thinking about him.
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        Two days later

      

      

      The blare of a ram’s horn echoed down their alleyway.

      “Come on,” Saphi’s mother said. “Something important must have happened.”

      Saphi put down the bread she’d been about to eat. Mother wouldn’t rest until they knew what news the messenger had brought.

      Once again, the temple courtyard was crammed with women, young and old. The priest would love being at the center of it all, relishing the theatrical flourishes: the pauses, the gestures, the ringing voice.

      The women ceased their chatter and waited until the priest, once again wearing his full garb, deigned to speak.

      “Fine women of Ashdod, the second battle has commenced and we must pray, for the Israelites have brought their priests and the ark of Yahveh to the battle.”

      An older woman next to Saphi gasped.

      “What does he mean?” Saphi asked the woman.

      “It’s their god,” the woman said. “He’s come to fight against our people.”

      Was the ark some sort of statue representing the god of the Israelites?

      “Our men were ter—troubled,” the priest continued. “They said, ‘Their gods have come into the camp. Nothing like this has happened before.’”

      The priest paused. Was he telling them the real account or one carefully adjusted for his own purposes? Had their men been terrified rather than merely troubled?

      “The soldiers asked one another, ‘Who will deliver us from the hand of these mighty gods? These are the gods who struck the Egyptians with all kinds of plagues in the wilderness.’”

      Whatever events the priest was talking about, Saphi had never heard anything but the merest whisper about them.

      “Our battle commanders said, ‘Be strong, Philistines! Be men, or you will be subject to the Hebrews, as they have been to you. Be men, and fight!’” The priest looked fierce and punched the air in front of him. “Dagon is far superior to any god, but he must see that you are serious. Bring your offerings and pray, or we will be defeated, for these gods have defeated greater peoples than ours.”

      Saphi nearly snorted. How was it that the priests always managed every situation to increase the wealth streaming into the temple?

      A moan went up and some of the women began beating their chests. “Dagon, spare our men. Rescue us.”

      “Bring your offerings and pray. Perhaps Dagon will hear and protect our people,” the priest shouted.

      “We will bring our offerings,” the women responded and turned to do his bidding.

      Saphi stood still and allowed the crowd to flow around her. She, for one, wouldn’t be bringing any offerings. She wasn’t sure she even believed in Dagon, for he had not rescued her from her mother’s fierce jealousy and he had not protected her beauty.

      Back home, Saphi entered their door just as her mother emerged from an inner room clutching a gold necklace, probably one of the many gifts she received from admirers. “We will go and present an offering.”

      “I don’t want to go,” Saphi said. “I’m not sure offerings achieve anything except enriching the priests.” And judging by the size of their bellies, they were very well looked after indeed.

      “I want you to come,” her mother said. “We need to be united.”

      They hadn’t been united since Saphi had been branded although if she thought hard, she could just remember back before the branding when her mother had cuddled and laughed with her. “Do you think your pleas are more likely to work if we both go?”

      Mother grimaced. “I don’t know, but I’m not willing to risk getting it wrong.”

      And that was just the problem. No one actually knew what Dagon required or if they’d done the right things the right ways. Even if a god did communicate, did Saphi want any god telling her what to do?

      Saphi sighed and went to gather some fruit to take with them. It was better to have something in her hands than to stand around, awkwardly waiting for her mother to make her offerings and say her prayers.

      “Hurry, or we’ll have to wait in line,” Mother said.

      It would be easier just to give in so Saphi followed her mother out of the house and to the already crowded temple.

      Mother huffed. “Now we’ll have to wait.”

      Surely the longer the wait, the more it would signal their devotion. The priests had anticipated the crowd, for one of the acolytes was directing women in one door and they were leaving by another. Already, clouds of incense drifted out of the temple.

      They inched forward in silence, in contrast to the women exiting the other door. Those women seemed to chatter at the top of their voices once their duty was done.

      Saphi and her mother walked across the threshold and into the dim smokiness of the temple’s interior, and Saphi coughed as the smoke hit the back of her throat. The smell of sweat filled the space and Saphi wished she could hold her nose. Instead, she pretended not to notice the stench and shuffled forward towards the main altar.

      The woman in front of them dropped a stick of incense, which disappeared beneath the worshipers’ feet. Another thing Saphi would have to sweep up tomorrow morning.

      They reached the altar. Saphi offered her fruit with the prescribed bowing of her head and muttered a prayer, just in case. “Dagon, look on us with favor. Protect our men and lives. Don’t let the Israelites and their god invade.” For invaders were the dread of any people. Their armies seemed to delight in pillage and plunder. Even Saphi’s burns might not stir their pity.

      Beside her, Mother had offered her gold chain. Did she notice the gleam of avarice in the priest’s eyes? Mother bowed her head in the required respect and tears flowed down her cheeks as she mouthed her prayers. Saphi hoped the commander was worth it. Saphi had no intention of ever giving her heart in such a manner. Not that it seemed likely any man would ever try to get close. Every time Mother gave her heart, it eventually ended broken, accompanied by much disappointment and waterfalls of tears.

      Mother finished and they were guided out the other door into the blinding sunshine. Saphi blinked, but once her eyes had adjusted to the glare she noticed the old woman who’d seemed to know about the ark of the covenant sitting in the shade under a fig tree. Saphi edged towards the woman as Mother headed out of the courtyard.

      Saphi went to the public fountain and used one of the beakers to scoop up some water and carry it over to the woman. Maybe bringing water would mean the woman wouldn’t immediately draw back in horror.

      “For me?” said the woman. “That’s kind of you, dear.”

      The woman’s tone was unexpectedly warm and brought a lump to Saphi’s throat. It had been a long time since someone had talked to her as though she was a normal person.

      “It was rather a dreadful crush in there, wasn’t it?” the old woman continued.

      Saphi nodded and risked sitting down next to the woman. The woman didn’t seem bothered by Saphi at all. Once the woman had finished her drink, Saphi said, “I was standing next to you earlier when the priest mentioned the ark of the covenant. You seemed to know something about it.”

      “Only a little, dear,” the woman said. “Of course, I haven’t seen it. No Philistine has.”

      “What is it? And why are our men so–” Saphi paused. She doubted they’d been merely troubled. “Why were they so terrified of it?”

      The woman settled herself on the log they were sitting on. “It’s a box made of gold—so I’m told—and carried by long poles.”

      “That doesn’t sound frightening.”

      “The box itself isn’t frightening. It’s what it contains.” The woman leaned forward and said in a whisper. “It contains the presence of their god.”

      Saphi shivered for no apparent reason. How was that any different from when Dagon was taken on parade? Not that the priests ever moved the main statue. It was too heavy. They held a regular ceremony and feast to change his robe and crown every year. But there were smaller statues that went on parade. They’d carry the statue on a special throne, and people would fall on their faces on the ground for the privilege of it to pass over them and perhaps secure special blessings. Sometimes statues from the other cities would come into the Ashdod temple to be blessed. Each parade was an opportunity for celebration and feasting.

      “How do you know about the ark?” Saphi asked.

      “It’s a long story,” the old woman said. “My ancestors were friends with Avraham, the ancestor of the Israelites. He was the man to whom Yahveh, the Israelites’ god, promised all the land of the Canaanites. Some of those friendships remained for generations, and my family has still kept an interest in whatever we hear about the Israelites.”

      “But why were our why our soldiers so afraid. They said something about the gods of the Israelites.”

      “Before I can explain, I have to correct something the priests got wrong. The Israelites don’t worship multiple gods. They worship a single god, and he is different from Dagon and our other gods.”

      “In what way?” Saphi asked, still marveling that this woman was talking to her.

      “In too many ways to recount. You’ll understand some of the ways when I tell you what happened with the Egyptians.”

      Women and children were still waiting to get into the temple while others were streaming out the other door, but no one came over to the tree where they were sitting.

      “Am I preventing you from doing what you need to do?” Saphi gestured towards those who were striding out of the courtyard, intent on the day’s tasks.

      The old woman chuckled. “Honey, when you’ve reached my age, you’ve earned a break from such things. My daughter-in-law will call me when I’m needed.”

      Saphi had always wanted a friend her own age, but maybe this older lady could be a friend.

      “How many children do you have?”

      The woman leaned back against the tree. “I’ve birthed fourteen, but only six of them are still with me. Four daughters and two sons.”

      Saphi’s mother had always tried to hide the harsher facts of life from her, but living so close to other people Saphi was aware that many children died during birth or early childhood.

      “Now,” the woman said. “Weren’t you wanting that story?”

      “I was,” Saphi said. Listening to a story was better than watching her mother pace and better than being handed extra jobs to keep her from getting in her mother’s way.

      “I don’t know all the details. The news of the plagues arrived like waves of rumor hitting the shore over a period of many moons. The stories might have changed as the previous generations passed them down to me but it goes something like this—” She sucked her teeth. “The descendants of Avraham were slaves in Egypt for some reason that I don’t know. They suffered a great deal and begged their god to rescue them.”

      Saphi snorted. “I doubt that did much good.”

      “I understand your skepticism. The gods don’t usually rescue us. But in this case, you’d be wrong. Their god sent a man called Mosheh to rescue them.”

      The old woman paused, closing her eyes as if it was an effort to drag the story from the back of her mind.

      “What could one man do?” Saphi prompted, determined to keep this rare conversation going.

      “Not much,” the woman chuckled. “But it turned out that Yahveh could do a lot.” She turned to Saphi. “If you go and get me another drink, I’ll try to recall. My memory isn’t what it used to be.”

      Saphi jumped to her feet and went to get some more water. On her return, the old woman half-drained the beaker.

      “Yahveh sent plagues. I don’t remember how many. The first one is easy to remember, for he turned their biggest river to blood.”

      “Sounds unlikely,” Saphi said, “It was likely just red mud after a storm, or some sort of weed.”

      “Maybe, but there were many more plagues and they were all miraculous. There was a series of disasters on their crops and livestock.” The woman pursed her lips. “Another was three days of total blackness. I do remember that one because it always struck me as funny, since the Egyptians venerated the sun god, Ra, as one of their senior gods.”

      How reliable was this story? The woman had said it came like a series of rumors. Perhaps they’d been exaggerated. But if so, why were their own men so troubled when this god came into their camp?

      “Anyway, the plagues were so terrible that the Egyptians expelled the Israelites from their land.”

      “And then they came to plague us.” Saphi laughed at her own joke.

      “You might laugh, but fighting against the Israelites’ god is no joke. You’d be better off praying than trying to fight that god.” The woman paused. “Although I’m not sure praying to Dagon is quite the same.”

      “Do you pray to the Israelites’ god ?”

      The woman shook her head. “Why would he listen to a Philistine?” Her expression became sad. “But I would willingly serve a god who actually talked to me as he seemed to talk to Avraham all those generations ago.”

      Saphi found herself quietly nodding. “What should I call you?” she asked the woman.

      “Everyone calls me Granny Meleki.”

      “And I’m Saphi. Thank you for taking the time to talk to me.” Saphi stood up. She’d merely thanked Granny Meleki, but really she wanted to throw her arms around the old lady. It warmed her to have actually talked with someone who treated her as an ordinary young woman. “I hope to see you again.”

      Granny Meleki had hinted that there were earlier stories, right back to the earliest days of the Israelites. They might be worth hearing. And provide an escape from Saphi's constant cleaning routines and a chance to get to know Granny and her wonderful stories.
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        Four days later

      

      

      “They’re coming!” called a boy’s voice in the alleyway.

      “Hurry!” Saphi’s mother said. “Hurry! Why are you always so slow?”

      Saphi wasn’t particularly slow. It was just that Mother was impatient. Two mornings earlier, they’d heard the news of a great Philistine victory, with promises that the army would be returning after they’d buried their dead and cared for their injured. No army could move quickly even after a victory.

      Saphi trailed her mother up the alley. Once they knew about the victory, Mother had gone to the priests and asked for a privileged spot on the temple’s flat roof. Since the temple was built on a hill, they’d be able to see the army as it approached the city and see all the spoils without risking having their view blocked or their toes stepped upon.

      At the gate of the temple, guards were stopping the crowds who had had the same idea but didn’t have Mother’s connections with the chief priest. Mother raised her arm in a graceful wave and the guards made sure they got through the gate. Sometimes it was useful to be her mother’s daughter. Saphi accompanied her mother up the outside stairs. Once on the roof, she found a place to lean on the parapet.

      The army was streaming down towards the city in a semi-orderly series of columns. Already Saphi’s ears pulsed with the thud of drums and the march of a multitude of feet.

      “Don’t they look splendid?” Mother said in Saphi’s ear.

      Didn’t the victors always look splendid? Victory made men walk taller and prouder. Fathers and sons would live off this experience for years, proudly telling their children and grandchildren of their prowess—suitably embellished, of course.

      Saphi yawned. She’d had to be up super early this morning because the priests had hinted that the temple should be especially clean to welcome the victors. Saphi had barely finished her job and gone home to rest her feet when the heralds had blown their trumpets, signaling the army’s approach.

      The sun, which had been covered by cloud, broke through. Saphi and everyone around her gasped. In the center of the army was a shining gold mass.

      “What is it?” a woman asked.

      “Their ark,” a priest answered. “Guess it doesn’t have the power they thought.”

      A vague feeling of disappointment seeped into Saphi’s gut.

      The ark might not have any supernatural power, but Saphi couldn’t drag her eyes away from the object. Her eyes tracked the army as they drew closer, the sunlight flashing off their weapons. Yet nothing could eclipse the shine of the ark. Powerless it might be, but no one could deny its beauty.

      Cheers erupted as the commander entered the gate on his horse. Mother gripped her arm and stood on tiptoe. The horse pranced, and the commander brought it under control then looked towards the temple roof and raised his hand towards them.

      “Magnificent,” murmured her mother.

      Hopefully anyone who overheard her assumed she meant the horse.

      Saphi ignored the commander and kept her eyes on the ark. It wasn’t merely a box. There was some sort of decoration on the top. Were they carvings?

      The drums were almost drowned out by the cheering. Flags and banners were unfurled to add to the festive spirit. The commander swung off his horse and handed its reins to a waiting servant, then walked towards the cart on which the ark rested. He directed an obviously prearranged group of soldiers to pick up the ark by its long carrying poles. Then, with sword drawn, he marched towards the main gate of the temple which had been opened for this special occasion.

      Saphi craned her neck to get a closer look at the ark, but it entered the temple before she saw anything. As it disappeared beneath them the temple trumpeters blasted out some triumphant-sounding notes.

      The chief priest came over and took Mother’s arm. “Come, my dear. Let us go and welcome them.”

      Mother was all smiles, as though she welcomed the priest’s attention, but Saphi was certain she loathed the man. Saphi waited until everyone was gone and then drifted quietly down the stairs. She knew exactly where she could watch undetected.

      The screen hid most of the temple but it allowed priests to watch the offering buckets right in front of the main altar and Dagon himself. She slid into place. She’d known there would be no one here now, because any priest who was invited would be out with the action.

      The chief priest—she’d recognize that voice anywhere—called out. “Welcome victors!”

      The soldiers marched through the main doors and came to a halt before Dagon, resplendent in a special robe embroidered with gold thread for the occasion.

      The commander looked at the chief priest. “Where would you like us to put it?”

      “The floor is more than suitable,” the priest said. “After all, Dagon has conquered.”

      Saphi’s skin prickled. If the story Granny Meleki had told was true, then they should not be saying such things. Even if only half of what Granny Meleki had said was true, the Israelites’ god was not to be taunted.

      The commander turned and commanded his men to place the ark on the floor.

      Saphi sucked in a breath. Close up, the ark was stunning, with an intricate molding around the lid and carvings of winged creatures on top. Their wings touched and left a clear space underneath.

      The soldiers fell on their faces before Dagon.

      “Great Dagon and his priests, may you prosper forever,” the commander said in a fine ringing voice. “We bring you the ark, the symbol of Israel’s god. May his glory decrease as yours increases.”

      “You have done well,” the chief priest said, almost purring. “I never thought I would see such a day.” He turned towards Dagon. “Behold, eternal Dagon. You are greater than all others and it is our privilege to serve you, King of Kings and God of Gods.”

      Saphi’s stomach cramped and fear clutched her throat. If this god was real they shouldn’t be provoking the Israelites’ god to act.

      “Bring the incense,” the priest said.

      Saphi turned to slip out as the priests each took a censer. She’d take a back way home. She had no desire to continue to observe the celebrations. If this god had really defeated the Egyptians, she was not going to join in mocking him. Gods were unpredictable. This foreign god might unleash plagues upon their heads as he’d supposedly done in the past to a nation far greater than Philistia.

      She kept walking, knowing she might be worrying unnecessarily. Maybe this god no longer cared about the Israelites. After all, he hadn’t protected them in battle. Or perhaps this god had no power outside Israelite territory, in a foreign city ruled by Dagon. Perhaps.
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