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PROLOGUE


*


David had not yet seen Goliath. Though he had lived almost seventeen years, he had been spared the sight of the enemy and the blood of dying men.


His father, Jesse, had forbidden him from herding the flock close to the field of battle with the Philistines—for his safety, Jesse said—though David suspected it was only for fear his prized flock would be slaughtered. His mother, Nitzevet, had her own reasons to keep David out of harm’s way: He was her youngest, the one closest to her heart. He was different from his brothers and she knew they had no fondness for him. They would not weep if while David visited the battlefield, a stray Philistine spear took his life.


Though he was now old enough to fight, David had not followed his brothers off to war. It was not for him to see Goliath or face the enemy as other Israelite men must. As the youngest, it fell upon him to be the shepherd of his father’s flock. There was no glory in that. But he found no shame in it either. In fact, David took pride in the task.


He had not yet seen Goliath. But before he could face him, David’s path would be a perilous one.


*






“Not a blacksmith could be found in the whole land of Israel, because the Philistines had said, ‘Otherwise the Hebrews will make swords or spears!’”


—Samuel, 13:19


“He chose five smooth stones from the brook, and put them in his shepherd’s bag; his sling was in his hand, and he drew near to the Philistine.”


—Samuel, 17:40








PART I





Chapter 1


Through the tips of his fingers, the warning came.


The taut strands of sheep sinew allowed David to sense what would take place before his eyes could see it or his ears could hear. Sometimes there was a sweetness in the notes, like turtledoves at dawn, which filled him with hope. At other times, the notes stung like thorns, announcing that a dust storm was brewing or that a pack of wolves had cornered a ram in a ravine.


In the unforgiving heat of the day, he watched over the sheep grazing on the hillside near Bethlehem and ran his hand along the strings of his lyre. The notes hovered uncertainly in the air to foretell something looming over the horizon. He sensed a mighty force, though whether for good or evil, he did not know.


He lifted his fingers from the strings and rested the cedar yoke of the lyre on his knee. All his life, he had waited for the Almighty to speak to him. He had listened for His voice on the wind and in the gruff crackling of the hearth fire. He had listened for Him in the roll of thunder and in the chirping of crickets. He had never heard Him.


And yet, for days, David had sensed that something momentous was about to take place. Only the night before, he had the dream, the one that had haunted him for as long as he could remember.


In the dead of night, he was standing outside a cave. He knew that a treasure was hidden inside it, but a giant boulder sealed the cave mouth shut so that the treasure was beyond his reach. Then, as he watched, by some unearthly force, the giant boulder began to move, revealing a glow from within the cave like a secret promise. From the unseen source of the radiance, he heard a voice speaking with solemn authority, but the words were muffled. Before he could understand their meaning, he awoke.


The vision of the cave had come to David on so many nights, he doubted he would ever understand its meaning. But last night, it had been more vivid than ever. When he awoke, his heart was pounding, whether from excitement or terror, he could not say.


The dream told him that this day would be like no other. And so, that morning, he allowed fate to guide him. Usually, he led the flock, but today he followed them. It was the way of the sheep to trail after the oldest ram, even if it was senile and useless, and today the flock followed a lame old one with yellow horns warped by time. So it is with my people, he thought. The Israelites follow the ancient paths, while a young leader could guide them in a bold, new direction.


At first, the sheep moved as they always did, from the darkness into the light, leaving behind the shadowy ravines near home and setting out for the sunshine of familiar pastures. But today, he noticed they ignored the path of the feeble ram. Left to themselves, they did not proceed north toward Saul’s city of Gibeah, where there was water from streams and ample pasture. Instead, the flock veered west, past Beth-zur, almost as far as Sochoh. He followed the flock of thirty ragged wanderers as they picked their way over the flinty hills.


Keeping an eye out for stragglers among the thornbushes and thistles, he realized they had strayed dangerously close to Philistine territory. David had hoped the sheep would be guided by the Almighty to a place where he would receive a sign. Instead, they had led him to a desolate spot with more nettles than grass, a brackish rivulet for a stream and one miserly terebinth tree that gave no shade. My sheep are lucky that I watch over them, he thought. Left to their own instincts, they would all starve to death.


But what if I am wrong? What if they were led here by a Higher Wisdom beyond my understanding?


Perhaps, here, in this desolation, he would hear the voice of the Almighty at last. He held his breath and listened: only the wind. It seemed that today the Most High had better things to do than speak to a mere shepherd who was the youngest son of Jesse of Bethlehem. The heat that had punished his flock was fading at last, but the boulders and brambles clung to the warmth like a grudge against him. And yet, the sheep were content to stay there and forage what little they could. He thought it was like every timid creature, man or beast, to nibble the meager meal in front of him, rather than risk setting out for unknown pastures with greater promise.


As he had countless times before, he studied the flock with a practiced eye in search of a sign from the Almighty. As always, the meekest of the sheep kept to the center of the flock for protection in case the outliers were attacked by wolves.


He noticed that a pregnant ewe, her black fleece flecked with white, had moved away from the others. She had not been eating, and now he saw why. A dark stain in the dust beneath her told him that her waters had broken.


She was about to give birth. Had the Almighty sent him a sign at last?


He took pleasure in bringing new life into the world, even though he knew that in the eyes of his brothers this made him no better than a woman. The ewe was young. This would be her first lamb. David felt compassion for her. He knew it would take her longer to give birth than an older ewe, and it was more likely that her lamb would be stillborn. She had never suffered through the ordeal before and needed more help than older ones in the flock that had borne many.


He eased the ewe out of the sun, beneath the shade of a boulder. She breathed fitfully. He picked up his lyre and began to play. He had found that music from the strings could calm the rapidly beating heart of a ewe and ease the delivery. Today, the gentle notes did no good. Pawing the ground, she bleated and ground her teeth. Sheep gave birth standing or kneeling on their front legs, but this one simply lay down, a sign something was wrong.


Jesse, his father, had told him, “Animals have no souls, so they cannot feel pain.” David knew Jesse was wrong. A sheep was no less in the sight of God than the wisest priest. When he knelt down beside it, the ewe’s eyes were open. He saw the suffering in them.


The lamb slowly emerged through the translucent membrane. First came the two front feet, then its nose was visible between them. The creature was pink and pale and, for the moment, blind. He saw the legs were pointed downward as they should be—this would not be a breech birth. But the lamb was too big. It could not escape its mother’s womb. Gently but steadily, David pulled its legs down toward him. The ewe groaned.


He placed the palm of his hand on her taut belly to feel the contractions. With each spasm, he tried to ease the lamb further out. His hands slippery from the bloody fluid, it was difficult to keep his grip on its legs. He struggled to move the glistening, sodden flanks from side to side to guide them out. He had to be careful. If he pulled too hard, he would break the lamb’s ribs.


At last, wet and shining, the creature slipped free of its mother. He cradled it in his arms, a bundle of gangly legs, and gently lay it down on the parched grass. The lamb was terribly thin, as all newborns were, and David knew it needed to drink its mother’s milk immediately.


But all was not as it should be. The newborn’s eyelids were closed. He leaned closer to its mouth to detect a flutter of breath on his cheek. He felt nothing. The lamb had not yet taken its first breath. Perhaps it never would.


In that tense moment, David did not pray to the Almighty. There was no time for prayer. It was his way to act quickly and let the work of his hands serve as prayer enough. He hastily wiped the mucous from the lamb’s nostrils with his tunic, to make it easier for the creature to breathe. Then, snapping off the end of a thistle, he tickled the lamb’s nose. If this made it sneeze, he knew it would start breathing.


But the lamb still lay motionless. He had to try something else. He lifted the gangly creature by its back legs and rubbed its sides, massaging them with both hands. The creature still did not draw breath.


At this moment, he knew other shepherds would abandon the newborn. And yet, David refused to give it up for lost. Tenderly, he took hold of the slippery creature by the hind legs and swung it in a slow arc through the air. Responding to the movement, the lamb’s chest fluttered once, then again. Haltingly at first, then more strongly, the newborn started to breathe, settling into a regular rhythm.


David nestled the lamb beside its mother. The ewe was so exhausted that at first she barely noticed her offspring, but soon she began to lick the newborn clean. David eased the moist pink nose closer to her. The mouth of the newborn groped blindly. With his fingers, he helped the lamb to lock on a teat and suckle. The small mouth pulled at it weakly at first, then more eagerly. Milk flowed.


This time, he had saved a life. Too often, he could not. Why would the Almighty allow a lamb to be born, yet smother it at birth? It baffled him how the Most High could create life with one hand and then, a moment later, crush it with the other.


David’s mother, Nitzevet, was a midwife. “It is upon women like me to stand guard at the threshold of life,” she had told him. “We are the gatekeepers.” But even a midwife could only do so much. She had told him that human infants, perfectly formed by God’s hand, were all too often stillborn.


He knew that dreams could also die, killed at the very moment they took their first breath. He feared that now, when a new day was coming in his own life, the Promise would perish at dawn, smothered at birth.


The relentless sun overhead had not yet begun its retreat toward the horizon. To allow his flock the most time to graze, he seldom returned them to their pen outside the family dwelling before dusk. But today, a premonition told him he must take them home at once.





Chapter 2


Following his instinct that this would be a day of wonders, David guided his flock toward his father’s dwelling near Bethlehem.


It was hardly a dwelling. Two years before, a Philistine raiding party had torn down their family home so that not one stone rested on another. Jesse and his sons had hastily rebuilt it as best they could without mortar, by stacking flat rocks. But the makeshift walls could not keep out the heat of the midday sun or the chill of the night wind. David had worked hard with them to construct it, but his toil did nothing to endear him to his father or brothers. Their hearts were hardened against him.


Now, as the sun descended over the western hills of Judah, he caught sight of the wood smoke billowing from the mottled clay dome of the bread oven behind his father’s dwelling. As she did each afternoon, his mother Nitzevet busied herself there, kneading barley dough on a flat stone.


David caught sight of her face and remembered her as she was once, a plump, cheerful woman with a curly tempest of hair and an impudent laugh. Now her face sagged with sorrow from the death of two of her sons in battle. She wore only the black of mourning, as if each day that her remaining sons set out to fight the Philistines, she might be forced to grieve for another.


She slid the barley dough deftly into the oven with the strong but gentle hands of a midwife. After struggling to help with the birth of the lamb today, he respected Nitzevet’s skills all the more. It was said that her gift had been passed down in her family ever since the time of the Great Enslavement. She had taught him that the ruler of Egypt had once ordered the Israelite midwives to kill at birth all the male infants born to their people. The midwives disobeyed the command, and so Moses the Lawgiver survived to lead them to freedom.


When David was a child, Nitzevet would embrace him and say, “My beloved, you will be as Moses to our people in our time of need.” She always smiled playfully when she said the words, but he knew she believed she spoke the truth: “Moses they revered, Moses they respected, but you, my son, our people will love.”


Once, his father overheard her telling David this. “Your mother fills your mind with blasphemy!” Jesse shouted, and beat her with his staff. Now, as every day, while Nitzevet busied herself kneading barley dough by the bread oven, Jesse remained in seclusion inside their home. No doubt, he was chanting ancient incantations in the shadows to win the favor of the Almighty, David thought.


As he walked closer to their dwelling, his father rushed outside in his musty black robe, blinking in the late afternoon glare. Jesse shunned the sweat and filth of worldly toil. He did not plant barley or shear sheep in the harshness of the sun. His face was as sallow as sour goat’s milk, his eyes weak and his lips parched from murmuring prayers in the stifling darkness. He wears his pallor as proof of his righteousness, David thought, evidence of how much time he spends consumed in prayer. But worship that does not spring from a compassionate heart is hollow.


He saw now that Jesse had not come out to greet him, but to welcome his three oldest sons: Eliab, Abinadab, and Shammah. Soiled with the dust of battle, they approached from the direction of the Valley of Elah. Their beards were as ragged as their tunics, and with each step, they leaned wearily on their spears.


Nitzevet stopped kneading the dough to murmur a prayer of thanksgiving. David was happy for her sake that her sons had come home alive. He feared she could not endure the loss of another.


Seeing his three brothers, shoulder to shoulder, David was struck by how different he was from them. With russet hair and a ruddy complexion, he was fair and lean, while they were dark and heavily muscled. He looked so unlike them that they sneered that he was not Jesse’s child at all, that he did not belong to the tribe of Judah. They said that the blood of a heathen tribe flowed in his veins. David’s mother had taught him to take pride that he stood apart from his brothers. When she prophesied, “Moses they respected, but you the people will love,” he doubted he would ever count his brothers among his admirers.


As they did every time they returned from battle, his brothers shouted out to their father, “Once more, we have escaped death at Goliath’s hand!”


David had never seen Goliath. But when his brothers returned from the field of battle, he saw the shadow of the Philistine on their faces. He heard the dread in their voices and observed how their terror sapped their strength. I have witnessed what Goliath has done to them, he thought, and I know what evil lurks in his heart. I need no more view the Philistine with my own eyes to judge his wickedness than I need to stare into the sun to know of its power to blind me.


Goliath afflicted his brothers as he afflicted every Israelite who had ever heard his name. David knew that to them, the Philistine was part man and part god. “I cannot protect you from his wrath,” his father had warned them. “All I can do is pray for you to survive.” David saw that his brothers feared Goliath as they feared Death itself.


“You return to me through the grace of the Most High!” Jesse warmly embraced his three eldest sons. He scuttled back into the dwelling and returned with a jug of barley beer. Jesse never offered any to David because, as he liked to say, “Drink only rewards manly deeds.”


His father turned his back on him to face the others. “Tell me how my valiant sons have spilled Philistine blood!”


Abinadab held up his ox-leather shield. “Goliath himself tore these holes with his spear, but I escaped. Then I killed two of his bravest men!”


David was weary of such deceit. Yesterday, at dawn, he had seen Abinadab tear those holes in the shield himself. He knew that in their cowardice, his brothers stayed well clear of the Philistines’ swords and spears, but he kept their secret. He forgave them for inventing false exploits, because he saw how his father drew strength from hearing their lies. After the Philistines had destroyed Jesse’s dwelling and murdered two of his sons, he hungered for vengeance.


While David guided the sheep toward the pen, Shammah eyed him with contempt. “You have brought the flock home early. Why do you shirk your duty?”


Eliab spat in the dirt and laughed. “You are as shiftless as your sheep!”


David was tempted to reply, “You boast of brave deeds, though I do not see a drop of Philistine blood on your sword.” But he bit his tongue and said nothing. No good would come from petty insults. Besides, his brothers had already forgotten him. As usual, they had slumped down together on a bench in the shade of their dwelling while Jesse passed around the jug of barley beer.


David’s mother joined him at the sheep pen. She ran a hand tenderly along his cheek. “The time will come, my son, when all your brothers will bow down to you, just as, long ago, Joseph’s brothers bowed down to him.”


“Seeing how my brothers hate me, I fear that day will be a long time coming.”


She patted a little straggler entering the pen. “You have a newborn lamb.”


David watched it tag along after the ewe on wobbly legs. “Already it can tell its mother from the others in the flock.” He frowned. “It was a difficult birth.”


“If only it was as easy to bring new life into the world as it is to bake a barley loaf!” she said. They shared a gentle smile of understanding. He did not confide his disappointment to her.


Was I wrong to come home today expecting a revelation? Or is the revelation that there is nothing more than this, merely to survive from one day to the next, one year to the next?


My cowardly brothers will march off to more defeats in a war the Israelites can never win. My mother will toil as a midwife in Bethlehem, baking bread until her fingers are too frail to knead the dough. My father will drown his fears in prayer. And I will be fated to live out my days herding a dwindling flock, playing my lyre to the wind. My mother might weave fanciful stories of how I will someday be more beloved than Moses—she has many dreams for me and for that I love her—but they are as remote and unattainable as the morning star.


He glanced into the pen at the newborn lamb suckling from its mother. In that moment, he took pride in the simplest of things: He had helped one more creature to enter the world.


Suddenly, his father let out a yell and clapped his hands together. It was the way Jesse scared off stray mongrels that came scavenging for scraps. But he saw that his father was not trying to scare away a dog.


Jesse was shouting at a man.


Old and bent, with a ragged beard, the stranger was cloaked in the black sackcloth and ashes of mourning. He carried no sword or spear, bore no staff. He had only one good eye, the blind one as clouded as a divining stone.


No wonder my father is determined to be rid of this stranger, David thought. It looked like this lost soul had wandered for so long, alone in the blistering heat of the sun, that his mind had succumbed to demons. The intruder shuffled slowly but steadily toward Jesse and his three eldest sons, who lingered in the shade of the dwelling. David expected his father to offer the stranger a sip of rainwater from the gourd at the cistern, as was the custom of his people. Instead, Jesse squinted suspiciously at the unsavory visitor.


“Why do you dress in mourning, old man?”


“I mourn that the spirit of the Lord has departed from Saul, our king.” The stranger spoke loudly—whether from righteous fervor or madness, it was impossible to tell. “I lament that Saul no longer follows the righteous ways of the Law!”


“It is not for you to say such things,” Jesse snapped. “The king’s men will cut out your tongue for such insolence.”


The stranger’s one good eye skewered Jesse with an unforgiving look. Once again, he raised his voice in righteous indignation: “I am Samuel of Ramah, prophet of the Almighty. This is not my judgment of Saul. It is the judgment of the Most High!”


Jesse sized up his decrepit visitor, unconvinced. “All have heard of Samuel, wisest of the prophets, who anointed Saul to be the first king of our people. Since then, I have seen many lost souls like you wander out of the Great Desolation.” He pointed at the barren hills in the distance. “None of those who have come here are prophets, though all claim to be.”


Could this really be Samuel? David wondered. It was said that the prophet delivered the word of God as readily as a servant delivers messages from his master. David had always imagined Samuel cloaked in radiant white robes, with a noble profile and a flowing silver beard befitting an emissary of the Almighty. And yet, whether or not this shabby derelict was the prophet, David found something oddly familiar about him.


It was not his craggy features or his threadbare robe. It was his voice, as harsh as wind through the branches of a dead oak. Yes, he understood now. He had heard that voice in his dream, echoing from within the cave, a voice muffled by the boulder that blocked its mouth. Under the spell of sleep, David had struggled in vain to understand the words. Today, he vowed to listen to this visitor from his dreams and learn the truth.


“I come here with the blessings of the Most High,” Samuel said to Jesse. “I come here to anoint the Chosen One who will be king of the Israelites after Saul.”


“Then you are mad,” Jesse said. “Our king is Saul and the next king will be his son, Jonathan, because Saul’s blood flows in his veins.”


Samuel shook his head. “Jonathan will never be king. The Lord has sent me here to anoint the next king from among your sons.”


“My sons?” Jesse stared at him in disbelief.


David saw that his father longed to believe the stranger’s words, but that he was torn between hope and suspicion. After a moment’s hesitation, it seemed that Jesse decided to accept this astonishing stroke of good fortune on the remote chance that it might be true. “For a father, there can be no greater honor.” Like a miser eying a heap of gold, he rubbed his pallid hands together. “I have eight righteous sons, but Eliab is my firstborn. Of them all, he is the most worthy.”


He pointed proudly to his tall, broad-shouldered eldest, who slouched in the doorway with the jug of barley beer resting on his hip. “Eliab is brave and noble.” He nudged his son forward. “I can think of no finer choice for one to lead our people.”


Samuel sized Eliab up with a hasty glance. “He is not the one.”


Jesse recovered quickly. He grabbed the arm of his second son, whose beard was sodden with barley beer. “Then here is Abinadab. His spear can kill a Philistine at a hundred paces. Our enemies flee at the sight of him.”


Again, Samuel shook his head. Jesse pressed ahead. “And this is my third, Shammah.” He pointed with pride to the last of the brawny young men. “He is righteous and has tasted battle. Like all my sons, he loves the Almighty more than he loves his own life.”


Samuel did not deign to cast a look in Shammah’s direction. “None of them is the one I seek.” He glanced around him. “Where are your other sons?”


Though David was nearby, shutting the gate to the sheep pen, his father turned his back on him. “My younger sons are away performing their lowly tasks. So, you see, the Almighty could only have brought you here for one of my three eldest.”


David knew now why he had been compelled to return early with the flock. He felt his mother watching him from beside the bread oven and realized she knew it, too.


“I am the one you seek.”


David walked boldly toward them. He saw astonishment on the prophet’s face.


“Who is this?”


“My youngest.” Jesse dismissed David with a wave of his hand. “Pay no heed to him. He is a simple fool, his mind addled by dreams.”


David stood before Samuel. “I am the reason you have come.”


“Leave our sight,” Jesse growled. “No one summoned you.”


“You did not summon me,” David said. “But I have been summoned.”


“You are a shepherd?” The prophet asked.


David nodded. Samuel scowled, tilted his head and examined him closely with his good eye.


Will he judge me as my father judges me?


Unlike the others, David had not been scarred in war. He knew that Jesse had always disapproved of his unblemished good looks, calling it a sign of feminine weakness. While his brothers had the brawny, muscular bodies of warriors, he was slender and agile. Under Samuel’s unsparing gaze, David felt like a goat being examined in the market.


Will he find me unfit to lead our people?


Samuel blinked and leaned closer. He pressed his thin lips tightly together in a scowl, peering deep into David’s eyes as if probing the depths of a chasm.


Beneath the boldness of my gaze, the prophet detects something else, something he has never seen before: a promise beyond my understanding.


“What is your name?” the prophet asked.


“David.”


“David.” Samuel repeated the word slowly, his head cocked to one side to analyze the sound of it, as if the name held a secret meaning. Then, like a weary traveler whose journey has finally ended, he let out a long slow sigh of relief.


Fearing the prophet had fallen under David’s spell, Jesse broke in: “He is only a callow shepherd who has never seen battle.”


“A coward,” Eliab muttered.


“He has never shed Philistine blood,” Shammah added.


“One need not shed blood to have courage,” David said, stifling his anger. “Sometimes, it takes courage to not shed blood.”


Samuel had stopped listening. He had closed his one good eye and retreated into himself. The prophet’s spindly legs wobbled, his knees unsteady. He had drifted into a trance so deep that David feared he might collapse before them.


Suddenly, Samuel’s eye flashed open, blazing with fervor. “David, son of Jesse, the Almighty has sent me to anoint you to follow Saul upon the throne of Judah.”


Nitzevet had pulled a barley loaf piping-hot from the bread oven. David saw that when she heard Samuel’s words, her hands trembled and the loaf fell into the dust.


“This cannot be!” Jesse choked on his outrage. “I have introduced you to my three eldest! How can he be the Chosen?”


Samuel hunched forward and raised his bony shoulders, like a dog whose hackles were bristling. “You dare to question the will of the Almighty?” He spat into the dust at Jesse’s feet. “You may as well ask, ‘Why did the Most High choose drunken Noah to build the Great Ark?’ or ‘Why does He now choose so unworthy a servant as Samuel to speak His word?’” Impatient, he turned back to Jesse’s youngest son. “Kneel.”


“Stay on your feet!” Jesse snapped.


David knew that to follow Samuel’s command would enrage his father, that he would never forgive him.


“Obey me!” Jesse growled.


But David knelt before the prophet.


Abinadab nudged Shammah and Eliab. “David has spent plenty of time on his knees like a maiden, milking the ewes of the flock!” The brothers smirked.


Samuel fumbled in the folds of his sleeve and pulled out a cracked, yellowed object. At first, David thought it must be the bone of some ancient creature. Then he recognized it: a ram’s horn, the brittle relic warped by time. Samuel removed the wooden plug from the tip of the horn. David inhaled the scent of olive oil mixed with myrrh and cinnamon, along with sweet fragrances unknown to him.


With trembling hands, Samuel raised the ram’s horn over David’s head. The prophet spoke in a clear, strong voice: “It is the will of the Almighty that David, son of Jesse, be king of the Israelites after the reign of Saul. May David be unifier of the twelve tribes and defender of the tomb at Machpelah, resting place of Abraham, Isaac and Jacob. May he preserve the Ark of the Covenant. May he lead his people on the righteous path of the Almighty.”


The words cascaded over David, overwhelming him. But Samuel had not finished. His voice grew tender, as if he was about to utter both a prophecy and a prayer: “In distant days to come, from the House of David will rise the Messiah, the one who will at last bring peace to this weary earth.”


David struggled to make sense of the prophecy, but it was beyond his understanding. How could such wonders ever be, distant miracles that he and his children would not live to see?


How does the blood flowing in my veins make me worthy of such a destiny?


But the time for thinking, for questioning, was over. Samuel’s hands stopped trembling. With a single decisive flourish, he tilted the ram’s horn, sprinkling the shimmering holy oil over David’s brow.


At first, the liquid caressed him with the gentle warmth of a summer dawn. Then it grew as hot as bread baking in his mother’s oven. From somewhere deep within him came a joy too absolute for his mind to grasp, a joy too complete for his lips to shape into words. In that giddy moment, he discovered a place at the core of his heart that he never knew existed, a hidden wellspring that connected him to all things that had unfolded in the past, and all things yet to come.


David’s face was flushed, his heart pounded and his breath came quickly, as if he was climbing a steep mountain. He was ascending at such a dizzying pace now that his feet left the earth and he flew, soaring all the way to the summit. From there, he was poised to enter a realm beyond imagining. He blinked, but he could no longer see. It was as if the holy oil had blinded him. Only now did he realize that the sacred liquid streaming down his brow had mingled with his own tears.


David rubbed his eyes and looked around him, slowly returning to his senses. At first, as he knelt in the dust, it seemed that nothing had changed. Once again, he was Jesse’s youngest son, a humble keeper of sheep, doted on by his mother and despised by his father and brothers.


And yet, somehow his world had been transformed. He felt the Promise of Samuel as both a burden and a gift. A voice in his mind cautioned, “You have been Chosen for a purpose that is impossible to achieve.” But a voice from his heart replied, “Are not all miracles impossible until He makes them come to pass?”


With startling suddenness, Samuel’s voice that had been so pious, hardened into a command: “Jesse, you and your eldest sons must take a blood oath. Swear you will keep David’s anointing a secret.” Resentful, they avoided the prophet’s gaze as he continued, “In His good time, the Almighty will reveal the truth to the world. Until that day, Saul must not know of this. No one can know! The king believes his son Jonathan will follow him on the throne. He will put to death anyone who thinks that is not God’s will.”


David saw the bitterness on his brothers’ faces. Eliab muttered, “Why should we obey this old man? We owe him nothing.”


Jesse winced as if he was forced to swallow vinegar. “We must do as he says. If David’s anointing is revealed to Saul, he will have our heads.”


Samuel reached into a fold of his robe and pulled out a twig with a barb curved like the talon of a hawk. David recognized that it came from a blackthorn tree. The prophet pierced Jesse’s forearm with the barb, then pierced the arms of his three eldest sons. As he pricked their flesh, drawing beads of blood, not one of his brothers flinched. By their stoic bravery, David thought, they intend to show Samuel that he anointed the wrong son of Jesse to lead our people.


The prophet had them repeat the words: “If I reveal what I have seen today, may the wrath of the Almighty strike me down.”


David saw in his brothers’ eyes how much they hated him. For the first time in their lives, the youngest and lowliest son of Jesse had been given a gift they coveted. He knew they had sworn the blood oath not out of respect for Samuel, but out of obedience to their father. Would they keep their promise? Trust among brothers, he knew, crumbled as easily as a crust of barley bread.


“The road to Ramah is long,” Samuel said, and abruptly turned to go.


David stopped him with a hand on his arm. “You have told me my destiny. Now I ask for your blessing.”


“My blessing?” Samuel tilted his head and met his gaze with his one good eye. Whatever warmth David had once found there had been replaced by stony indifference. “You are the Anointed. The Promise has been given to you. But to become king, your way will be a path of thorns. It is the path you must take.”


He pointed a bony finger toward the desolate hills. “A great obstacle lies between you and your destiny. The boulder will not move itself. You will not see the glory that lies beyond until you alone have moved it.”





Chapter 3


The blade glowed an angry red under her blows, stubbornly refusing to yield. Her hammer pounded the iron relentlessly, spewing sparks, shaping it into a point. She plunged the newly formed blade into the cooling bath. It hissed like an adder, steam rising.


For Nara, it was a day in the forge like any other. She could not have known that this was the day her secret would be revealed.


Above the ringing of her hammer on the anvil and the roar of the furnace, she heard the gruff voice of her father, Ezel, master blacksmith of the Philistine city of Gath, in the adjoining chamber. He bellowed out a bawdy song as he sharpened the cooling sword blades and spear tips on a whetstone. She knew he only sang when he had been drinking, and the more honey wine he drank, the more he needed her help.


She sweated under the heavy goat-leather apron that she wore in the sweltering heat. Struggling each day with molten metal in the forge, others would have found much to complain about. But for Nara, this harsh life was a blessing. In her sixteenth year, she asked nothing more than to toil here at the furnace, with the ruby glow of iron and the tenderness of her father’s love.


Her life had begun in tragedy. Her father told her she had been so large an infant that the ordeal of birth killed the gentle woman who gave her life. Without a mother’s love, she had looked to her father to care for her, to protect her. After so much sorrow, she took comfort that here she was secure, shielded from the world.


At bedtime, Ezel would tuck the wool coverlet tightly under her chin. Her father smelled of charcoal and molten iron, his brawny shoulders stooped by years toiling before the furnace. Each night, he pressed his heat-cracked lips against her forehead and whispered the words she longed to hear: “There is nothing on earth as eternal as the anvil of a blacksmith. There is nothing on earth as eternal as my love for you.” Harsh as thistles, his unkempt beard brushed against her face. To Nara it felt like a caress.


To have brought about the death of my own mother is disgrace enough for any woman. But it was only the beginning of the shame I brought on my father, one who did nothing to deserve it.


As if to lash out at her fate, Nara pounded her hammer fiercely against the scorching iron. The din could not drown out the question that haunted her.


Why did Dagon punish me with my affliction?


It was not that she was ugly. Viewing her reflection in a polished oval shield hanging on the wall, she beheld a beauty that she believed other young women might envy. But the charm and grace of her countenance, her lithe, supple body, did not matter. I might as well be a leper, she thought.


“You are not like other women,” her father had told her on the day when he could no longer ignore her transformation.


* * *


When she had lived only thirteen years, on the brink of womanhood, she grew.


She grew taller than the others her age, taller than her father could understand. And she kept growing until she was taller than he was. Soon she was not only the tallest woman in Gath. She imagined she must be the tallest woman in all the five great Philistine cities, perhaps the tallest woman who had ever lived.


Awkward and clumsy, she dreaded stepping out of her father’s forge into the world. The boys and girls her age laughed at her when she stumbled on the stairs in the alleyways, taunted her when she blundered into the walls of the narrow stone passages of Gath. They jeered at her, confident that even though she was much stronger than they were, Nara would not fight back. She knew she could never hurt them, for fear of dishonoring her father.


Then came the wound that would never heal. On that day, the body of Jadan, her brother, was carried back on his shield into Gath through the Gates of Eternity. A javelin of crude Israelite copper had pierced his throat.


For her father, Jadan’s death was a terrible blow, and not just because he had lost his only son. She realized that without Jadan to serve as his apprentice in the forge, Ezel could never keep up with the Philistines’ relentless demand for blades of iron. And so, the day after her brother died, Nara knelt before her father to comfort him in his sorrow.


“At last, I understand why the god Dagon made me so much mightier than other women.” She enfolded his hand in hers. “Dagon gave me the strength to take my brother’s place. I will work beside you at the anvil.”


Ezel buried his face in his hands and wept. “You know that can never be. Women are forbidden to work in the forge under pain of death. The priests say a woman’s hand on an iron blade weakens it, just as a woman’s touch on a warrior’s body weakens him before battle. The priests say that because a woman bleeds at her time of the moon, she is unclean, unfit to make a sword of the purest iron.”


Though he recited the reasons why she was unworthy to work in the forge, it seemed to her that he spoke without conviction, as if in his heart he knew they were lies. “You need my strength, father. There is no other way to complete all your work for the warriors of Gath. If you do not satisfy their demands, they will make you suffer for it.”


Ezel gazed into the palms of his blackened, callused hands as if searching for an answer. Finally, he sighed. “Yes, I must do as you say. But it means defying the priests.”


“We will keep it a secret from them, from everyone in Gath.”


“Forgive me for putting your life in danger,” he said.


“It will be my honor to work at your side.”


He gazed up gratefully at his daughter, who stood head and shoulders above him. “My beloved Nara, I will make you my secret apprentice. I will teach you to be my trusted right hand.”


“I will not disappoint you.” Joyfully, she wrapped her powerful arms around him in an awkward embrace.


After that, Ezel cleaned the stacks of firewood out of a musty storeroom adjoining the forge. He lovingly fashioned a frame of sturdy cedar planks to hold straw-filled bedding generous enough to support her. In that makeshift bedchamber, she lived contentedly, nurtured by the warmth of his affection and the purring of the furnace.


At first, his commands had been simple. “See to it that the belly of the forge is fed,” he ordered, and she ran off happily to fetch armloads of charcoal. Then he instructed her to sweep up the foul-smelling slag with a broom made of green acacia twigs. Soon, she was fetching the hammer, tongs and pincers, learning to step nimbly to avoid scorching her legs on the coals spewed from the mouth of the furnace. Ezel taught her when to plunge the red-hot blade into the saltwater bath to cool the iron and when to remove it; when to use the pincers and when to use the tongs; how to temper the black metal by throwing a handful of rock salt into the seething vat.


At last, the day came when he bestowed on her the highest honor of all. From its hiding place in the forge, he removed a strange-looking contrivance of bronze tubes, leather bladders and wooden levers, which was the size of a bellows. “This is the Serpent’s Tongue,” he explained. “It allows the Philistines to craft blades of iron that vanquish the Israelites’ crude copper. I will teach you its secrets.” He told her how the priceless device offered the only way to melt iron so it could be shaped into deadly weapons. Yes, she thought, my father even entrusts me with this, the secret known only to the master blacksmiths of Gath, the secret they guard with their lives.


She took pride that the blades she forged were straighter and stronger than those any man could make. Even her father knew this, but she forgave him for being too proud to admit it. Though working in the forge was forbidden to women, she believed she was serving the needs of Dagon and the Philistine people. She told herself that she had the gift to do what no other woman in Gath dared.


In the days that followed, when the commanders made relentless demands on the handful of master blacksmiths in Gath to fashion deadly swords and spears, Ezel’s forge turned out more than all the others. No one knew it was because Nara worked at his side. But the constant danger weighed on her father. She saw how he feared she would be discovered working in his forge and swiftly put to death.


To protect Nara from being found out, he had hung an ox-hide from hooks in the ceiling to shield her from prying eyes. On one side of the makeshift curtain, she secretly toiled at the anvil by the furnace. On the other side, Ezel sharpened the cooling blades on a whetstone and dealt with the Philistine men-at-arms who came for their weapons.


Nara was grateful for her secret life, grateful she could serve her people as other women of Gath could not. And yet, as time passed, she felt pangs of longing. She wished she could someday be like the young wives of Gath, loved by a husband, bearing him children they could cherish together. But she knew no Philistine would ever take her as his bride. What man would marry a woman taller and stronger than he was?


* * *


Today, the awareness that she was doomed to live and die alone stung her like the barbs of iron that flew from the furnace. The only way to fight off the sadness was to work. She returned to hammering the iron blade on the anvil, striking it so hard that sparks flew. Instinctively, she glanced over to make sure the ox-leather flap had been lowered to conceal her from any visitor who entered through the door to the forge.


She was alarmed to see that today her father had forgotten to lower the ox-hide. He is drinking too much honey wine, she thought. It makes him careless about even the most crucial precautions. But there will be no harm done, so long as I quickly lower the hide to shield myself from view. She reached up to unhook it from the smoke-blackened ceiling.


Too late. A man, visible only in silhouette, had entered the forge and was speaking to her father.


Startled, she dropped her hammer. It clattered to the ground. The noise drew the visitor’s gaze. For a panicked instant, she thought of ducking behind the clay-brick dome of the furnace, but she was too tall to hide there.


There is no escaping it now. My secret is revealed.


But who had caught her? She strained to peer into the shadowy threshold. If it was one of her father’s friends, he might be persuaded—or bribed—to keep silent.


But no, she recognized the one who had seen her: the high priest, an ominous presence in his heavy white robe. He was the most unforgiving of men. Dalziel’s haughty eyes gleamed in the light of the furnace, judging her. His long pale fingers were clenched together tightly before him, the way they must clutch a knife at the altar, she thought, when he slits a bull’s throat.


He has witnessed me hammering out an iron blade on the anvil. That alone is enough to condemn any woman to death.


She felt his severe gaze play over her, but in the flickering light of the forge, she could not read the priest’s expression. When, at last, Dalziel spoke to her father, she could not hear his words over the roar of the furnace.


The priest pointed a sharp, bejeweled finger at her. Her father bowed to him and nervously wiped his grimy hands on his leather apron. He gnawed his lip. She saw that he feared for her life.


The priest hurled his words at her, shaping them precisely with his thin lips: “Approach me, daughter of Ezel!”


Nara’s mind told her to follow his command, but her legs refused to obey. She held back, dreading his punishment.


“Come at once!” her father shouted.


First, as Ezel had taught her, she slipped the precious Serpent’s Tongue into its shadowy hiding place in the niche beside the furnace. Then, as quickly as she could in the bulky sandals that protected her feet from slivers of molten iron, she approached the high priest.


Her heart pounded like a hammer striking an anvil. Her mouth was too parched to speak. She knew it did not matter that a massive bronze idol of Dagon with its upraised sword of fire stood outside their dwelling as proof they were true believers in the vengeful god of the Philistines. She knew it did not matter that Ezel paid generously to buy fattened rams for sacrifice on the high altar of Dagon’s temple. None of those things would save her now. As a woman who had dared to work in the forge, who had defiled it with her touch, she would surely be put to death. The high priest would force her father to watch her die, and then take his life.


Until this moment, she had only glimpsed Dalziel from a distance, a fearsome presence looming on the highest parapet of Gath, exhorting the Philistines to slaughter the Israelites without mercy. She had always imagined him as a mighty figure. But now that she stood before the high priest, she found she was the mighty one who towered over him.


Nara thought she must look monstrous to Dalziel, her hair wiry and wild from the blistering heat of the forge, her face smudged with charcoal dust, her hands scarred from shaping the black metal. In her own eyes, her shameful, unwomanly appearance made the splendor of the high priest—the rubies and sapphires sparkling on his fingers, the opulent gold pendant around his neck proclaiming his power—all the more intimidating.


She stood close enough to him to smell the frankincense from the temple of Dagon that permeated his elaborately embroidered brocade robes. In the radiance of the furnace, Dalziel’s flowing white beard glowed the fierce orange of molten iron. At any moment, she expected him to bare his teeth like the cruel idol of Dagon on their threshold and announce her fate.
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