
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Goliath

Alistair Forrest

 


What others have said
about Goliath:

Comments from Harper
Collins’ site authonomy.com and the UK Arts Council funded
youwriteon.com

“A
pacy story with a strong narrative flow and vivid
characters”

“Wonderfully told, exciting and imaginative and a thundering
good read”

“The
deft period setting and dextrous weaving of significant moments
without losing any contemporary tension have parallels in Wolf
Hall”

 


Smashwords Edition

Copyright Alistair
Forrest, 2010

Goliath is registered
with the IP Rights Office Copyright Registration Service

Ref: 1000924598

 


This ebook is licensed
for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or
given away to other people. If you would like to share this book
with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each
recipient. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or
it was not purchased for your use only, then please return to
Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting
the hard work of this author.

Cover design: Lynda
Adlington

 


Website: http://www.alistairforrest.com

Also by Alistair
Forrest: Libertas (available in paperback and at
Smashwords)

 


For my son,
Sebastian

 


 


Israelite tribal territory of Judah, three thousand years
ago

 


 



PART ONE – BETH LECHEM

 


 


Scorn has broken my heart

And has left me helpless;

I looked for sympathy, but there was
none,

For comforters, but I found
none – Psalm
69:20
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The most unusual thing about the youth’s last night
as a shepherd was an intense display of shooting stars. If he had
not been asleep, he would probably have entertained thoughts of
signs in the heavens or a message from the gods. He might even have
been inspired to play a tune on his reed pipes.

But he did not see the silver needles of light
because he was exhausted after three days in the hills behind Beth
Lechem where he sought the last of spring’s sweet grass for his
sheep and goats.

Apart from his pipes, stored in his pouch with some
stale flatbread and the last of the onions, he had a knife and a
sling. He travelled light. He always slept with the sling looped
around his wrist and the knife stabbed into the ground next to the
glowing embers of his campfire. The flock was valuable, signifying
his master’s wealth, and losing any lambs to a wolf or a wild cat
would put his own wellbeing at risk when he returned to Beth
Lechem.

Which was why, when the wildcat coughed and his dog
gave a warning growl, he came alert instantly. He scooped up three
stones from his stockpile and peered into the darkness, listening
beyond the nervous shuffling of his flock.

His body was still as a mantis. A brighter
moon would have helped.

The terrified
scream of a lamb being clawed brought him to his feet, running now,
barefoot on the hard ground. In one movement he armed and swirled
the sling but he could not see the target. The flock heaved
restlessly around him. The dog ran back towards the dying fire, but
he wasn’t relying on the lazy animal.

He saw movement.
He thought he could make out the lamb, still struggling, and a
darker shape dragging it. He let the stone fly and was loading a
second as he heard the muffled yowl of the cat, a sound that told
him its jaws had not loosed its prey. The second stone must have
flown truer because this time there was more of a screech than a
throaty protest as the lynx released the lamb. He briefly saw
moonlight reflected in the cat’s eyes as it looked back with
indignation, and then it was gone. He fired his last stone into the
night and ran to the stricken lamb.

One look at the
bloodied neck and torn flank was enough: he took his knife and
swiftly finished the job the predator had begun.

 


 


The dawn was shy
and hesitant like a scolded maidservant. David shouldered the dead
lamb and led his flock further up the valley, seeking any remnants
of the last rains, hopefully enough pooled water to wash in before
the sheep drank it dry. He thought he must smell worse than an old
ram.

He kindled a new
fire beside the still waters that had collected behind a rocky dam
he had made a year ago, fed by a brook. The smoke thinned as the
flames caught the dry acacia branches, a signal to Raddai and Elihu
with their flocks. Of David’s seven older half-brothers, Raddai was
the cruellest but Elihu the more dangerous. Raddai would spit and
snarl, call David a turd and thump him as hard as he could. Elihu
would give a twisted smile and pretend to be everyone’s friend but
behind those cold eyes was a conniving malice that time and again
left David desolate and wounded just when he was least expecting
it. The bear and the snake. His other half-brothers had long tired
of beating him, but for Raddai and Elihu, brutality was their meat
and cruelty their drink.

He stripped
naked and lay in the shallow water, looking up at the clear sky.
Its vastness made him feel dizzy. The chatter of birds and the
contented murmurings of the flock dispelled all thoughts of his
brothers’ inhumanity.

Still naked, he
fed the fire with thicker branches and went in search of nature’s
bounty, carrying his trusty knife. Near the brook he found hawkweed
and sow thistle for a broth to cleanse the bowels but none of the
goat weed that enlivens the mind and drives away evil spirits.
Perhaps the goats had been there first. But there were several
small lovers’ bushes with their aromatic grey-green needles and
tiny pale blue flowers to give the meat flavour.

Watched by his
ravenous dog, he skinned the lamb and pegged the fleece to dry in
the sun. Insistent horseflies and the first of the day’s languorous
hornets began to settle on the bloody carcass so he removed the
head and placed it on a rock some distance away to distract them.
The dog trotted over and began to lick at severed flesh. David
fished in his shepherd’s bag for a stale crust which he tossed to
the dog. He could not allow it to acquire a taste for raw meat –
the stupid animal would soon equate the taste with the hapless
sheep in their care.

He secured the
carcass to his fire-hardened staff and, mounting each end on piles
of flat stones, watched eagerly as the sacrifice to his hunger
began its slow roasting. Darting lizards ran from the fire’s heat
and a small asp slithered away in search of a cooler shelter from
the coming day’s intensity. David closed his eyes and hummed the
simple tune he had been working on during the long nights of
vigil.

The meat was almost ready when he sensed a
new presence intruding on his secluded oasis. Without moving his
body, he half opened his eyes and scanned the surrounding hills.
Raddai stood on a slope above with his donkey, his flax
halug tied at the waist
by an ornate leather and bronze belt, his red hair a beacon of
arrogance. If Raddai had come, Elihu would not be far
behind.

David’s spirit
sank. He knew there was no more sanctuary even in his temple of
peace. Especially not from Raddai and Elihu.

 


 


He knew better
than to speak while Raddai and Elihu used their knives to tear
strips from the roasted lamb. They chewed noisily, wiping grease
from their mouths on grubby sleeves, and showed no appreciation of
the feast. They watched him with dispassionate eyes while they ate,
as if daring him to ask the question that burned inside
him.

Where was their
flock?

He took in the
torn robes, the livid scratches on their ankles and forearms and
their flattened water skins. It was obvious to David they had both
been running, perhaps from bandits and thieves. The animals had
been stolen. Raddai’s hot temper would be lurking just beneath his
detached demeanour, and David knew better than to open that volcano
of malevolent spite. Elihu looked around casually as if admiring
the view.

David took his
full water skin from the branch of the acacia tree and offered it
to Raddai who snatched it with a grunt. While Raddai gulped, David
looked at Elihu, searching for signs that his nearest sibling might
be in the mood to talk with a measure of respect. For a moment
their eyes met, then Elihu shrugged and looked away. Raddai passed
the skin to him, and wiped his greasy mouth with his
sleeve.

‘They’re moving north.’ Raddai reached for another morsel of
meat. In the silence, disturbed only by Raddai’s open-mouthed
chewing, David was left to guess what that meant.

‘Who?’ he asked softly.

Raddai stopped
eating and looked at him with cold eyes. He spat a glob of fatty
gristle onto the fire where it sizzled and hissed.

‘Who
knows?’ Raddai shrugged his shoulders. ‘Ammonites, Moabites. Maybe
even our so-called brethren from Gad or Benjamin…’

Elihu
interrupted. ‘There were hundreds of them—’ but a glare from the
older brother silenced him.

‘Our
father will want to know who has stolen his sheep,’ said
Raddai.

David’s heart
sank. He knew what was coming next. Today he was to have returned
with his half-brothers and their combined flocks to Jesse’s
sprawling estates outside the walls of Beth Lechem, and though his
home was a rat-infested corner of the grain store, it was his
private place where he kept his few meagre belongings – especially
his harp and pipes. But now he suspected he would be sent on a
fruitless spying mission.

Raddai was
looking at him with one eyebrow raised in mock
expectation.

‘I’ll go,’ David sighed. ‘I can see you’ve been faced with
hardship and you must be tired.’

‘Good,’ said Raddai with a vague hint of a smile. ‘We’ll wait
here for you. They’re about half a day in that direction.’ A lazy
wave of his arm indicated north, towards Gilgal and Jericho. ‘Talk
to the locals, look for signs in the earth, and make sure you come
back with information so that the old man knows exactly who is to
suffer at the hand of his wrath.’

All three knew
that it was they who faced Jesse’s wrath. Three days ago he had
reminded them of their solemn duty to protect the flocks, but now
Raddai and Elihu had failed in that duty and none of them could
expect to escape his anger. He would fly into a rage, hurl threats
and abuse at them, scream that they were piles of dung and worse
than a stinking Edomite, but he wouldn’t lay a finger on any of
them.

No, that would
be left to whichever elder brothers were not away with King Saul’s
army. And even Raddai would shrink from them, especially Eliab and
Abinadab.

David filled his
skin from the brook and picked up his sling and knife, securing
them in the twisted hemp cord that served as a belt. He strapped
and tied the goatskin sandals and took his food bag to the fire. He
stood for a moment looking at Raddai and Elihu where they continued
to eat, sprawled lazily in the acacia tree’s shade.

‘How
many are they? Truthfully.’

Raddai looked at
Elihu, then back to David. ‘At least thirty,’ he said
eventually.

‘They killed the dogs with arrows, then rode us down with
their camels,’ whined Elihu.

Raddai held up a
hand to silence him, keeping his gaze on David. ‘Look, stay out of
sight and just find out who they are. We’ll wait for you here, then
we’ll report to the old man. He’ll raise a war party in no time,
and you can ride with them.’

David’s eyes lit
up. Never before had he been included in anything more than
shepherding the flocks and backbreaking work in the vineyards and
olive groves. Now he was being treated almost as an
equal.

He cut some
strips of meat and stuffed them into his food bag. He looked around
for his dog but it was nowhere to be seen, so he set off at a brisk
walk towards the red hills in the north.
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Samuel, prophet
and judge of the tribes of Israel, stood tall in the ornate cart.
His silver hair was tied at the nape of his neck with a regal scarf
of purple decorated with tiny silver pomegranates and bells. His
beard, coloured with henna and luxuriously oiled, had been
carefully shaped to square his jaw and enhance the aura of power
and strength that had been bestowed on him by his God. A heavy robe
hung loose over a blue tunic of fine Egyptian linen and in his hand
he held the Staff of Moshe.

He needed no
weapon to emphasise his authority – that was provided by the ten
youths who rode beside the ox-drawn cart. The people of Beth Lechem
had never seen such fine mounts, and neither had Samuel when he had
demanded them as a tithe after a brutal skirmish with Aramite
raiders. He had selected the strongest youths from his School of
the Prophets, armed them, given them the horses and told them that
from now on the sword carried as much persuasion as the Word of
Yahweh. ‘You are no longer children,’ he told them. ‘You are my
anointed warriors and the people are stubborn mules. You will help
them to hear the Truth of El Shaddai.’ What he meant, and what the
young men understood perfectly, was that nobody, especially not
their warlike king, Saul, should ever think twice about obeying
their prophet in these changing times when a new god was making his
mark among the older gods of Canaan. At first the young riders
called themselves The Fist of El Shaddai but this was soon
shortened to simply The Fist.

As the driver
coaxed the two oxen up the snaking track towards Beth Lechem,
Samuel surveyed the small crowd that was gathering at the gates to
greet him. He hoped the elders would have observed that this was no
trading mission and that refreshments befitting his importance
would be provided: it had been a tiring journey from Gibeon and he
craved the delicate wine from Beth Lechem’s famed vineyards. As he
neared, he observed how poorly dressed the townsfolk were, the men
sullen and suspicious, the women ululating their praise, the
children wildly enthused by the rarity of armed horsemen and such a
large chariot bearing a colourful dignitary.

Samuel held up
his hand to halt the procession and the riders of The Fist eased
their horses to stand in line facing the gathering crowd, five
either side of their master’s cart. The women fell silent and at
last the children stood still, expectant. One of the oxen defecated
noisily, prompting giggles from some of the children who were
instantly hushed by their parents.

‘Send forth Jesse.’ Samuel’s deep resonant voice called for
the only Beth Lechemite he had heard of, the farmer and landowner
who had provided three well-provisioned sons for King Saul’s last
campaign to halt a Philistine advance.

‘I
am Jesse.’ A rotund, red-faced man pushed through the crowd and
stood looking at Samuel.

‘You
are an elder of this town?’

‘Yes.’

Samuel raised a
bushy eyebrow. ‘I think you meant to say “Yes Lord” did you
not?’

‘Yes
Lord,’ said Jesse meekly, and bowed, then looked around at the
quizzical faces of those nearest him. He turned back to Samuel. ‘I…
we…,’ he stammered, ‘we can all see that you are a great
man…’

‘But
you don’t know who I am, is that it?’ Samuel permitted himself a
half smile as Jesse nodded. He turned to nearest rider and
addressed him with a weary tone: ‘Nathan, announce me to these
people.’

The youth
grinned. His dark hair was cut short in defiance of the accepted
custom and his chin showed the first wisps of manhood. But he sat
easily in the saddle, suggesting an experience of horsemanship
beyond his years.

‘Men
of Beth Lechem,’ he began in a scratchy voice, then coughed and
deliberately deepened his speech, ‘the Prophet of the Most High has
come among you, Samuel the Seer, the Mouth of Elohim, the Voice of
El Shaddai, the great…’

‘Enough, enough,’ laughed Samuel. ‘I think they understand
now.’

Jesse knelt and
put his nose to the dusty ground, the hems of his embroidered robes
dragging in the dirt. The nearest men copied him. Those further
behind who had not heard Nathan’s rhetoric just looked
puzzled.

Jesse lifted his
head and spoke to the prophet. ‘Lord Samuel, we are honoured that
you have come among us. We beg you to call down God’s mercy upon us
and grant us peace and prosperity…’

‘Yes, yes,’ cut in Samuel impatiently. ‘I am sure He will
smile upon you. It is, after all is said, the Feast of Shavuoth,
and I am sure you and I will celebrate in the customary
way.’

Jesse kept his
head bowed as he confirmed the people’s enthusiasm for the last day
of the Spring celebration. ‘Indeed, the people rejoice in the fat
of the land.’

‘Good,’ beamed Samuel. ‘But do you always keep your visitors
standing in the sun?’

Jesse leapt to
his feet. ‘Our humblest apologies, Lord. I would be honoured if you
would stay at my house for as long as you grace us with your
presence. Your men, too, can rest in the servant halls.’

Samuel nodded
his assent and immediately laughter and chatter filled the air as
it began to dawn on the people of Beth Lechem that the man of God
might have come in peace and friendship rather than judgement.
Relieved, Jesse called for his servants and sent them running to
prepare his house for guests, and a calf for a sacrifice to
Yahweh.

 


 


Only when everyone else
had gone did the woman relax her grip on the black linen cloth that
had covered her head and face while Jesse and Samuel had been
speaking. She had remained in the shadow of Beth Lechem’s wall,
hearing everything. She did not share the optimism of the simple
townsfolk – they heard only what they wanted to hear – and she did
not doubt that the prophet would call down his God’s wrath upon her
and Beth Lechem if Jesse drank too much wine and told him who she
was. Taking care to avoid contact with anyone, the woman everyone
reviled and spat upon, the adulteress, walked slowly towards the
hovel that she called home.

 


 


Samuel was
enjoying the last day of Shavuoth. Jesse wasn’t. It seemed to him
that more people than usual had converged on his land for the
feast, each family bringing the customary loaf, while Jesse’s
household servants served pitchers of fresh milk, huge wooden
plates of curds flavoured with herbs, and cakes made with honey and
figs. Of course, Samuel and his young warriors expected more than
this simple fare and more was grudgingly provided – three of
Jesse’s plumpest lambs would not bear wool for his spinners and
weavers this year and the prophet had become very partial to his
finest wines.

But this was not
the only reason Jesse was depressed – his sons Raddai and Elihu had
returned with their sheep but so far there was no sign of the lad
David with his half of the flock. He was now at least a day late.
Jesse cursed himself for entrusting the boy with too much
responsibility especially in these dangerous times when the desert
tribes were encroaching further into Judah. Beth Lechem’s young
soldiers, including his eldest sons Eliab, Abinadab and Shimea, had
returned home with tales of enemies on all sides; not only were the
heathen warlords learning to band together to raid Hebrew farms in
the north, but the Philistines with their iron weapons and superior
chariots were pushing inland from their coastal cities. He
suspected the prophet had come to summon more of his sons and his
farmhands to war.

He ducked into
the large tent where his family and guests were feasting and saw
Samuel laughing with Eliab while Abinadab and Shimea stood nearby,
evidently backing up their elder brother’s ribald tale. A skin was
being passed between them, each taking it in turns to hold it high
and, with practiced skill, send a looping stream of dark wine into
open mouths. Jesse’s younger sons watched with undisguised
adoration. He forced a smile to his face and went to play the
genial host.

‘Jesse!’ Samuel slapped Jesse on the back. ‘Your table is
everything I had expected and more. And this wine…
wonderful!’

Jesse inclined
his head in acknowledgement of the compliment – the prophet’s
approval could lead to improved trade with neighbouring cities.
‘I’m honoured, Lord. You are most welcome among my
people.’

Samuel tossed an
almond into his mouth and moved closer to Jesse, crunching noisily
on the nut. He put a powerful arm around his host’s shoulders. ‘I
have heard good reports of your sons,’ he said conspiratorially,
even though they could all hear. ‘They have acquitted themselves
well in battle and many men follow them gladly. Saul has noticed
this–’

A look of
surprise and concern crossed Jesse’s face. It was well known that
Israel’s first king was prone to fits of insane jealousy. He had
been chosen by popular acclaim mainly because he was a tall,
powerful brute. If his sons shone too brightly their light could be
suddenly and cruelly extinguished, and they wouldn’t be the
first.

‘The
world is changing and we have need of such men,’ Samuel was saying,
too drunk to notice Jesse’s alarm. ‘There are plentiful
opportunities for men such as these.’ He gave Jesse’s shoulder a
squeeze and added: ‘Who knows how far they might go,
eh?’

Suddenly Jesse
saw the possibilities. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, my friend, I do not think that even I know what I
mean,’ Samuel laughed, but Jesse noticed that the prophet’s
audience had suddenly gone quiet, expectant. ‘These are difficult
times and we need leaders, not just men of power and strength, but
men who think faster than our enemies.’

‘But
surely, Lord, Israel has you to guide them? Also, did not El
Shaddai give us Saul?’ Jesse cast a baited hook into the prophet’s
murky waters.

‘No,
it wasn’t quite like that.’ For a moment, Samuel looked abashed.
‘The people demanded a king. They wanted Israel to be like Edom, or
Amalek, or Gath. Saul seemed to me to be just the sort of man they
wanted, so I anointed him king. They certainly didn’t want an old
man like me leading them into battle!’

There had been
many stories about Saul’s rise to power. Some said he was the
obvious choice because he was so tall and muscular, while others
insisted that God had spoken through the prophet. But it was Saul
himself who had ridden on a surge of popularity to remove any
doubts that he was the man to subdue Israel’s enemies. The Amonites
had besieged an insignificant town near their disputed borders and
when the starving residents surrendered, their cruel leader Nahash
demanded the right to gouge out the right eye of every male over
the age of ten as an example to other Hebrew communities nearby.
Saul’s reaction was stunning and effective. He butchered two of his
oxen and sent runners with the bloody, stinking pieces to all parts
of Israel and threatened to do the same to their cattle if they
didn’t send their best men to join his campaign. The result was
that a massive army turned up within a week and drove off the
Amonites with a brutality equal to their threats against their
intended victims.

‘What of Saul now?’ Jesse asked. ‘We have heard that his host
is stronger than ever.’

‘Oh
yes, but a powerful army doesn’t make a good king.’ Samuel was
pensive, looking at Eliab with admiration. ‘Saul is fearless, and
his men feed on his courage. That’s all very well when our enemies
expect nothing more than a rabble of Hebrew farmers opposing them
with sickles and mattocks. Bravery alone is not enough. A king
needs cunning.’

Jesse followed
Samuel’s gaze as the prophet looked at his eldest son. ‘And you are
already looking for alternatives?’

Samuel frowned.
‘Absolutely not. I anointed Saul as king, and I will not tear down
a building that doesn’t yet have a roof on it!’ He paused, and
winked at Jesse. ‘But who knows what God will do about
it…?’

Jesse laughed
nervously. ‘Well,’ he said, trying to show a confidence that he did
not feel, ‘perhaps we can give God a little help. I have seven sons
you might like to introduce to Him…’

 


 


The woman pulled
her shawl closer around her shoulders as the last of the sun slid
away leaving a crimson stain behind the western hills. She listened
to the laughter swelling from Jesse’s huge black tent, the pipes
and hand drums inflaming the harvest celebrations in gratitude to
Ba’al, Ashtoreth, Yahweh, Dagon, the sun, the moon and above all
Jesse’s wine.

She closed her eyes
and thought achingly of the days when she had sat at Jesse’s right
hand at such feasts, the servants eager to do her bidding, her
young children as boisterous and playful as puppies. The days
before Jesse had put her away, choosing instead his maidservant
Kerith. Beautiful, elegant Kerith. The will of God, and of the Law.
So he had said, and she had accepted his word. How much worse would
it have been had not Kerith been as much a reluctant victim as
she.

‘Nitsevet,’ Kerith had whispered in the shadows where nobody
could guess at their conspiracies, ‘Nitsevet, you will always be in
my heart. I am still sworn to you, and always will be.’

And now, after
all those years of pain, she felt a familiar disturbance in her
spirit. As if war between the petty gods of Canaan was right now
being fought within her own body, bringing with it a strange
sickness and a throbbing pain in her temple. She had borne eight
sons and all of them had wrenched her frail body with a brutal
force that made her old before her time and crushed her gentle
spirit like the grain beneath Beth Lechem’s millstones. But now the
pain was a blade through her heart, and though she did not know
what it was, she could not dismiss the feeling that her youngest
child was in danger.

Nitsevet forced
herself to her feet and pulled the tattered drape aside so she
could watch the road one last time in the dying light. The road
that led from the valley pastures where David always took his
flock. She could make out the shadowy shapes of the town’s guards
preparing their night fire at the ford, and the unmistakable bulk
of Raddai who had no doubt been sent by Jesse to keep watch for the
last of his returning sheep. The sound of their chatter floated
across the still evening air as Raddai handed the soldiers a
wineskin and squatted beside them. Nitsevet had tried to like
Raddai, with his big brown eyes and unruly red hair, but he was no
different from his older brothers, always fighting and talking of
joining Saul’s army where only the toughest and cruellest
survived.

The god of pain
twisted the knife in her heart and her shoulders slumped under the
weight of failure.
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The hermit saw
everything. His eyes were sharp and his mind alert to every nuance
of nature, every movement of men on the plains below his cave, and
every whisper of Yahweh. Elhanan sensed David’s approach even
before he saw him, and smiled to himself. He was not an old man
like the frenzied prophets of Naioth, though many travellers
mistook his dirty ragged clothes and wild greying hair as the
uniform of either a holy one or a madman. Either way, the eyes that
sparkled now at the youth’s approach always won him respect and
usually a small amount of food.

Wrapping his
stained woollen cloak around him and raising the hem above his
knees, Elhanan picked his way among the stones and boulders into
the dim recesses of the cave to prepare what little food he had to
share with his guest. By the time David had begun his climb to the
hermit’s home he had spread a feast of three dried figs, half a
round of flat bread, stale to the point of being brittle, and a
chipped flagon of sour wine, less than half full. All gifts from
passing traders in exchange for news of bandits and armies, and a
word from whichever god they believed was speaking through him. He
clasped his hands together in a brief gesture of thanksgiving and
went back to the mouth of the cave where he sat on a smooth rock to
wait for the lad.

David knelt before Elhanan and clutched at
the cloak’s dirty hem. Breathing heavily with the climb’s
exertions, he said nothing for a few moments but his bowed head and
the tremor of Elhanan’s hand on his hair did not need the abrasion
of words. David loved the hermit. He found his company peaceful and
at the same time entertaining: though the pastures nearby were
sparse and inadequate, he often led his flocks to this parched,
rocky place where he could drink from Elhanan’s refreshing madness.
Although he knew his name, David always called him
Barak out of respect,
using the term for worship, even when Elhanan chided him for
overdoing it.

But this time
David’s visit served a purpose other than learning or
entertainment, so when Elhanan asked him where were his sheep and
goats he frowned and looked up into those mysterious
eyes.

‘My
brothers are looking after them, Barak.’

Elhanan shifted
his position on his hard seat. ‘Why?’

‘Theirs have been stolen, and they sent me to find out who did
this so we can win them back.’

Elhanan studied
the ruddy youth’s face as if seeing beyond the unlined skin and
doleful eyes to the soul beneath. David could not hold such a gaze
and he blinked, then looked away, so the sage playfully roughed the
boy’s hair.

‘Come,’ he said, ‘help me up and we’ll eat at my bounteous
table.’

David grinned,
and reached for the food bag that was attracting the attention of
several large flies. ‘This will make it even more bounteous, Barak,
roasted only this morning.’

Elhanan opened
the bag and breathed in the herbal aroma of the sweet lamb. ‘Truly
a feast fit for a king,’ he laughed.

While they ate,
David probed Elhanan with questions about Raddai’s sheep and drew a
blank. No flocks had passed in many days and no marauding bandits.
Just the occasional caravan of camel-mounted traders with no more
than a dozen goats to provide meat on their long journey to Egypt
or the great cities in the North.

But no stolen
sheep.

As David began
to realise he had been sent in the wrong direction by Raddai and
Elihu, Elhanan asked questions about Beth Lechem and Jesse’s riches
– his trade was information and travellers paid good morsels of
food for gossip told with a flourish and not a little
embellishment. Then he asked about David’s seven half-brothers.
What news of the army? How many of them were enlisted? Were they
respected in Beth Lechem?

And then, with a
tug of his earlobe: ‘Why do you call them brothers?’

David was
surprised at the question. He hesitated, then said thoughtfully:
‘Because they are my mother’s issue.’

‘Do
they treat you like a brother?’ Elhanan let the question float like
specks of dust in a shaft of sunlight. When David shook his head
and looked down, he continued: ‘How is your mother treated? By
Jesse, and your brothers?’

‘Jesse lets her live in peace with his servant women,’ replied
David, ‘but she is scorned by her sons and just about everyone in
Beth Lechem, so she hides herself away. She never speaks of what
happened, not even to me. She will not even discuss it.’

‘Do
you know what happened?’ Elhanan’s tone was gentle,
compassionate.

‘If
the gossip is true, she took a lover and then I was born. But she
had been set aside by Jesse, so I cannot understand why she is so
reviled.’

‘And
they revile you too? That’s not uncommon.’

‘Yes,’ David said quietly. ‘But I don’t care. It’s when they
are cruel to her that I become angry.’

‘What are you thinking when you are angry?’

David thought
for a moment, then admitted: ‘I think I would like very much to
kill them.’

‘And
…?’

‘What can I do? They beat me and they spit at my mother.’
David’s eyes misted.

With a sigh,
Elhanan swatted at a pestering fly and reached for the wine flagon.
He filled both cups, handing one to David. ‘What else?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘What else do you think?’

‘That I will leave Beth Lechem with its spiteful people, then
I won’t be beaten by my brothers and given the worst jobs by
Jesse.’

Elhanan nodded
slowly, as if at last the boy was beginning to see his
destiny.

‘Why
don’t you?’ he asked.

David shrugged.
He had often thought of running away. There was nothing to keep him
at Beth Lechem. Nothing, apart from his mother.

‘For
her,’ he said quietly. ‘For Nitsevet.’

 


 


David picked up
the tracks of a large flock to the south of the brook where Raddai
and Elihu had sent him on a false trail. He had slept uneasily on
the cave floor and had left before dawn, leaving Elhanan to sleep
off the effects of his churlish wine. He easily found Raddai’s camp
at the pastures he knew his half-brother preferred, saw where the
broken ground and droppings moved away south, then the telltale
spoor of several camels, their hoof marks deep enough to indicate
armed riders moving at speed. David knew he had been sent in the
wrong direction, but why? The raiders would be long gone, with
Jesse’s sheep.

He set out for his
camp at a trot, the sun strengthening in a cloudless sky to send
rivers of sweat running down his back and chest, the dust clinging
to his ankles, his lungs aching with each burning breath.
Eventually, panting for air, he reached the hill where two days
earlier Raddai and Elihu had stood to look down on his makeshift
camp. Near the burnt out fire, three vultures picked over the
carcass of the lamb he had roasted.

But there were
no sheep.

 


 


It wasn’t difficult to
creep into Beth Lechem before dawn. Every one of the guards snored
heavily with the effects of Shavuoth’s revelry. There were no women
at the well and barely anyone about their business inside the
walls.

He scratched at his
mother’s door and called softly. ‘Mother, it’s me, David.’

Nitsevet eased
the wooden latch and embraced her son. She held his face with long,
bony fingers that had once been young and strong, and kissed him
again and again until he drew back, embarrassed and annoyed at her
attentions. She looked over his grimy tunic then back to his dirty
face and was about to speak when he put his fingers to his
lips.

‘They mustn’t know I’m here,’ he whispered.

‘Who…? Why?’ A look of concern crossed her face.

‘Raddai and Elihu. Maybe all of them. They’ve tricked me.
Their flock was taken by bandits or maybe desert raiders and they
sent me to look for them and now…’

‘Sshhh,’ said Nitsevet quietly, ‘slow down. Come, sit with me
and have some food, what little I have. I doubt they will look for
you here.’

She led him to
an old couch that served as her only place to sit or sleep, then
fetched a pitcher of water and the last of a small barley loaf from
a wooden box she kept in the corner of her gloomy room.

‘Now
then, tell me everything that happened.’

David recounted
the events of the last few days. Then he asked: ‘Have you heard
anything here about half of Jesse’s flocks being
stolen?’

‘No,’ replied Nitsevet softly, ‘but that doesn’t mean
anything. You know I keep myself away from the family as much as
possible.’

‘But
if the feast continued as if nothing untoward has happened, that
must mean that Raddai and Elihu have returned with my sheep.
They’ve pretended they were theirs, and are just waiting for me to
walk into their trap. Jesse will be furious and he won’t listen to
me. He always believes his sons, whatever they say or
do.’

Nitsevet looked
at him, her eyes damp with new tears. His long unkempt hair was
dark with a reddish glow, his skin suntanned and pure apart from a
small scar that ran past the corner of his right eye. He was
smaller than her other sons though wiry and athletic, an asset that
she knew had saved him from trouble on numerous occasions. Despite
his energy and his enthusiasm for life, there was something dark
and brooding behind those unusual blue eyes – David had never
enjoyed the innocence of childhood and for that Nitsevet blamed
herself. He had been conceived in deception and his life was her
lie. It was tearing her apart.

‘You
are old enough now,’ she sighed. ‘I don’t want to lose you, but
sometimes—’

‘No!
I will not run.’ His tone was sharper than he had intended as he
pulled away from her.

‘I’m
not suggesting you run like a fleeing slave,’ Nitsevet said firmly.
‘I think it’s best that you find your happiness away from here,
away from all this… this unpleasantness.’

‘To
do that I would have to sneak away like a thief in the
night…’

‘Yes, perhaps. But you can return a man. El Shaddai will look
after you, like he did with Abram and Moshe…’

David snorted.
‘God hasn’t done very well for us thus far, has he? Look what he’s
given you, once the noble wife of a great man who now treats you no
better than one of his goats. Why? Because he preferred the company
of his Canaanite maidservant…’

The slap across
David’s face stung bitterly, silencing him. ‘Don’t you dare…’ she
began, but then stopped herself. In a crude way, he had spoken the
truth – Jesse had used the Law to put aside his spent and tired
wife and elevate a servant girl from his bed to a place of honour
at his table. But she had always loved Jesse and so did the people
of Beth Lechem, so she would never do anything to embarrass him –
like reveal the truth about what had happened between herself and
Kerith, her only friend.

David looked
away so that Nitsevet wouldn’t see the pain of her slap. He studied
his hands, roughed and calloused from his outdoor life. A
shepherd’s hands. No rings like the gaudy jewellery his brothers
wore, no gifts from a wealthy father, no bracelets and no oil for
his hair. He picked absently at the black dirt under his
fingernails and wrestled with the burden that first Elhanan and now
his mother had placed upon him. But would it be so bad to start
again, to leave Beth Lechem and discover the freedom that had
always been denied him?

‘It’s your time now,’ Nitsevet whispered, putting a gentle
hand on his shoulder. ‘There’s nothing for you here.’

‘Only you…’

‘Then do this for me.’

‘But
who will look after you?’

Nitsevet smiled.
‘Oh I’ve managed so far. It’ll be all right, you’ll see. After all,
Jesse swore to protect me after—’

‘I
don’t know how you can trust him or his evil sons! They’d sooner
see you cast out like a witch. Or worse.’

‘No
David, not Jesse. My sons don’t know any better, but Jesse is a man
of his word.’

David scoffed.
‘He’s just a fat old man who drinks far too much wine. Who did he
take to his bed last night when he was too drunk to know whether it
was a girl or a boy?’

Nitsevet looked
away, ashamed that her son was right. Then she turned to him,
suddenly alarmed. ‘David? He hasn’t… not you—?’

‘Oh
he tried once. Not so long ago. But as I have said, he drinks too
much and it was easy to slip away. He probably didn’t remember
anything about it in the morning.’

Horrified,
Nitsevet put her hands to her face and stared through her fingers
at him. She blinked rapidly, disbelieving, and for a moment she
thought she was going to faint. ‘That’s another reason why you must
leave,’ she pleaded.

‘But
there are men like Jesse everywhere,’ he protested. ‘Besides, I can
look after myself.’

‘I
don’t doubt that.’

‘Why
don’t you come with me?’

Nitsevet managed
a smile. ‘The last thing you need is your frail old mother hanging
onto your cloak like lumpy baggage. No, you must go alone and find
your own way. Take care choosing your friends, find work, and come
back your own man. I’ll be waiting for you.’

‘If
you will not come with me, then tell me you will keep away from
Jesse’s sons. You know what they are like, and what the priests are
like. It only takes one idle accusation and—’

‘And
what?’ Nitsevet interrupted. ‘There hasn’t been a stoning for years
and I have committed no offence before God.’

‘I
know that but there seem to be a lot of people who think they can
pass judgement on you. I don’t trust Raddai or Elihu, especially
not Elihu, and I don’t trust the idle gossipers.’

‘I
trust in God, and my desire is that you will too.’

David turned
away so that she wouldn’t see the doubt in him.

Nitsevet took
his silence as acquiescence and busied herself with wrapping the
remaining food in a cloth. When he turned to her both wept as they
embraced. He allowed her kisses but then pushed her to arm’s
length. He looked into her eyes as if seeking more understanding of
her – their – plight but she would say no more.

‘Tell Jesse about his sheep, if he’ll listen,’ he said and
stepped into the uneasy light of dawn.
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It was a foolish mistake, but he needed the
two silver bracelets hidden in his corner of the grain store to buy
food or even his freedom should he fall into the hands of Israel’s
enemies. He felt his way in the musty shadows of the storehouse
and, groping with his fingertips, pulled away loose stones from a
widened crack to retrieve the bracelets. He slipped them into the
large pocket of his goat-hair halug
mantle and reached for his sling and his
favourite reed pipe. Now he had music, a weapon and money. He
turned to leave, hesitating for a moment to bid farewell to the
cramped hovel that he called home, to listen one last time to the
scratching and scurrying of rats and mice… but there was something
else, something different that made the hairs prickle on the back
of his neck.

He realised his
mistake.

David retraced
his steps out into the cool dawn and ducked behind a broken cart
that was propped against the storehouse wall. He waited, calming
his pounding heart with slow deep breaths, pulling the hood of his
mantle over his head. An emaciated cat limped past, ignoring him,
looking for easy prey in the storehouse. Suddenly it tensed before
the open doorway, tail thrashing angrily, before darting away. The
grey light revealed a cloaked figure nervously looking along the
street where David crouched. He held his breath, not daring to
move, as the watery dawn played on the face of the most
untrustworthy of his half-brothers.


Elihu.

Sneaking,
two-faced, skulking Elihu.

He froze as
Elihu seemed to look directly at him, and for a moment he
considered confronting him. He could take on Elihu with words and
if it came to fight, he thought he could overcome the bigger youth
with wit and speed. But what then? He would have to kill him to
silence him and David didn’t think he could do that, if only for
his mother’s sake.

But Elihu didn’t
see him in the shadows and scurried off. Within a short time his
brothers would be looking for him, watching the town gates and all
other possible exits, their sole purpose to see him carry the blame
for the loss of half of Jesse’s flock. Could he beat them to the
open countryside? Possibly. But soon the sun would brighten the
fields around Beth Lechem and they would follow. Best to hide
inside the town, he thought, wait until they assumed he had
escaped, and then choose his moment to run.

He toyed with
the idea of hiding in the grain store, the place where he had just
been spotted and therefore probably the last place they would look.
No, they were just as likely to start there. Nitsevet’s room? They
would look there too, in time. The town’s communal stables? Plenty
of people coming and going, but also some comfortable haylofts to
conceal him. The stables. Not too far away, either.

The streets were
still uncommonly quiet. Grateful that most of the townsfolk were
sleeping off their Shavuoth celebrations, David picked his way
along dank side streets and across the main Hebron Way. He passed
an old woman who muttered a courtesy without looking at him, and
two scavenging dogs that ran off as he approached.

He smelled the
stables before he turned into the courtyard. The building was the
biggest in Beth Lechem, as if the town’s elders had considered the
stabling of mules, horses and donkeys for visiting traders and
dignitaries more important than housing for its humble residents.
The smell was worse than he remembered, indicating that either the
grooms had neglected their work or that there were more animals
than usual. He stood in the shadows and watched for signs of guards
or grooms.

There were
none.

 


 


Kerith, wife of
Beth Lechem’s richest landowner and elder, Jesse, embraced her
secret friend. Nitsevet smiled warmly at her. The morning sun sent
its shafts of golden light into Kerith’s private room, adorning the
rich colours of the polished cedarwood couch and an ornate
Phoenician table that Jesse had bought for her. She poured two cups
from a jug of pomegranate juice.

‘It’s been too long,’ she said, handing a
cup to Nitsevet and waving her to the couch. She was still wearing
her sleeping kesut but the shimmering silk robe was uncrumpled and seemed to
reflect the dark chestnut of her long hair. Nitsevet ignored the
feeling that she must look like an old pauper next to this
luxuriant woman.

‘Did
you enjoy the celebrations last night? I heard the clamour long
into the night.’

‘Oh,
no, not me,’ replied Kerith brightly. ‘I saw to the kitchens and
then left everything in the hands of the servants. I slept like a
fallen tree.’

Nitsevet
suppressed the brief feeling of envy. ‘Have you seen Jesse
since?’

‘No,
he did not come to me last night,’ Kerith replied. ‘You know him,
he’s probably still talking to the dregs in a jug of wine. Why do
you ask?’

Nitsevet frowned
and studied her hands. She hesitated, then looked into Kerith’s
dark brown eyes and said quietly: ‘Because, well, he may be angry
at David.’

At the mention
of David’s name, Kerith reached out and clasped Nitsevet’s hands in
hers. ‘Our boy. Our special boy. Why? What has the rascal done
now?’

‘Oh,
nothing. It’s what he hasn’t done that’s worrying me.’

‘You
speaking in riddles, dear Svet. Come on, what is it?’

Haltingly,
Nitsevet told Kerith about the conspiracy between her sons to
discredit David. About his visit to her room. And about his
decision to leave Beth Lechem. Kerith got up and refilled their
cups while she listened, her bare feet moving gracefully on the
stone floor, silver ankle bracelets tinkling musically.

‘He’s gone, Kerith, and I’m desperately worried for
him…’

‘Don’t be,’ retorted Kerith, a little too sharply. She
softened her voice when Nitsevet looked up at her inquisitively.
‘Remember the seer’s words. “The least shall be made
great”…’

‘…“With oil he is anointed”…’ Nitsevet picked up the words that
were ingrained on her heart like Moshe’s law on stone tablets, and
together they finished the prophecy: “The breath of Yahweh is upon
him, let Israel’s enemies quake.”

Both women fell
silent, savouring the words.

‘Do
you still believe that?’ asked Kerith, knowing that her friend
clung to the thin thread between her and a distant god who had made
such demands on both of them.

‘How could I not?’ Nitsevet blinked back
tears. The seer, who had appeared unbidden and unquestioned with
the midwife had been terrifyingly real. He was ro’eh, a feverish zealot who moved
like a mountain goat, all energy and assurance, whose voice spoke
only commanding words that came straight from Yahweh, his flashing
eyes and deranged grey hair giving him authority in the eyes of two
fearful women.

‘How
could I not?’ she repeated looking at Kerith’s calm, dignified
face. Kerith had been there at David’s birth and had shared in the
unearthly moment when the sweaty air had crackled with energy and
the birthing chamber had seemed to vibrate with blinding
supernatural power.

The two women
were silent, remembering the strangeness of the moment when
Nitsevet lay panting, bloodied and racked with pain, looking from
her newborn son to the peculiar man that strangely none had thought
of dismissing from the birthing chamber. In that delirious,
eccentric moment, there had been more. The seer had pressed close
to the quivering mother, his eyes like glowing embers, and had said
in a surprisingly quiet voice for Yahweh’s spokesman:

 


From
your shame will come the shame of Israel’s enemies

From
your dishonour, great praise

From
his rejection he will be raised up

This
is your covenant with Yahweh

In
silence will come great joy

In
patience, reward

 


And then he had
suddenly left, leaving a faint unwashed smell to mingle with
Nitsevet’s blood and sweat. As if saying, ‘I’ve nothing more to add
so I’m leaving you to your human problems’. Leaving motherhood and
the world to its mundane, earthy normality. Only then had the baby
yelled his indignation at the departing seer. Nitsevet almost
moaned out loud at the memory – she wasn’t sure if she had felt joy
or terror at David’s birth.

‘It’s the silence part that’s torturing me,’ she said. ‘I
almost told David last night.’

Kerith looked
shocked. ‘But Svet, you know you mustn’t tell him. He’s barely a
man, and he wouldn’t be able to cope with knowing this. Neither
would Jesse, or your other sons.’

‘I
know, but…’

‘There can be no buts. At least not for you.
On the other hand, nobody ever swore me to secrecy, except you of course,
and you only have to say…’

Hope and
intrigue restored the life to Nitsevet’s careworn face. ‘What do
you mean? Who would you tell? And what would you tell them – who
David’s father is or the prophecy, or both?’

‘Be
calm, Svet. The truth is I don’t know, because this is first our
secret, so it is for both of us to decide how long the silence and
the patience should continue. Perhaps if Yahweh gave us this
burden, then Yahweh should deal with it…’ It had taken an ardent
seer to sway Kerith, a Canaanite, from the rituals of Ba’al to the
merits of the Hebrew god. In her mind, they were probably the same
thing anyway.

‘If
he hasn’t forgotten,’ said Nitsevet mischievously. ‘After all, it
was seventeen years ago, and the deed nearly eighteen!’

‘And
maybe we wouldn’t be believed. Who cares after all these years?
Except us, of course. And Yahweh...’ A look of sudden understanding
crossed Kerith’s face like a cloud passing from the sun. ‘You said
David had left Beth Lechem. Perhaps now would be a good time, the
right time, to break our silence?’

‘I
don’t know,’ said Nitsevet, shaking her head. ‘The holy man said I
should keep silent although I admit he did not say for how
long.’

Kerith brightened. ‘You should keep silent. As I said, I
have not been sworn to secrecy. But now that our boy is not here,
perhaps…’

Nitsevet picked
up on the revelation. ‘The priests, maybe?’

Kerith shrugged.
‘Possibly. But I don’t trust those old men who want gold and silver
for everything, even just for listening. How about a
prophet?’

Nitsevet
recalled the recent arrival of Samuel with his cavalry and laughed.
‘Of course. Right under our noses. A prophet.’ She sniggered. ‘But
he’s as much a man of god as… as that jug there!’

‘Ah,
but a jug can hold water or wine. Who are we to judge when
apparently the whole of Israel believes he is our spiritual
leader?’

Nitsevet nodded
her acquiescence.

‘And
tell him everything?’ Kerith asked.

‘Everything,’ agreed Nitsevet, and the two women embraced
again, already relieved of a heavy burden.

 


 


After two days of
hiding, David’s skin was raw from his scratching at a thousand
insect bites and the irritation caused by the dusty mixture of hay
and straw. His eyes streamed and he found it hard not to cough. His
muscles felt cramped and his body yearned for sunlight. He would
have to move soon.

The horses and
the young strangers who groomed them intrigued David. He had been
bold enough to walk among the fine animals as soon as he had
entered the stables, running his hands down their muscular flanks
to calm their skittishness at his presence, and blowing gently into
the nostrils of a grey that looked at him with wild eyes. These
were horses of rare quality, especially as they stamped and
whinnied next to petulant mules and docile donkeys. Horses were
rare in Israel and Judah; those David had seen before, and only
from a distance, were ridden by the mysterious traders from the
north who occasionally camped near Beth Lechem on their journey to
Egypt. But they were skin and bone, lethargic creatures compared to
the ten fine animals with which David now shared temporary living
space.

The grooms had
come early on both days. They were all young and energetic,
laughing and teasing each other, often with ribald comments and
more than a little roughhousing. It was obvious that some of them
had enjoyed a measure of success with Beth Lechem’s young maidens
and one, a youth they called Nathan, had been lucky to escape a
beating after he had been discovered in a fumbling embrace by the
girl’s older brother.

On both days the
grooms saddled their horses and led them from the stables,
returning them steaming and matted with streaks of sweat on their
heaving flanks, mouths and necks flecked with white saliva. The
riders had removed the simple goatskin saddles and sliver-ringed
bridles then each had drenched their mount with buckets of well
water before taking stiff-bristled brushes to them. Then they paid
attention to their weapons, sharpening daggers and bronze-tipped
thrusting spears, oiling leather jerkins and polishing buckles.
These things David had watched his soldier brothers do, but never
before had he seen the strange rope contraptions – three round
wooden balls connected by cords – that he guessed could be thrown
to tangle the legs of an enemy or his mount to disable
them.

Though young,
the youths seemed disciplined. David found himself envying their
exuberance and sense of brotherhood; he had been tempted to come
out from the hayloft to make himself known and beg them to let him
join their group, whoever they were, but he could not take the risk
that perhaps they had endeared themselves to his brothers and would
hand him over to the injustices of Raddai and the wrath of
Jesse.

He decided to
wait for nightfall. Then he would leave Beth Lechem. Perhaps he
might even meet these riders on his journey, wherever that might
take him.
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‘You
can come out now,’ the prophet boomed.

David froze,
suppressing the strong urge to sneeze. How had he been discovered?
Who was this man with the commanding voice?

‘He’s usually up there, hiding in the straw.’ He recognised
the voice of one of the young grooms.

‘We
know you’re hiding here,’ said Samuel, a little softer this time.
‘It’s David isn’t it? The shepherd boy. Don’t worry, it’s safe to
come out, I just want to talk.’

Thoughts raced
through David’s mind. He could not trust anyone, least of all
complete strangers. He considered making a dash for freedom, but
there was only one way out and the voice came from the direction of
the stable doors. Although he estimated it was evening, there was
yellow sunlight filtering through the roof thatch and he needed the
cover of darkness to make his escape.

How did they
know his name?

David heard the
creaking of the crude wooden ladder bearing someone’s weight; very
soon his hiding place would be revealed. He edged deeper into the
scratching straw. He saw hands on the top the ladder, then the face
of a youth looking straight at him. The face smiled at
him.

‘Come on out, wild boy.’ A coaxing tone, as if he were
offering a scrap to befriend a nervous dog. David didn’t
move.

‘Is
he there?’ Samuel asked.

Without taking
his eyes off David, the youth spoke. ‘Yes, he’s here, but I don’t
think he trusts us.’

No, thought
David, I don’t trust you whoever you are, and I don’t trust anyone
in this town. It’s just me on my own again. He braced himself to
spring at the fresh-faced youth who was now heaving himself onto
the hayloft, one more spiteful enemy among the many who hated him.
David against the world, with nobody to trust, nobody to talk to,
no laughter like that shared by these young foreigners with their
wonderful horses…

‘Nitsevet,’ said the prophet, and David hesitated. ‘Your
mother is Nitsevet?’

So they know who
I am, he thought. That makes it worse still. He sprang at the
youth, intending to push him aside as he jumped but instead the two
of them fell heavily to the earth floor of the stables, the
commotion causing the nearby horses to whicker in alarm and strain
against their tethers. David fell on top of the youth who grunted
as the wind was forced from his lungs. He rolled sideways, trying
to get to his feet, not noticing the blood that flowed from a gash
on the side of his head. He felt weak and dizzy, but still he tried
to stand up, then strong hands picked him up and held him, his feet
hopelessly unable to find purchase on the ground, his arms pinned
by the large, bearded man with the loud voice.

‘Now
then,’ said Samuel with a hint of amusement, ‘are we going to fight
or talk?’

The youth was
sitting on floor now, trying to catch his breath. David looked at
his captor, taking in the fierce eyes and groomed red beard. He
felt the power of Samuel’s grip on his shoulders and for the first
time was aware of the warm trickle of blood on his neck and
shoulder. He stopped struggling but the prophet didn’t let
go.

‘Look, I know what happened to Jesse’s sheep and I’m not going
to hand you over to him, or his sons. Do you
understand?’

David
nodded.

‘I
know a lot more about you than you realise, and I’m going to help
you get away from here, but first I need you to swear that you will
listen to me and not carry on trying to fight me or young Nathan
here…’

‘I
swear it,’ said David through clenched teeth.

Samuel released
him, and David sat heavily on the ground next to Nathan. They eyed
each other warily. A bloodstain was spreading slowly across the
shoulder of David’s grubby tunic.

‘Bring water and a cloth,’ Samuel ordered Nathan, ‘let’s get
that cleaned up while we talk.’ Nathan heaved himself to his feet
and went to find one of the stable pails. While he was gone, David
studied the large, finely dressed stranger.

‘Who
are you, and why do you speak of my mother?’ he asked with a
boldness that surprised him.

‘I
am Samuel,’ said the prophet. ‘In answer to your second question,
your mother sent word to me that you were in danger and I’m here to
help you.’

‘But
why? Nobody has ever helped me. Why should you be different?’
David’s eyes betrayed his years of being ill-treated.

‘Well, that’s difficult to answer. Perhaps it’s because I’m
looking for young men like you to serve in my household, such as it
is. Perhaps it’s because I trusted the one sent to me by your
mother. Or perhaps it’s because…’ Samuel hesitated, searching for
the right words, ‘… because maybe you have a greater purpose away
from Beth Lechem.’

David blinked
when he heard these words and an unfamiliar sense of hope probed a
corner of his mind. Nathan returned with water and dabbed at
David’s wound, while Samuel fumbled in a leather bag that hung from
his belt and brought out a stoppered clay phial. He carefully
removed the wooden plug and poured oil directly onto David’s head
wound.

‘It
will speed the healing,’ he muttered as Nathan watched him
wide-eyed. ‘And of course it’s holy oil, same as I used to anoint
your king.’

David jerked his
head to look at the stranger, a few drops of the precious oil
falling to the hard mud floor. ‘You made Saul king…?’

‘Yes, now keep still.’

‘You
must be the one they call the prophet. I’ve heard about
you.’

‘Well, yes. I’ve tried my best.’

‘You
talk to God?’

‘We
all do, or should…’

‘No,
I mean…’ stammered David, flushing.

‘You
mean, does God speak to me…’

‘Yes. Does He?’

‘Between you and me, it gets harder and harder to hear God’s
voice the older you get.’ Samuel looked at the young shepherd,
remembering his own youth as a firebrand preacher in the days
before fine clothes, good food and home comforts meant more to him,
and wondered whether the lad could see through his deception. He
thought of his wives in Ramah and the several children whose noise
and energy drowned out the Voice in his head.

David had heard
only what he wanted to hear, and was talking excitedly about the
joys of being alone in the hills with his goats and his music.
Samuel stilled him with a gesture. Nathan dabbed again at the blood
that was now mingled with thick olive oil.

‘The
point is,’ continued Samuel, ‘if you want to get away from here,
and you clearly do, there is a way…’

‘You
don’t know my brothers. They’ll still be looking for
me.’

‘Oh,
but I do know your brothers. Five of them are coming with me to
join Saul’s army, along with at least fifty other young men from
Beth Lechem and several wagons of supplies...’

Dismayed, David
interrupted. ‘They’ll see me and send me straight to Jesse for
punishment. I can’t come with you.’

‘I
didn’t say you could come with me,’ said Samuel, sternly. ‘I’m
sending Nathan here with half of the riders to scout the land of
the Philistines and report back to me with the next waning moon. By
then I’ll be with Saul at Gibeah. And your brothers will be too
busy in the ranks of Saul’s host to notice a scruffy desert scout
who rides with The Fist.’

‘You
mean I can ride with Nathan?’ David looked from Nathan to the
horses. ‘I can ride one of those?’

‘Well, can you?’ Nathan seemed unconvinced.

David thought
how easily the young grooms had mounted their horses and the total
control they had exerted over them as they rode out for their daily
exercise. Since his earliest memories, he had enjoyed an affinity
with most animals.

‘I
can try.’ David stood, and went to the nearest horse, running his
hand along its flank. ‘I can try,’ he repeated.

Samuel smiled.
‘Be ready at dawn tomorrow then,’ he said, returning his oil phial
to his bag and turning to leave. ‘You won’t see me again until
Gibeah.’

But David didn’t
hear him. He was lost in wonder as he walked among the The Fist’s
horses.

 


 


David couldn’t
sleep. Several times his eyes became heavy and his mind slowed, but
the insects resumed their invasion and the rats were scavenging
noisily. When the five youths of The Fist came at dawn, David had
already doused himself with the brackish water left for the horses
and several times had repositioned his waist pouch containing his
meagre possessions, and belted his outdoor mantle tight around his
waist.

Nathan burst in
through the stable doors and looked David up and down. He put down
several water skins and a basket of dates without taking his eyes
off the new recruit.

‘You
can take that off straight away,’ he snorted, pointing at David’s
mantle. ‘You can’t ride in that.’

David returned his fiercest glare. Behind
Nathan were four other youths, one of them tall and aloof, one of
them short and chubby, the other two the same height and build as
Nathan. All except the chubby one were wearing black robes and each
had a black pe’er head cloth sewn to a conical top piece with loose tails that
David guessed would be tied across the face for riding in dusty
terrain. The robes, too, could be easily tied between the legs and
around the waist for riding, unlike his heavy, clumsy
mantle.

The chubby youth
was carrying an identical robe and headwear which he thrust at
David. ‘Put these on, I won’t be needing them,’ he
grumbled.

David muttered
his thanks and took off the mantle.

‘This is Ari,’ said Nathan while David put on his riding
clothes. ‘You’re to take his place. Samuel has ordered him to ride
in his fancy chariot to Gibeah instead.’ The robe was too big for
him.

The tall youth,
who seemed older than the others, stepped forward to help David
adjust the robe so that it was hitched around his waist and a
tailpiece tugged between his legs to tuck into the
folds.

‘Thank you,’ said David, thinking how unusual the garment was,
but he could see that it would free his legs to ride and give
essential padding to his rump.

‘I’m
Oren,’ said the youth. ‘Useful if you need someone to look over a
high wall.’

‘Dookhi,’ said another who bobbed his head
as he said his name. He was skinny and energetic with a long nose
and hair that looked like the crest of a hoopoe. David couldn’t
help smiling as he saw the connection – he had watched the
striped Dukhiphath birds grubbing under rocks and thought the nickname highly
appropriate. Dookhi even had small round eyes that blinked rapidly
and David wondered what moniker he would earn if he stayed with The
Fist. He was about to comment when the fifth youth stepped forward
and punched him playfully on the shoulder.

‘Rimon,’ he said with a smile. ‘By name and nature.’ With
paler skin than the others, his rosy cheeks looked like a pair of
ripe pomegranates.

‘Do
we all get a nickname?’ asked David.

‘Well, you smell like a goat…’ laughed Rimon.

‘Enough,’ said Nathan who was clearly the leader of the small
group. ‘We have a long way to go, but first we need to show David
the basics of riding and get him away from here without him being
spotted.’

‘A
fugitive from justice are you?’ quipped Oren as he picked one of
the light saddles from its wooden peg. ‘Or have you defiled a
maiden?’

David blushed
and was about to answer when he realised that the others had
briskly gone about their business of readying the horses. The
saddles were made from a rough weave overlaid with goatskin, and a
long strap that was passed beneath each animal and tied to a bronze
ring concealed by the skins. Ari beckoned to David and pointed to
the dappled grey, happily the mare with which he had felt a natural
bond during his two days of hiding in the stables. He showed him
how to place the saddle and bridle. The mare pricked its ears and
blew heavily in anticipation: David’s pulse quickened at the sound
and somehow he knew that life would never be the same after
this.

Nathan shared
the dates and water skins among the five riders while Dookhi
explained the principles of riding to David. The others placed the
food in their pouches, but David ate his hungrily. He copied the
others when they looped the skins around their necks and under one
arm to carry them on their chests, positioned to easily take a
draught while riding in the heat of the day.

‘Ready?’ asked Nathan. They all nodded and mounted. Ari gave
David a leg up and he felt the power of his mare beneath
him.

‘She
wants you to talk to her through her flanks,’ said Ari. ‘Squeeze
with your knees, let your body move with her, and keep speaking to
her. She’ll follow the others.’

‘What’s her name?’ asked David nervously.

‘Morning Star,’ said Ari proudly as he tied a leading rope to
one of the silver rings on the mare’s bridle and handed the free
end to Oren. ‘I can tell she likes you.’

 


 


Raddai was loading grain onto one of his
father’s carts when the five black-robed horsemen clattered through
Beth Lechem’s gates, wheeling away west on the Socoh track. Each
had his pe’er bound tight around his mouth and nose to protect against dust
and flies. Raddai wiped the sweat from his eyes and watched them
canter towards the hills in a yellow cloud kicked up by flying
hooves. He had never before seen such fine creatures as these, nor
seen such skill as rider and beast moved as one. He was so awed he
didn’t notice that one of the horsemen seemed a little unsteady,
crouching low over the neck of his pale horse, nor did he see the
leading cord attached to the grey’s bridle. He spat in the dust and
returned to his work.

 


 


They had been
riding at a gentle canter for no more than a hundred heartbeats
when David chose his moment. He tugged, not too hard, on the bridle
rope and squeezed with his knees, twisting slightly to his right.
Morning Star began to wheel. He reached down and grasped the
leading cord and pulled sharply. Oren barely noticed it slip
through his grasp.

David bent low over
the mare’s neck and squeezed yet tighter with his knees and nudged
her with both heels, the message clear. He felt a surge of
exhileration as the wind tugged at his hair and Morning Star
galloped back towards Beth Lechem.

 


 


Raddai looked up as the
young rider came toward him at a full gallop, a dust cloud
billowing behind. The horse’s nostrils flared. She made a grunting
sound like the beat of sticks on the olive branches at harvest, her
powerful body barely rising and falling as the rider held her
seemingly in midair with every stride. He dropped a sack of barley
and moved swiftly behind the cart, seeking refuge from the charging
beast.

David waited until the last moment, then
pulled sharply downwards on Morning Star’s bridle. She came to a
halt in a swirl of angry grit and stone. He looked down on his
half-brother and in one movement pulled his pe’er aside.

‘Look on this face, brother,’ he croaked, trying to sound
manly despite the choking dust in his throat. ‘You are a liar and a
thief, and you have not seen the last of me.’

Raddai coughed
away the dust that enveloped him. He saw the wild eyes of Morning
Star and the dark rider upon her, barely recognising the young
shepherd. He wanted to shout at him, leap upon him and pull him
from the panting horse, but he couldn’t speak. He took a few steps
toward David. He reached for where his knife should have been, but
clutched at air.

David squeezed
Morning Star again. She bounded forward, and as she passed his
half-brother, he eased his foot out of the wooden stirrup and
kicked out. His heel caught Raddai on the chin. He flew backwards,
landing heavily on the stony ground.

‘Remember me,’ he barked at Raddai. ‘Remember me when I
return.’ Morning Star wheeled full circle, and Raddai pushed
himself away from her. David twisted in the saddle and yelled over
his shoulder: ‘I piss on the sons of Jesse!’

And he squeezed
again, leaning into the long curve back towards his new friends
whose horses stood, their riders watching aghast.

When he returned
to his fellow riders, he did not allow Oren to pick up the loose
end of the leading rein. They looked at him with respect as Morning
Star trotted beside them, her chest heaving with effort and
pride.

They rode
towards Socoh. And the Caves of Adullam.
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Jesse sat on his favourite cedarwood chair
and clasped plump hands together in his lap. Kerith stood beside
him, the hood of her blue addoreth
covering her hair, the loose folds of the robe’s
embroidered linen giving her an aura of wealth and dignity. In
comparison, Jesse seemed to be crumpled,
dishevelled.

Before them stood Raddai, looking flushed and agitated, and
behind him his furtive younger brother Elihu. Both knew they should
wait until bidden before speaking but Jesse was unhurried, flicking
away a fly, sighing at the nuisance of the interruption to his game
of thirty squares with Kerith. It had been a pleasant way to start
the day after the painful business of agreeing with Samuel his
share of the supplies for Saul’s troops. Mostly grain, olives and
preserved figs. And many of his farm tools for use as weapons. Life
seemed so much more expensive with a king to keep in the business
of warfare.

‘Well, what is it boy?’ He fixed Raddai with a stern glare to
emphasise his displeasure.

Raddai, tall and
well built, did not like being called ‘boy’, but he disliked the
brat David too much to let the barb fluster him. There was a way to
make David suffer far more than by a simple accusation over some
lost sheep. He rubbed the welt on his chin where David had kicked
him, took a deep breath and began to voice a plan to destroy the
bastard as well as the whore he no longer considered worthy of
being his mother. The harlot Nitsevet.

‘We
know what happened to your flocks, Father.’

Jesse raised an
eyebrow. ‘It sounds as though I’m not getting them
back.’

‘No
indeed not,’ said Raddai slowly. A hint of a smile played at the
corners of his mouth. ‘That whoreson David sold them and gave the
silver to his mother.’

‘What!’ exclaimed Jesse so loudly that he didn’t hear Kerith
hiss ‘You lie’ in the same moment. Jesse was on his feet in a
flash, thrusting his face close to Raddai’s. ‘Where is the boy?
Bring him to me now!’

‘Impossible,’ said Elihu, his voice almost a
whisper.

‘Eh?’ Jesse seemed to notice Elihu for the first time. He
studied the youth carefully and said again, ‘Eh?’

‘He
has fled Beth Lechem. This morning, early. On
horseback.’

‘And
not before trying to kill me,’ put in Raddai with a
scowl.

Jesse returned
to his chair and sat heavily. ‘I don’t care about the lad, he is
nothing to me. I want to know where my sheep are and I want them
back, or I want recompense.’

Kerith could see
where this was heading. She turned to face Jesse and gently laid a
hand on his shoulder, bowing slightly. ‘Lord, your sons lie to you.
David did no such thing. It was David’s flock that Raddai and Elihu
brought home with them.’

Raddai stared at
Kerith, open-mouthed, his face flushing with anger. He struggled to
control himself. He wanted to confront her, scream at her for
daring to interfere, but he knew that approach would only alienate
his father. He was lost for words and could see that Jesse was
listening to the painted she-dog.

Instead it was
Elihu who spoke. ‘I saw David sneak into Beth Lechem.’ Jesse and
Kerith turned to look at him. ‘There were no sheep or goats. Not
one. I saw him give her silver. There is only one possible
conclusion.’

‘You
are lying,’ said Kerith in anguish, surprising Jesse. ‘Why do you
say these things?’

Elihu took his
chance. ‘And why do you defend that mongrel David? Or Nitsevet? Is
it to be our word against yours?’ He turned to his father,
pleading. ‘Give us men and horses and we will bring the boy to
justice.’

‘Enough,’ roared Jesse, waving his hands as if desperately
trying to push away the confusion of everything he had heard.
‘Raddai, Elihu, may I remind you that Nitsevet is your mother, and
though she is no longer my wife, she is under my protection. Are
either of you aware what will happen to her if you continue with
this madness?’

The brothers
looked at each other, knowing full well that they might have cost
Nitsevet her life, most certainly if their story was believed and
the sum of four times the value of the sheep was demanded according
to the Law, an amount that Nitsevet could not possibly pay. Their
intention had been to make David a fugitive, giving them the right
to hunt him down, and now their embellishments had drawn the woman
who shamed their family into their trap. Raddai was slow-witted but
had embraced the conspiracy without once questioning his cunning
brother — or the consequences.

‘The
crime is David’s,’ Raddai told his father, ‘but Nitsevet conspired
with him. She is not to be trusted.’

Kerith could
stand it no longer. She stepped towards Raddai, her eyes flashing
and an elegant finger pointing straight at him. ‘It is you who is
not to be trusted, you who have borne false witness against two
innocent people, and you who should be punished…’

‘Kerith!’ Jesse again interrupted fiercely. ‘If you have any
facts to back up your claims on David’s and Nitsevet’s behalf, I
want to hear them. In private.’ He turned back to Raddai and Elihu.
‘And as for you two, I hope what you are telling me isn’t true. But
you are my sons, and I want to believe you.’

‘You
know you can trust us,’ said Elihu, his voice like honey. Kerith
snorted, bringing another glare from Jesse.

‘It’s my wish that the wisdom of God be brought into this
matter. I will talk with Kerith, and while I do, you Raddai and
Elihu will seek out the prophet Samuel, and if he is not to be
found, go to the priests. I cannot judge this matter. I need to
know the mind of God.’

Raddai and Elihu
bowed to their father. ‘It will be done as you ask,’ said
Raddai.

They left and
went to obey their father, but only in the second of his orders.
They had no intention of going anywhere near a prophet whom the
people actually believed was able to hear the voice of
Yahweh.

They went to
find the priests.

 


 


‘Bring her to us,’ the priest had said, spitting a yellow
gobbet thick with pieces of chewed seeds onto the temple steps.
‘Outside the gates. Not so far to go if blood is to be
shed.’

Persuading their
mother to go with them had been down to Elihu’s slippery tongue
while Raddai had remained silent, knowing that usually when he
opened his mouth, Nitsevet became agitated. It was only when they
approached the gates from inside Beth Lechem that Nitsevet began to
suspect something was wrong. There was a crowd of around twenty
people, many of them women chatting excitedly, and beyond them two
priests in their unmistakable robes and grubby turbans, talking
animatedly together. Were they waiting for her? Had they concocted
some ridiculous charges against her? She stopped in her tracks and
looked from Raddai to Elihu.

‘What is going on?’ she asked, forcing a firmness into her
tone that she didn’t feel.

‘It’s nothing, mother,’ said Elihu with a false smile. ‘They
just want to ask you a few questions, that’s all.’

‘About what? Why are these women here? And why outside the
gates?’

Nitsevet took a
step back but Raddai grabbed her wrist. She felt the strength of
his large farmer’s hand and tried to pull away, shaken by his
aggression. ‘Let go of me,’ she hissed at him but he pulled her
towards the priests, Elihu pushing her onwards with the flat of his
palm in the small of her back. Her headscarf slipped with the
sudden movement, revealing her greying shoulder-length hair. She
struggled but her sons were too strong.

The women in the
crowd fell silent and turned to watch the peculiar sight of two of
Jesse’s sons dragging their reviled mother towards the priests,
then a rising swell of scorn and curses. Nitsevet felt a hopeless
shame wash over her. Her knees gave way so that Raddai had to half
drag her before the priests. How had she allowed this to happen
after so many years of keeping herself away from these ignorant
people? Tears welled in her eyes and she muttered a prayer to
Yahweh, the distant god who demanded secrecy and silence in the
face of bitter accusations.

She fell to her
knees as Raddai let go of her wrist. She groped for her head
covering and pulled it loosely over her hair to try to cover her
shame. Her tears fell freely now, splattering in the dust before
the sandaled feet of the two priests. She noticed absently the
black dirt under their jagged toenails.

Elihu crouched
beside her and spoke calmly, his mouth close to her ear.
‘Everything will be all right if you just tell the priests where
your little bastard is.’

She looked up at
the priests. The older one was hunched and round-shouldered, his
leathery skin lined like sun-baked earth. Small bloodshot eyes
looked vacantly and without pity at Nitsevet, his brittle,
yellowing beard a testament to his long years of neither caring for
himself nor the people of Beth Lechem. The other priest was
younger, but he had the same scornful stare.

‘Why
do you seek David?’ asked Nitsevet, still looking up at the
priests.

‘You
know why,’ said Elihu.

‘Where is the boy?’ It was the younger priest who spoke, his
voice tuneless, accusing.

‘I
do not know,’ replied Nitsevet truthfully.

‘And
where is the silver he gave you?’

‘What–? What are you talking about?’ Nitsevet turned to look
at Elihu and tried to rise, but Raddai’s hand on her shoulder kept
her firmly in place. She felt a surge of panic. ‘What is this? I
don’t know what you mean…’

‘So
you refuse to tell us where the thief is and you deny that you have
taken the silver he was paid for them?’ The priest spoke loudly
enough for the onlookers to hear.

‘Of
course I deny it. David wouldn’t do that and he certainly hasn’t
given me any silver,’ she sobbed. ‘Please tell me what this is
about?’

The younger
priest stepped forward, motioning Raddai to release his mother, and
gently touched her shoulder to invite her to stand. Nitsevet looked
around nervously. She was afraid of these corrupt men and had
always avoided them. Now as she stood, one of them was so close
that she could smell his stale sweat, his thin lips drawn taught
revealing three black teeth, giving Nitsevet the impression that he
was leering at her. She pulled her threadbare robe tighter around
herself.

‘I’ll tell you what this is all about,’ said the priest in a
steady voice laden with menace. ‘What we want to know, and what
these good citizens here want to know, is quite simple. Where is
the boy and where is the silver?’

Nitsevet closed
her eyes. The despair was overwhelming. They would not believe her
protests of innocence, the priests out of greed because they wanted
to get their hands on the non-existent silver, and the on-looking
women because they saw her as a loose woman and a temptation to
their men. It was laughable. She was on old woman. But these
people, be they corrupt priests or gossipers in the market place,
had allowed the lie to become truth in their own minds.

‘I
have told you, you have been misinformed,’ said Nitsevet calmly,
fighting to control her quivering lip and the tears that prickled
behind her eyelids.

‘Then tell us who the father is, so we may question him.’ The
priest said this softly, then took a step back, looked at the
watching crowd and then pointed at Nitsevet. More firmly this time,
so that everyone could hear: ‘I charge you before God the
All-Seeing to tell us now the name of the man you
seduced.’

In the silence
that followed, Nitsevet understood. She would not leave this place
alive. Her long years of seclusion and secrecy were over, and now
her only hope was to break her vow of silence, her promise to the
seer, her oath to Yahweh. Even her own sons despised her, and now
she could feel the hostility of those around feeding itself,
building like water brought to the boil. She opened her eyes and
looked directly at the priest who had challenged her.

‘If
your God is all-seeing, why don’t you ask him?’

The priest
blinked rapidly, unused to being spoken to in such a commanding
tone, and by a mere woman. He seemed lost for words, so Nitsevet
found the strength to continue.

‘You
dare to accuse me of sins against the Almighty and the people of
Beth Lechem? It is you who should look to yourselves. You call
yourselves priests yet you do not hear the voice of God, much less
do anything for these people save rob them of what little they have
so that you can sacrifice a hen or a goat on their behalf. You know
nothing, you see nothing but gold and silver, and you do nothing
except that which makes you fat and lazy!’

A murmur of
protest came from the crowd, which had been swelled by several more
inquisitive women.

The older priest
had heard enough. ‘Silence woman,’ he yelled at her, ‘you
blaspheme!’

The younger
priest had fought to regain his composure and opened his mouth to
speak, but Nitsevet was fuelled by indignation and rage.

‘Believe me when I tell you that I will be freed from my oath
of silence only when God tells me it is time…’ – at this, both
priests put their hands to their ears to block the woman’s
blasphemies – ‘… and only then will I reveal what God has said to
me about my son David.’

The crowd’s
murmurs turned to cries of anger and protest. ‘She’s a filthy
whore,’ a woman’s voice shouted, ‘she bewitches our men,’ and
another, picking up a stone, railed ‘and now she blasphemes as
well.’

Nitsevet glared
at the priests, daring them to challenge her words, but they took
more steps backwards into the shadow of the wall. All around her
the noise of protest was mounting but Nitsevet, focused on the mean
faces of her religious adversaries who comically blocked their
ears, didn’t hear it.

She felt a blow
on her arm. At first, she couldn’t think what it was and continued
staring at the priests. Then another, this time on her shoulder
blade, the pain instantly sharp. She turned to the crowd as her
brain wrestled with the reality, and as she twisted a rock crashed
into her face, breaking her nose, a strange ringing sound whistling
through her head. She crumpled to ground. Sharp rocks pounded her
body, ripping her brittle skin, pounding frail bones, tearing at
her dignity. Her own screams seemed to come from a great distance.
When she tried to lift herself from the ground to implore them to
stop, pain even beyond childbirth shot through her shattered
shoulders and blurred her vision so that the maddened faces seemed
to spin around her.

She didn’t see
Raddai and Elihu slip away unnoticed, nor the priests as they left
the crowd to its righteous duty. Neither did she feel the pounding
lessen as fewer rocks were thrown and her accusers turned away in
silent shame.

Nitsevet, once
the pearl of Beth Lechem’s women, lay broken and bleeding in the
dust.

 


 


 



PART
TWO – THE CAVES OF ADULLAM

 


Even their children remember their altars
and Asherah poles beside the spreading trees and on the high hills
– Jeremiah 17:2
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The five rode
hard, fearing that David’s foolhardy display of aggression might
bring pursuers out of Beth Lechem, but as the sun rose higher they
slowed, realising that no one followed. They rested in the leafy
shade of the terebinths that clothed the Elah valley’s hillsides,
letting the horses loose to drink from a meagre stream, allowing
David an opportunity to question his new friends about their
destination.

Nathan pointed
along the valley where clusters of cane marked the course of the
drying brook, snaking west towards the lands of the Philistines
that border the Great Sea. ‘That way is Socoh,’ he said, ‘but
before we reach the city we will head south, into those hills
there.’ A series of rocky ridges was framed by darker slopes
beyond.

‘Looks like a desolate place to me,’ said David, absently
tossing a small flat stone in his hand before dropping it into his
shepherd’s pouch. ‘Nothing much living up there by the look of
it.’

‘Oh,
you’d be amazed,’ Nathan smiled. ‘It looks like an unfriendly
wilderness which is why not many people go there. But you’ll be
pleasantly surprised by what’s hidden in those hills.’

‘Pleasantly surprised,’ echoed Dookhi.

‘It’s full of misfits like Dookhi here,’ said Rimon who
received a playful punch from Dookhi for his jest.

‘We’re all misfits of some kind or other.’ Nathan was looking
at David. ‘Samuel says you’ve had a pretty tough time in Beth
Lechem. You’ll fit in perfectly at The Caves.’

As Nathan had
said, they left the valley long before the approach to the walls of
Socoh, taking a barely visible track that wound upwards between the
hills. The horses seemed to know the route and David relaxed,
taking out his reed pipes to play some of his shepherd’s tunes, the
plaintive notes echoing in the silent hills. Encouraged by Dookhi,
he played a happier tune and the air seemed to lighten, the horses
quickening their pace, ears twitching at the sound of shrill,
whirling music.

The track
narrowed to a gorge through which the riders could only pass in
single file, sheer cliffs rising either side with barely a foothold
for shrubs, the still air cooler in the shadows. No birds sang in
the dim pass, home only to lizards and crawling insects. Awed,
David put away his pipes, feeling as though the towering rock would
crush him if the earth could breathe. Nathan, leading the column,
put his fingers to his mouth and gave three warbling whistles, the
shrill sound repeating itself as it bounced in the eerie gorge,
answered with a similar call from somewhere up ahead. They rode
onwards, the only sound the gentle padding of hooves on the barren
ground, sloping downwards now as though they were being drawn into
the bowels of mother earth.

Nathan’s mount
whinnied and quickened its pace towards a shaft of bright sunlight
that marked the end of the gorge, and one by one the riders emerged
into a small, surprisingly green valley that seemed to David to be
an impossible paradise concealed amid the baked, rocky uplands that
marked Judah’s western borders. The valley floor was adorned with
tamarisks in bloom, providing shade for an abundance of herbs and
shrubs that gave the warm air a heady fragrance. Several large
aloes fanned their pointed spikes outwards. A spring at the base of
a steep slope splashed noisily into a dark pool that hinted at cool
depths below. Beside the pool stood a patriarchal olive tree, its
girth thick and gnarled, standing sentry at the mouth of a cave
shaded by abundant silvery leaves, ponderous black roots snaking
into the ancient, cracked rock. Before the tree was a large,
flat-topped rock that, David thought, could easily serve as an
altar to whichever god was worshipped here. On the surface of the
rock was carved a six-pointed star, two triangles superimposed on
each other.

There was no one
to be seen.

David gave a
low, appreciative whistle and Nathan turned to him, smiling.
‘Welcome to the Caves of Adullam,’ he said, ‘home of the
dispossessed, the outcast and the dispirited.’

‘But
where are all these sorry people? And the caves? I can only see
one…’

‘Follow me. You haven’t seen anything yet.’ Nathan urged his
mare forward, allowing her to drink briefly at the pool’s edge. The
others did the same, then they wheeled and plodded towards the far
end of the valley. As they passed the cave entrance David had the
distinct impression that eyes were watching from within, a feeling
that would have unnerved him had he been alone, but he sensed no
fear in the horses or their riders. He reined Morning Star to a
stand, allowing Nathan, Oren, Dookhi and Rimon to continue, and
peered into the depths of the cave. For a few heartbeats he could
see or hear nothing, and was beginning to think that his senses
were playing tricks with him when he saw movement. Two figures
emerged from the gloom. A tall, dark-haired girl of about his own
age, beside her a child clutching her hand. They walked into the
light and he was immediately struck by the girl’s large black eyes,
deep and mysterious like the pool outside her cave. Her oiled hair
fell extravagantly around sun-bronzed shoulders and over a simple,
deep red tunic tied at the waist, hinting at a woman’s shape. He
held her gaze, willing her to release him from her magic. The
moment was broken when the child at her side grinned widely at him.
She had the same long dark hair as the older girl but was missing
her front teeth, giving her an impish appeal. He smiled at them
both and, relieved to have been released from the spell, nudged
Morning Star to catch up with his friends. He looked back once, but
the pair had vanished like woodland spirits.

 


 


If the secret
valley had a profound effect on David, what he saw next was even
more astounding. Nathan led the small group of riders out of the
greenness to the more familiar barrenness of Judah’s rock-strewn
hills, but this was not an uninhabited wilderness. Far from it. One
slope was formed in a series of ledges rising high into a deep blue
sky, on most of them dozens of cave openings. Before these were
cooking fires attended by chattering women, children playing
happily, and their men folk below tending a strip of dark earth
where onions, leeks, barley and lentils were growing in abundance.
Near this was a dam made from stone, lined with branches and clay,
and fed from another mountain spring, where women scrubbed clothing
and blankets.

As the five
riders of The Fist approached, men and women waved and called; a
throng of noisy children ran to welcome them. The riders
dismounted, handing reins to older children to lead them to the
water pool. Oren and Nathan swept squealing children into their
arms, Dookhi bobbed his head in greeting, roughing the hair of an
untidy boy with a beaming, grubby face. David stood apart,
uncertain at this show of affection, until he, too, was
mobbed.

Nathan led them
to a large cave near the base of the slope where a woman stood, her
arms folded across a prominent bosom. Following behind, David’s
first impression was that, for the second time since their arrival,
he had set eyes upon a powerful woman – was this hidden paradise
full of such creatures? Did they rule here? She was angular,
heavily boned but not fat. He could tell from the strength in her
thighs and the jauntiness of her pose that she was as spirited as
Morning Star, a woman whose word was law and whose opinion was not
to be argued. A long plait of greying hair dangling over one
shoulder confirmed that she had the wisdom to go with her
mettle.

‘Where in the name of Ashtoreth have you been?’ She fixed
Nathan with a fiery glare but there was humour in her eye. He
laughed and ran to her.

‘Greetings mother. I’ve missed you too.’ Mother and son
embraced, Nathan gasping for air in her powerful grip. She kissed
him until he pushed her away, embarrassed.

‘I
expect you’re going to tell me you’ve been about Yahweh’s work,’
she said in a voice loud enough for all to hear, ‘and that these
fine young men are about His business too?’

‘Absolutely not,’ said Nathan with a wink, turning to his
fellow travellers, ‘these are just wasteful no-goods I happened
across in a tavern. They’re hungry and thirsty.’

The woman threw
back her head and laughed in appreciation of her son’s quicksilver
words. She cast an eye over the five dusty youths and beamed a
matronly smile at them all. ‘Then it’s a good thing I have some
roots for the pot and plenty of last year’s wine.’ Suddenly her
eyes narrowed as she eyed the wound on David’s head, moving towards
him. ‘That looks nasty,’ she clucked, ‘I’ve got a good remedy for
that.’

Nathan stopped
her with a hand on her arm. ‘There’s no need,’ he said with a grin,
‘he’s already been anointed with holy oil. He’ll live.’

‘Huh?’ said the woman, still eying the crusting gash. She
shrugged her shoulders, turned and strode into the cave, her
low-slung tunic skirts sashaying comically from side to side as she
went. Nathan cast a warning look at his friends. ‘That’s my mother.
If any of you dare laugh at her, or me…’ but each shook their heads
in feigned innocence, choking back their amusement. ‘If she’s in a
good mood you can call her mother, like I do. But most of the time
you can call her Martha.’

Nathan beckoned
to them to follow his mother.

 


 


‘Samuel can’t decide whether he likes this place or not,’ said
Nathan, wiping his mouth then taking a draught of watered wine. ‘He
thinks his loyal Hebrews should be either farmers or in the ranks
of Saul’s army, or both. But he still sends tilling tools and
supplies of barley from his fields at Ramah.’

‘Can’t see much wrong with it,’ David muttered laconically,
chewing appreciatively on a mouthful of barley bread while reaching
eagerly into the pot with a crust for more of the rich
stew.

‘He’s uneasy because the place is full of criminals, I think.’
At his use of the word “criminals”, Nathan now had an audience of
inquisitive minds. ‘And because the Goddess is revered
here.’

‘Goddess?’ In his harsh world of male brutality, David had
never before considered the possibility of a female god.

‘Yes, the Lady of the Moon. Ashtoreth,’ replied Nathan, and
with a crude gesture added, ‘worshipped at night when the other
gods are asleep.’

The others
sniggered and made earthy comments but David blushed; whereas his
half-brothers seemed to have Beth Lechem’s young maidens falling at
their feet, he considered himself unattractive and had never known
a woman in that way, barely even spoken to the town’s lively and
chattering girls, left all alone to the thoughts and imaginations
of a lowly shepherd boy.

Nathan noticed
his embarrassment and changed the subject. ‘Even Samuel can see the
sense of a place like this, though he’d never admit it. You’ll find
all sorts here, people who had nothing, the downtrodden, the
forgotten of Israel. There’s no thieving, no fighting here.
Everyone shares everything, so there’s nothing to steal. You can
still get nourishment from rotten figs.’

David choked on
his food. ‘Rotten figs? I can’t say I’ve come across anyone who is
as… as kind as your mother.’

‘Exactly. That’s why you’d fit in here very well.’

‘The
poor, the hungry, beaten slaves…?’

‘And
an outcast youth with no father.’

David basked in the welcome he felt among these adventurous
youths, copying them as they wiped crusts of bread around the edge
of the fast-emptying pot. He yawned. ‘Where do we sleep?’ he asked
hopefully.

‘There’ll be plenty of time for sleeping when you’ve been
stuck by a Philistine spear,’ said Nathan.

Dookhi looked
up, alarmed. ‘Philistines?’ His eyebrows were raised like a bent
bow stave.

‘Yes, Philistines. That’s what we’ve been sent to do, if you
haven’t forgotten.’

‘Oh,
them,’ Dookhi muttered, and went back to his search for any
remnants of the stew.

‘Yes, them.’ Nathan’s expression was serious. ‘Gath is barely
more than a day’s ride from here, and we begin
tomorrow.’

‘Begin what?’ asked David, naively.

Nathan sighed.
‘I’ll tell you tomorrow, before we ride out. Right now we’ve got
other duties to attend to, like finishing this wine.’ He stood,
straightening his tunic. ‘But first, we can all wash in the
cleansing pool. Last one in is a Philistine pig herder.’

They needed no
further encouragement, dashing towards the pool where women still
washed garments in the last of the evening light, helped by their
children. Nathan pulled off his clothes as he ran. David followed
more cautiously, thinking about the Philistines. He had never seen
one, only heard tales of huge stone cities, their iron tools and
weapons, their fearsome war chariots and their strange gods whose
thirst for blood was legendary.

Especially for
human blood.
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The intrusive
bleating of sheep snatched David from a dream about fierce
Philistine warriors who ripped off the arms and legs of their
victims to eat them raw. He sat bolt upright, reaching for his
sling, fearing an attack by a wild cat or thieves after his flock.
The sounds turned to the playful laughter of children and he
remembered the arduous journey to Adullam, the feast in Nathan’s
cave, the wine… too much wine. His head throbbed and his shoulder
ached. Though he was used to sleeping on the hard ground of
pastureland near Beth Lechem, the rocky floor of a cave shared by
what he considered to be at least three families seemed to have
resisted him until finally deep slumber had overwhelmed him. Now
the children, playing in the weak sunshine outside the cave,
announced the day like insolent cockerels.

He rubbed his
eyes and looked around for Dookhi and Oren who late last night had
lit oil lamps and shown him the dry recess where the three of them
were to sleep during their time at Adullam. Apart from the crumpled
sleeping mats, there was no sign of them. There was no one in the
cave, just noisy children outside. He picked his way amid the
untidy piles of clothing and crude children’s toys, past cooking
tripods beneath which cold ash remained, and several wooden boxes
that served as storage as well as feasting tables. At the cave’s
entrance, he blinked in the sunlight and took in the chaotic scene
– the children chasing each other, their shrill voices assaulting
his dulled mind, three women attending to a pot of simmering
lentils, and two men arguing light-heartedly over the best way to
fix a cart’s wheel while a spiritless donkey stood nearby. The men
ceased their banter when David coughed and studied him carefully.
He smiled at his hosts and made a gesture that indicated he needed
to relieve himself.

‘Over there,’ said the older grey-bearded man, indicating with
his head as his hands were holding the wheel in place on an axle
that had seen better days. A grubby red cloth was tied about his
head and he wore only ragged breeches. David absently noticed that
he was lean and well muscled, toned from long hours of mending
things and working in the fields. He mumbled his gratitude and made
for what appeared to be a small ravine in the hillside. ‘Use the
spring to drink and then the washing pool, not the other way
around,’ the man called after him and his companion chuckled. David
waved without looking back. The women nudged each other and shot
admiring looks at him as he passed them. He wasn’t sure whether to
ignore their giggling whispers or join in the banter, so he just
smiled appreciatively.

When he had
drunk and washed, he returned to the men who had now positioned the
wheel and were replacing its wooden linchpin. The donkey hadn’t
moved, and the children had disappeared on some new
adventure.

‘Can
I help?’ he offered.

‘Done now,’ grunted the grey-bearded man.

David stood
watching for a moment, then said: ‘Have you seen my
friends?’

‘At
Martha’s cave. With her son.’ A man of few words.

The other man,
who had been watching him with lively brown eyes, came to his
rescue. ‘You should hurry,’ he said, ‘there’s talk of you boys
riding out to see what the Philistines are up to.’

David looked
around, uncertain which way to run.

‘That way,’ said the younger man, pointing along the valley.
David turned to run.

‘Wait. Don’t you want some food first?’ The women were
stirring the porridge with wooden ladles, watching him, demanding
appreciation of their efforts. He looked from the men to the women,
realising how his stomach rumbled with hunger, wrestling with the
choice of eating with his hosts or riding into enemy territory on a
mission for Samuel.

‘I
must go,’ he said apologetically. ‘But thank you.’ He touched his
forehead in a traditional gesture of thanks.

‘Be
off then,’ called one of the women. ‘We’ll keep some for
later.’

David
ran.

 


 


He found his four
friends hunched over what he took to be a map scratched into the
earth. They barely acknowledged him. Nathan used a stick to point
to five rocks that seemed to be randomly dotted close to a line in
the ground.

‘Gaza, Ashkelon, Ashdod.’ Nathan pointed to the three rocks
nearest the line. ‘These are the three Philistine cities of the
coast.’

David peered
between Rimon and Oren, realising that the line must represent the
shore of the Great Sea, a sight he had never seen. He thought
better of asking what the sea was like as Nathan
continued.

‘Inland, but much further north near Timnah,’ he pointed to
another rock set further apart from the others, ‘is
Ekron.’

‘That looks like a long way from here,’ interrupted Dookhi,
with a characteristic bobbing of his head.

‘It
is,’ said Nathan solemnly. ‘But Gath isn’t.’ He pointed to the
fifth stone with his stick, then moved it barely a hand’s breadth
and scratched a cross in the ground. ‘We are here, a day’s ride
from Gath, the biggest and the most threatening of the Philistine
cities. That’s where Samuel believes their push will come from,
though he wants us to keep a watch on Ekron too.’

All five youths
stared in silence as if by looking at Nathan’s untidy map they
could influence the outcome of a war between Israelite and
Philistine. The tone of Nathan’s voice had aroused mixed feelings
in David who had not only never seen the sea, he had never seen
these mysterious warriors who were said to have sailed across the
ocean to settle on the borders of the very land to which the Hebrew
tribes laid claim, building impregnable cities of stone and great
temples to their invincible gods of war. Time and again their
raiding parties had taken slaves from innocent nomadic tribes,
taxing their passage to the lush coastal pastures and forcing them
to drive their flocks inland where they could pitch their tents in
relative safety. There were many stories told by bards and poets
plying their trade in Beth Lechem’s market of brave Hebrews who had
rallied the shepherds to resist the heathen warriors, like the
long-haired Samson who slew hundreds of Philistine warriors with
nothing more than a mule’s jawbone, and he had listened to these
tales thinking they must have happened in magical faraway places.
Now it seemed he was almost at the gates of these snarling,
teeth-gnashing barbarians.

Oren broke the
spell. ‘What do we already know about them?’

‘Actually, quite a bit,’ replied Nathan. ‘They’re a wealthy
people because they trade with lands across the sea. And they trade
with us.’

‘With us?’ exclaimed Dookhi. ‘I thought we were their
enemies.’

‘Think about it. You can take an enemy’s life, or you can take
his wealth.’ Nathan watched understanding dawn on the faces of his
men. ‘The Philistines have the new dark metal which is stronger and
more plentiful than ours, but they won’t tell us how to make it. So
our farmers have to go to them for ploughs and tilling tools, and
the Philistines can charge what they like for them. In most cases,
our Hebrew farmers seem to think it’s worth it.’

‘What about swords and spears?’ asked Rimon. ‘If this metal is
so good, can’t our merchants buy weapons too?’

‘Uh,
uh. They think Dookhi here with a bronze sword is bad enough!’ All
laughed, including the animated Dookhi who took a series of quirky
bows at this mock reference to his prowess. ‘No, they won’t let any
Israelite buy iron weapons.’

Nervously, David
made his first contribution to the debate. ‘Couldn’t we steal
them?’ The others looked at him, weighing up his
courage.

‘Well yes,’ said Nathan deliberately, ‘but that’s not what
Samuel has asked us to do. We can take their weapons when we defeat
them in battle. In the meantime, we should stay out of sight and
out of trouble so we can find out as much information about the
Philistines as we can.’

‘How?’ asked David. ‘What can we find out just by hiding and
watching?’

Nathan sighed.
It was something he had been through with Oren, Rimon and Dookhi
before, but he decided to be patient with the newcomer. He pointed
to the five rocks marking the Philistine cities. ‘Each of these has
its own warlord and an army of several thousand men. If they are
going to match Israel for numbers, there will be considerable
movement of soldiers, chariots and supplies towards Gath where they
will muster under the banner of their king, Akish. And they will
step up their iron foundries to make weapons, not farm tools. The
next market when Israelite traders are allowed to barter begins the
day after the Feast of the Moon, three days from today. We’ve got
until then to decide who looks most like a farmer and can go into
the viper’s nest.’

David swore to
himself that he would be chosen for the task. After all, he was a
farmhand and knew the feel of a mattock in his hands. He was about
to suggest this when Nathan glanced up at the sun and then clapped
his hands to stir The Fist to action.

‘Oren, Dookhi – you ride to Ekron,’ he announced firmly.
‘Rimon, you’ll come with me to watch the approaches to Gath. We’ll
ride the first part together.’

David was
crestfallen. ‘Nathan…?’

Nathan put an
arm around David’s shoulders and led him to one side while the
others ran to where the horses were hobbled. He tried to humour him
by talking about the lively girls of the community, and he
emphasised the dangers of riding into enemy territory where capture
would mean death or slavery, but David was inconsolable.

‘Look,’ said Nathan at last, ‘you have to prove yourself
before you can come on a mission like this. I promise you we will
have need of you. But not yet. Stay here, look after Morning Star,
exercise her well and feed her.’ David nodded. ‘And go to see the
priestess, she will tell you all you need to know about the
Philistines.’

‘The
priestess?’

‘Yes, the priestess. You’ll find her in the garden valley
where we entered the Caves yesterday.’ David remembered the
dark-eyed girl and the child who had smiled at him.

Nathan embraced
him and whispered in his ear.

‘If
she tells you everything she knows about them, you might be glad
you stayed behind.’

 


 


David let Morning
Star nuzzle his back as he stared at the spot where he had last
seen his friends riding away from The Caves. Alone again, he
thought bitterly. What had Nathan meant when he said ‘you have to
prove yourself’ and why couldn’t he be trusted? For the first time
in his life he had friends, and now they were gone without
him.

He looked around
his new community. The men were already working in the fields, the
sounds of women and children about their chores mingling with the
symphonies of cicadas and the chattering of birds. Somewhere a lone
voice struck up an unfamiliar song and soon others joined in with a
pure joy that he didn’t share. He was a stranger among these
peculiar people, he thought, and he didn’t belong here.

He made up his
mind.

He left Morning
Star hobbled where she stood, attaching a good length to a tree
where she sought shade, allowing her the freedom to graze on
scratchy grass. He ran back to the Cave where he had slept, this
time accepting a few mouthfuls of lentils and a piece of flat
bread. He gathered up his sling and shepherd’s pouch then filled
his water skin from the spring and, with a few hasty words of
gratitude to the surprised women, ran to Martha’s cave where he
thought the saddles and weapons had been stored.

He almost
collided with Nathan’s mother as he dashed into the gloomy
cave.

‘Hold steady boy,’ she said firmly as she leaned on her straw
broom. ‘What’s all this about? In a bit of a hurry are
you?’

Panting, he eyed
the powerful woman and tried to think of an excuse. It came
easily.

‘Nathan told me to exercise my horse, and I couldn’t find the
bridle.’ He looked around the cave and saw what he had come
for.

Martha narrowed
her eyes. ‘Why haven’t you gone with them? Nathan told me you were
riding on a mission for the prophet today…’

‘Nathan doesn’t think I’m ready,’ he said truthfully, studying
his feet. Then he looked at her, and she saw a defiant spirit
behind his eyes. ‘He says I have to prove myself first.’

‘And
how will you do that?’

David brought
his wildness under control, struggling to find the words that were
expected of him. ‘By doing my duties…?’ He hoped Martha would
soften a little. ‘Helping the men in the fields. Things like that.’
It sounded feeble so he smiled broadly to disguise his true
intentions. Martha was still eying him suspiciously when he
remembered Nathan’s words about the priestess. ‘Nathan also told me
about the priestess and said that I should find her– ’

‘Rachel?’ Martha interrupted him. ‘He said you should seek
her? Why?’

‘He
said she could tell me about the Philistines. So that I could
understand better what we’re up against… I think.’ A little
flustered now, he felt himself withering under Martha’s intense
questioning.

She studied him
thoughtfully. ‘That she can do,’ she said slowly, ‘she had a
wounded spirit when she came to us and it took all of our healing
ways to restore her. But I wonder if it isn’t more for your own
healing that Nathan suggests this?’

‘What do you mean?’ David asked, more surprised than
indignant.

‘You
are anguished. There are demons fighting inside you.’

He allowed the
indignation to peep above the wall he had spent most of his
seventeen years learning to build around himself. ‘There’s nothing
wrong with me,’ he spluttered.

‘Oh,
there’s nothing wrong with you physically. But there is something
amiss.’ Martha resumed sweeping the rock floor with such enthusiasm
that clouds of dust swirled around her feet. ‘Yes, definitely
something amiss,’ she muttered.

‘Well,’ he said after watching her in amazement for a few
confused moments, ‘I’d better see to Morning Star.’ He picked up
the saddle and bridle, pleased to see that his hunting knife was
still with the bundle. He slipped it into his belt and turned to
leave.

‘Wait…’ He stopped, but didn’t turn towards Martha. She spoke
to his back. ‘Don’t ride too far. Nathan says there are reports of
bandits near the Socoh road, so be careful. And come back here when
you return. I’ll take you to see Rachel.’

He nodded his
assent without looking back, and stepped into the bright
sunlight.

Bandits don’t
have horses, he thought. They’d never catch Morning
Star.
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He was reluctant
to push Morning Star too hard until he had safely negotiated the
gorge and the precarious track that wound down into the valley. He
had been plagued by children again as he left The Caves, surrounded
by whooping small boys and smiling girls like a swarm of locusts,
darting dangerously close to Morning Star’s steady gait, intrigued
by the rare sight of such a graceful animal that looked akin to a
mule but had the poise of a gazelle. They laughed all the more when
he scowled at them, drawing the darkness out of him, lightening his
spirit that did not understand their innocent joy.

There had been
no sign of the priestess – Rachel, as Martha had named her – as he
passed through the secret garden, though there was evidence of her
care around the great rock where fresh blooms covered the smooth
surface and, in the old olive tree, spirit totems tinkled with
Ashtoreth’s music. He clung to the memory of this bewitching girl
with her beguiling eyes and languid movements but even as he closed
his eyes to look at her again, her image twisted and turned, teased
him with its distortions and began to fade. When he opened them
again he saw the trading route snaking through the valley below
him, hidden mostly by the river bed’s tenacious cane forest and
proud copses of palms, almonds and terebinths, and he let his
thoughts of the priestess drift away. He was certain that was the
road The Fist would have taken to ride towards Socoh where they
would divide into pairs, Dookhi and Oren heading north towards
Ekron, Nathan and Rimon riding to nearer Gath. The sun was high
now, at its zenith, and though the others would not be travelling
with any great haste, David realised he would still need to ride
hard to catch them up. He scanned the road below him, but the few
parts of it that he could see yielded no sign of his friends. For a
moment he thought it might be better for him if he didn’t find them
and he returned to The Caves, but he swiftly dismissed such a weak
temptation and eased Morning Star forward. At the track he peered
at the ground for signs that four riders had chosen the Socoh
direction, deciding that a pile of fresh, fly-infested dung was
evidence enough.

The wind
snatched at his hair as Morning Star broke into a canter. He
laughed aloud at the freedom, bending low at her neck, sensing her
strength and agility flowing through rider and mount as one. He was
still laughing when he rounded an outcrop clothed with thick gorse
and saw the riders. He reined Morning Star to a halt too firmly;
she protested in a cloud of swirling dust. A flock of small birds
took flight from the nearby cane beds, screaming their abuse at the
intrusion.

Something was
wrong.

He studied the
riders. Yes, there were four of them, but even at this distance he
could see these were not The Fist. They were riding mules, not
horses. His friends wore black, these were more colourful with
strange blue headwear, possibly some kind of helmet. And they were
armed – he could make out what could be bows or swords strapped to
their backs and two of them carried spears. The Fist preferred more
easily concealed weapons. Worse still, they were riding towards
him, not in the direction of Socoh, and they quickened their pace
when they spotted him. He was easy prey for an enemy.

David was about
to wheel Morning Star to flee when he heard a warbling bird call
that somehow seemed familiar – definitely not the sound of any
creature he had encountered around Beth Lechem, yet one he knew he
had heard before. Then he remembered. It was the call Nathan had
made as they approached The Caves yesterday, and it seemed to come
from deep within the cane forest where the fronds grew thickest. He
searched for signs of his friends; at first there was no sign of
their presence, but then he heard a soft whinny and saw movement.
The Fist must have seen the riders and hidden behind the cover of
the tall leafy canes to remain unseen while the strangers
passed.

The approaching
men were much closer now, riding with purpose towards him. What
should I do, he thought, flee or face them? Perhaps Nathan needs to
know if they are friends or foes? Now he could see that each wore
the same kind of helmet, a band of copper-coloured metal with blue
bristles thrusting upright like bizarre artificial hair, strapped
with studded leather beneath their chins. This did not seem to
David like the apparel of Hebrew soldiers. He realised that if he
stood his ground he would meet Israel’s enemies for the first time
in his life, and with the knowledge that four colleagues of The
Fist lay concealed a stone’s throw from the road, he made up his
mind. He eased the sling from his belt and without taking his eyes
off the riders, felt in his pouch for four of the flat stones he
always kept there. He promised himself he would make each one count
– here was larger prey than a wolf or a lynx. He placed one of the
stones in the sling’s leather pocket and clutched the remaining
three in his left hand. He took a deep breath to calm his pounding
heart.

The riders
stopped as one, about a spear’s cast from where David waited. The
only sound was the rustling of the cane in the gentle breeze. David
studied them, noting the thick beards and muscular arms of seasoned
warriors, their dark menacing eyes watching him calmly. They
appeared to be discussing him, and though he couldn’t catch their
words he could make out the guttural rumble of their voices. He
fought the urge to turn and flee and, summoning all the courage of
his years in the hostile wilderness, challenged them.

‘Who
are you, strangers in the land of Judah?’ He hoped his voice
sounded older than it did to him. The men looked at each other and
one of them laughed.

‘A
child!’ the laughing warrior exclaimed and nudged his mule forward
a few paces.

‘Hold there until you have stated your business!’ David
surprised himself at the commanding tone in his voice and took
courage from it. Whether the warrior reined in his mule or it
stopped at the sound of his voice, he wasn’t sure, but he was
certain he saw confusion on the men’s faces.

The leading
soldier scowled. ‘We might ask the same of you,’ he shouted,
‘though you are clearly a thief who has stolen that mount.’ As if
acknowledging their admiration, Morning Star shook her head with an
extended snort that sounded like contempt for the men and mules
before her.

David ignored
the insult. ‘In the name of El Shaddai, the almighty Lord of Hosts,
state your business!’

‘If
we do not…?’ At their leader’s challenge, two of the men behind
eased their small bows from their strapping and each picked an
arrow from quivers that hung at the mules’ flanks while the other
two levelled their spears. David noticed their metal points were
clearly not bronze and at the back of his mind he thought this must
be proof that these men were Philistine warriors. A chance to
strike a blow for Judah and Yahweh.

‘If
you do not, you will surely die,’ he replied firmly.

This time all
four warriors laughed. ‘Your El Shaddai god must be very powerful,’
chuckled the leader, and looking around deliberately added: ‘But we
cannot see him. Where is he? How is he going to protect a boy like
you, without a weapon, against the four of us? And when we have fed
your guts to the birds, we will have that fine animal you
stole.’

Without a word
of command all four moved forward, the mules gathering pace as they
trotted, each larger than Morning Star but without the strength and
agility to gallop like a well-kept horse. David swung his sling,
waiting for them to come closer so he could be sure of finding the
most vulnerable target.

The warriors
gripped their spears for throwing and the first arrows flashed past
him with a fluttering sound. He sensed their aim would be poor from
such an unsteady riding position, but he was wary that they could
still hit him with a lucky shot. Morning Star was still and solid.
He whirled his sling faster, fixing his eye on the leader’s
forehead, in his mind seeing the missile fly true at a spot just
below the garish helmet. He loosed his first stone with a powerful
thrust of a practiced arm and watched it spin exactly where he had
willed it. It took the warrior’s eye with a fleshy thud, jerking
his head back, dislodging him from his mount and sending him
sprawling in the dust, his spear clattering impotently beside
him.

The others rode
past him, one readying his spear to throw as he neared, the other
two notching deadly arrows. David’s second stone flew in a blur at
one of the archers just as The Fist attacked, distracting his aim.
From the corner of his eye he sensed rather than saw three spinning
objects, heavy olive wood balls joined by ropes, fly from the cane
thickets. As the first bola wrapped viciously around the forelegs
of a mule, bringing it crashing to the ground, a second and third
followed. Another mule fell, but somehow the second spearman came
on.

David watched
his stone flash towards the screaming rider, striking him in the
perfect spot between the eyes in the same moment as he loosed his
spear. The rider crashed to the ground just as David felt a searing
pain in his side above the hip; he tried to ignore it as he watched
his four friends hurl themselves on the fallen riders. Their knives
worked swiftly and all were blooded except Nathan’s; he crouched
over the enemy leader who lay prone where he had fallen, groaning
in agony as he clutched the mangled mess that had been an
eye.

David peered
sheepishly at the wound in his side. The spear had slashed through
the thin tunic and torn yielding flesh as it passed. His head swam
and he slumped over Morning Star’s neck, clinging to her mane,
determined not to fall like his victims, hoping he had proved
himself to Nathan and The Fist by bringing down two
warriors.

Perhaps now, at
last, he was more than a simple shepherd boy.

 


 


The screaming
kept David conscious.

By the time Nathan’s
blade relieved the one-eyed warrior of his last breath he had told
The Fist much of what they wanted to know. The four men were
Philistine scouts looking for suitable land to bring their war
chariots into Judah and Israel, but it was hard won information
that left Nathan sullen and filled with self-loathing. While his
knife had worked in the vacant eye socket, all the time hinting at
a slower removal of the other eye, Nathan had spoken quietly yet
with a menace to his voice that told his victim he would remain
alive while he lost his other eye, his genitals, ears, and most of
his skin or he could die swiftly with his body intact. Nathan made
the choice easier for the Philistine by grinding grit into his
remaining eye, blinding him to heighten his fear of what the knife
was doing to the rest of his body.

The warrior was brave
and had tried not to scream or give this vicious youth any
information, but Nathan’s skill and the terror of his darkness had
broken him. And in that moment when the Philistine had revealed his
mission, after confessing that Gath had allies throughout Canaan,
when he knew that Nathan would take his life swiftly, he had
gathered himself to curse his torturers in the name of his god,
Dagon.

‘Nobody can stand against mighty Dagon,’ he had spat through
bloody lips and broken teeth. ‘He has given us the Invincibles. You
will see, and when they come all Israel will quake with fear and
your bones will turn to wax. You will all flee before the Great
Ones whose spears are like a weaver’s beam and whose breath is
fire…’

Nathan had
silenced him, as much to stop his terrifying curses as to keep his
word.

Oren and Rimon
began the task of despatching the two crippled mules and dragging
the Philistine bodies away from the track to cover them with stones
while Dookhi washed David’s wound and cut a strip from his spare
robe to bind it. When this was done Dookhi gathered up the spears
and other weapons, together with any valuables the Philistines had
been carrying.

Nathan sat apart
on a rock and brooded. No one spoke. When their work was done and
David began to hope for some praise for his part in the fight, Oren
and Rimon went to sit in silence with Nathan. It seemed to David to
be some kind of ritual, sitting and saying nothing, as if examining
themselves when they should be celebrating. They had defeated
Yahweh’s enemy. He was about to speak when Dookhi silenced him with
a curt shake of his head. Eventually Nathan spoke.

‘I
had to do it.’

When he lifted
his head to look into the eyes of first Oren and then Rimon, as if
seeking absolution, both youths put an arm around him. They
remained in that position for some time, ignoring the cries of sand
partridges foraging in the cane thickets and the restlessness of
the horses. Then, suddenly and without warning, Nathan leapt to his
feet.

‘Come, we’ve been delayed so we’ll try to reach Socoh by
nightfall and pair off early tomorrow,’ he said, then appeared to
notice David for the first time. ‘You, return to the Caves, and say
nothing of this to my mother.’

‘I…
I thought,’ David stammered but Nathan glared at him.

‘You
didn’t think. That’s the problem. I told you to stay and you chose
to follow us. You disobeyed an order.’

‘But
if I hadn’t…’

Again Nathan cut
him short. ‘If you hadn’t what? If you hadn’t been so foolish we
would have let those men go and two of us would have followed them.
To find out what they were up to.’

‘But
you did find out what they were doing.’ David was indignant that
his fighting skills had been ignored.

‘You
don’t really think that poor heathen told us everything do you? For
all we know they were meeting up with spies in our own lands. We’re
not the only ones playing this game, can’t you see that? But now
we’ll never know, will we?’ David’s mouth worked but no words came.
‘You’d be a liability, so go back now and get that wound seen to,’
snapped Nathan and with an agile, easy leap mounted his
horse.

Dookhi tried to
come to his rescue. ‘He was very good with that sling,
though.’

Nathan snorted,
giving David an angry glare. ‘We’ll discuss that when we return.
Now do as I say for once and get back to Adullam. And take the
spears and those mules with you. If we’re caught with iron weapons
we’ll be exposed. We’ll keep the bows though – they will be
useful.’ He nudged his stallion forward, towards Socoh. The others
mounted and followed, Dookhi looking back over his shoulder at the
forlorn youth standing next to his mare.

David went to
the compliant mules, gathering their leading reins and, with a
grunt of pain, eased himself onto Morning Star, the effort tearing
at his wound that bled profusely as Dookhi’s dressing loosened. He
removed his belt, pulled the tunic over his head and tried to
adjust the makeshift bandage. He swatted at a large horsefly intent
on settling on the gash, preferring fresh blood to the rotten goat
carcass on which it had been feasting.

When more came
he gave up, barely noticing their attentions.
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David opened his
eyes and looked into the face of an angel. Rachel smiled at his
confusion.

‘What…? Where…?’ David looked weakly around as Rachel shushed
him. He saw the totems dangling in the old olive tree, the ancient
altar stone and the lush plants of the secret garden. He lay on a
bed of loosely woven cloths, beside him a pail of clean spring
water. He tried to prop himself up but his arm was weak and
unresponsive, so he sank back onto his makeshift outdoor bed and
watched her as she slid an arm under his neck and shoulder and
gently lifted, reaching for a ladle with her other hand and
bringing the water to his cracked, swollen lips.

‘You’ve been in a fever for two days,’ she said quietly, her
voice like a softly plucked harp. ‘Your horse brought you here.
She’s a beautiful animal, very clever. You slid from her back right
here outside our cave. Sparrow found you.’

‘Sparrow…?’

‘My
little sister. She’s gone to fetch food.’ David remembered the
grinning child at her side when The Fist had arrived and he thought
the name appropriate for the little girl. ‘We could tell you were
about to awake, the way you were thrashing around, moaning and
groaning, probably still fighting whoever did that to
you.’

She lifted the
covering that lay across his waist and suddenly David realised he
was naked apart from the binding around his midriff, stained yellow
and brown where it covered the wound. He snatched at the bed cloth
to keep it in place, the effort bringing a dizzying wave of nausea,
but she smiled again and gently moved his hand away, leaving his
modesty covered. She probed the edge of the bandage where the skin
was inflamed but David felt no pain.

‘You’re healing well,’ she said as a lock of her thick, dark
hair fell disobediently to brush against his chest. He fought
against his arousal, hoping Rachel wouldn’t notice the cover
stirring as it cruelly betrayed him. She turned to him, a hint of
amusement playing at the corners of her mouth. ‘Yes, you’re
definitely healing.’

‘You’re the priestess, aren’t you?’ he asked, desperately
trying to distract her.

‘Yes.’

‘And
a healer too?’ He shifted his position slightly in a vain attempt
to conceal the evidence.

‘I
have a little knowledge. I used honey and thyme to salve your
wound. I’ve seen it work before.’

‘Did
you say I’ve been asleep for two days?’ he asked. ‘I don’t remember
anything about the journey after the fight.’

‘Your wound was covered with flies and we thought that was how
the fever had come to you. Your whole body was hot to the touch. We
thought you were going to die but somehow Sparrow got you to drink
some hyssop for the fever. Most of all we asked Ashtoreth to help
you, and she did.’

David murmured
his thanks while she paused for breath. He was familiar with the
herbs but was confused by her use of honey in an infected wound. He
made a mental note to ask her about that. And about this moon
goddess, Ashtoreth. But for now he was happy to listen to her
lilting voice and watch her smooth, pale lips and her lively dark
eyes.

‘Were they bandits?’ Rachel asked gently. ‘The men who
attacked you, I mean.’

David realised
he was staring at her dumbly and she had asked him a question.
‘Bandits…? No. They were soldiers.’

‘And
you defeated them all by yourself?’

He shook his
head, finding it hard to speak. ‘Nathan, the others…’

A look of alarm
crossed her face. ‘Are they…’

‘Oh
they’re unharmed. We killed them all.’

‘Why? Did they attack you?’

‘Yes. They were Philistine ruffians.’

Rachel frowned
at his abrupt reasoning and was about to ask him more when Sparrow
called her name. Both looked up. Sparrow was tugging energetically
at the arm of Nathan’s mother, Martha, who carried a basket that
David hoped contained something to abate his ravenous hunger.
Sparrow saw that the patient was awake and half ran, half skipped
between the aloe quills, squealing with delight, then stood before
him and just stared, lost for words. Following at a more sedate
pace, Martha handed the basket to Rachel and fixed David with stern
glare.

‘It
seems to me that you didn’t heed my advice,’ she said. ‘I warned
you there was danger on the Socoh road and you didn’t listen, did
you?’

He felt his face
redden and thought better of attempting an explanation. Guiltily,
he eyed the food basket and Martha softened.

‘You’d better eat and get your strength up. Then you can
convince us you’re not a troublemaker.’

 


 


While he wolfed pressed leban curds and a mountain of dried
figs, David listened to Martha. Rachel and Sparrow had helped move
their charge to the shade of the ancient olive tree that grew at
their cave mouth where he pulled on a clean tunic. After telling
Martha briefly what had happened, they left him in the older
woman’s care while they went to prepare for the Feast of the Moon.
If he stayed where he was that night, the young priestess had said,
he would witness Ashtoreth’s joy.

Martha sat next
to him, her sturdy legs stretched before her, crossed at the
ankles. She smoothed the skirts of her simple tunic, unabashed at
revealing more womanly flesh than he had probably ever seen in his
life, and told him that here at the Caves of Adullam, women ruled
and men obeyed. He was shocked. He stopped chewing and looked at
Martha who let her words sink in. Then he shrugged and bit into
another fig.

‘Ashtoreth has given us her wisdom in this,’
Martha continued. ‘It’s easy to understand her. There are many
thieves and robbers here, all of them men, who were out of control
in Yahweh’s world. But here they are hard working, honest as
morning sunshine and in most cases reasonably polite. Why do you
think that is? It’s because they are terrified of confident women.
Everyone who wants to live here has to swear obedience to
the Soptim, which
incidentally is made up entirely of women, and do you know what, in
most cases they discover they are actually happier living this way.
They like being told what to do. It doesn’t make them weak, as
Yahweh’s priests would say, instead it frees them from having to
prove themselves stronger and meaner than the next
man.’

‘Different,’ David mumbled through a mouthful of fruit. ‘They
should try it in Beth Lechem where I come from.’

‘They could do worse,’ agreed Martha, ‘but it would never
happen. The Hebrew way is the way of men. It is the way decreed by
Yahweh and the law of Moshe. I have often heard priests quote that
law about not coveting your neighbour’s wife or donkey but they
never say “you shall not covet your neighbour’s husband”! They’ll
demand a woman be stoned for adultery but I’ve never heard of a man
being treated like that, have you?’

He didn’t know
what to say. It didn’t concern him, and he wasn’t sure he
understood where Martha’s increasingly agitated polemic was
leading, so he busied himself with more of the cheese
curds.

‘Still, there’s not much we can do about it, I’m afraid.’
Martha smiled at him, uncertain whether he was listening to her
musings. ‘The old ways are far better than the ways of Yahweh. Who
wants a jealous god, a god of judgement and war, when we already
have Ashtoreth to provide us with everything we need?’

David grunted
and spoke through a mouthful of curds. ‘The priests of Beth Lechem
say Yahweh is greater than all other gods.’

‘And
you believe this? Why?’

He
shrugged.

‘Perhaps it’s because you have been told that Yahweh drove out
all of Israel’s enemies when the Hebrews came to this land? Because
Moshe and Joshua and all of their tribes slaughtered the
inhabitants and took their lands? That is what we are
told.’

‘Seems reasonable. If the old gods are so powerful, why did
Yahweh triumph?’

It was Martha’s
turn to snort with distaste. ‘That was what Samuel said when he
came here as a young man. He came here with his crazy prophets and
announced that we must all bow the knee to Yahweh. Even Ashtoreth,
his bride.’

‘Bride?’ David swallowed another mouthful and picked up a fig.
He flicked a wasp from it and bit into the firm flesh.

Martha laughed
scornfully. ‘Oh yes, how else can a male god prove his supremacy
over a mere goddess? Or to put it another way, how else can a
prophet dominate a priestess?’

David stopped
chewing and looked at Martha. ‘You mean…?’

Martha
nodded.

‘And
the priestess?’

Martha smiled
and looked down, studying her hands. ‘I was young and slim in those
days, but I put up a struggle.’ She sighed. ‘Perhaps he was right.
After all, gentle Ashtoreth knows other ways than the might of
weapons and the strength of men.’

‘So
the priestess is claimed by Yahweh, or at least Yahweh’s prophet?’
asked David incredulously. ‘Even Rachel?’

‘Our
rituals are much older than Yahweh’s,’ replied Martha, her tone
reverential. ‘In the old days it was simply a fertility ritual and
vital to ensure a plenteous harvest and good rains. But I think for
Yahweh it is a matter of dominance. He wants to rule heaven and
earth, and who is the goddess to deny him that?’

‘It
makes little sense to me,’ said David, turning his attention back
to the fig in his hand. ‘The gods can do as they
please.’

Martha chuckled.
‘So which gods do you believe in?’

‘I’m
a simple shepherd. Out there in the pastures I can sing songs to
any god I want without priests of prophets threatening to punish
me. But when thieves or wild animals come near, I trust in my
sling, and my aim.’

Martha nodded
slowly, admiring the youth’s courage. She gently touched his side
where the wound was freshly bound. ‘And now you’ve been pierced by
a Philistine spear…’ she whispered, ‘which god is greater now? Your
sling or their Dagon?’

‘They’ll all dead,’ he replied. ‘I’m not.’

 


 


The evening sun
softened and a host of tiny midges danced in the fading light as he
listened to Martha’s fanciful tales of gods and goddesses, prophets
and priestesses. She did not protest when he dozed, his stomach
full and his mind dulled. He awoke to the distant sound of drums
and pipes, mingling with the incessant chatter of crickets,
Ashtoreth’s people gathering to celebrate the fullness of the moon
which had already risen into dusk’s fading sky. He glanced at
Martha. Her eyes were closed, perhaps shutting out the image of an
ebullient god. He studied her face, the strong, prominent nose and
her bushy eyebrows giving her the natural, healthy beauty and
peaceful air of an older woman who had defied the accepted order of
life in the hill country and changed the way people behaved.

David found himself
admiring Martha, appreciating her despite her harsh words.

The moon seemed to
smile as the pipes wailed and the drumming grew louder, the sound
reverberating among the tamarisks at the distant end of the valley.
Martha heaved herself to her feet.

‘They come,’ she beamed as if the dark weight of a male god
had fallen from her shoulders.

The drumming suddenly
became more intense, the music swelling as the people of The Caves
came to worship Ashtoreth. David looked up at the sound of their
cacophonous din to see their cavorting joy as women swirled
colourful robes decorated with silver bells, the men dancing with
skirts tucked into their belts, and the mysteries of Martha’s gods
and goddesses melted away as he fixed his gaze on a new vision, a
pure priestess in white, whose lithe body swayed with the rhythm of
Ashtoreth’s psalms, her slender arms and delicate fingers tracing
exotic images in the shimmering air.

Rachel, adored of the
goddess and the people, had come.
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With the
entrancing priestess came the raptures of the goddess. Not in blood
and anger and brooding jealousies like the wrathful god of Beth
Lechem, but in feasting and exuberance, with dance and song, love
and lust. Ashtoreth was a fugitive god, forced into hiding by
child-eating Moloch, slave-driving Ba’al and warmongering Yahweh.
Yet once she had been Mother to them all.

Behind the
drummers and pipers came men stripped to the waist, carrying great
platters of simmered grains laced with spices and raisins, clay
pots filled with exotic fruits, drinking skins bloated with
blood-red wine and bronze vessels aglow with embers that gave off
an aromatic, heady smoke. Women and children danced around them,
their bodies jerking with renewed vigour with each breath they
took, their fronds of palm and lavender wafting the smoke in
languorous swirls around the procession as they leapt and whooped
in joyful adoration of the Mother. Fires were lit and lanterns hung
in the tamarisk branches to give an aura of carnality to the
night’s worship, while children climbed into the boughs to chirrup
their laughing chatter like sparrows among the dancing
lights.

David took in
all this from the corners of his vision; his eyes were fixed on the
priestess. She was Ashtoreth incarnate, languid and erotic, her
beauty beyond any girl of Beth Lechem, her slender arms weaving
arcs of light where the flames reflected from her silver rings and
bracelets, her flawless thighs tantalisingly escaping the folds of
her white robes as her bare feet probed the ground in her
inexorable parade towards the immovable altar. He watched her and
cursed his weakness as Martha leaped up and ran to give herself to
the goddess.

Rachel reached
the altar and the drums stopped abruptly. She closed her eyes and
took several deep breaths, her forearms crossed over her chest. A
single pipe sounded a shrill wail, rising and falling like the
notes of a lark, and the priestess moved again. Her long fingers
found the ancient firmness of the rock and caressed its smoothness,
and slowly she eased her body upon it like a snake seeking a place
to bask, her chin and breasts clinging close, until she lay
outstretched upon it. She lay prone, still and poised, for a few
heartbeats as the piper’s wail died in the hushed expectancy of the
night.

A single
drumbeat sounded.

She moved her
hips subtly in response, just once. A low moan swelled in the
throats of the cave dwellers and David felt an immediate response
in his loins.

The drum sounded
twice. Rachel moved her hips twice in response, sideways this time,
and the moans turned to sighs and gasps of unmistakable lust. The
drummer picked up the mood that the full moon had brought as her
silvery light played on the priestess’s soft linen robes, her body
responding with unmistakable rhythms of sexuality to the will of
the goddess and desire of the people. Now more drums and pipes
urged the rhythms into new fervour and the priestess’s dance became
more frenzied, tuned to the mood of the night, as she whirled in
perfect balance on the altar, swaying her hips, her arms raised
above her head, her eyes closed in the delirium of the moment and
her bare feet dancing on the six points of the star carved into the
flat rock. Then with a single crash of the drums, signalled by
nothing that David could observe, the priestess collapsed on the
altar, her breast heaving with exertion and pleasure, a film of
sweat on her shoulders glinting in the moonlight.

There was near
silence for a few heartbeats while the crowds watched in awe as the
priestess draped herself across the great stone, her hair now damp
with her exertions. In the hush a hundred faces gaped in adoration,
united in their love for the incarnation of their
goddess.

Only one figure
moved, picking his way through the crush and into the flickering
light, purposefully making for the altar with its celestial
sacrifice lying prone and still. Eager hands pushed him forward as
he came to the sacred stone, ringed by the awed faces of Adullam’s
happy people. He reached out a hand to touch the priestess, who
stirred and looked up, then allowed him to take her arm and pull
her towards him. She laughed and the people cheered as she toppled
into his arms.

Into the arms of
Nathan.

 


 


The churning in
his stomach and a knot in his gut made David’s head spin. He had
watched as Rachel clung to Nathan’s neck, her damp hair on his
shoulder, laughing as he clutched her waist and carried her into
the throng of ululating women and whooping men. He had stared
unmoving at the spot where he had seen them disappear together, an
aching tension in his shoulders and neck fuelled by the demons in
his head that told him his life was destined to be this way, alone
and dark while others found light and love.

He had been
vaguely aware of other couples becoming caught up in the night’s
mood, a shy glance here and a touch there, some sharing food and
wine but most finding a shadowy secluded place for their preferred
choice of offering to the goddess. Though the numbers near the
altar thinned, the music had continued and the sounds of laughter
and the effects of the wine filled the valley. Several had stripped
off their clothes and leaped giggling and screaming into the cool
waters of the dark pool nearby.

Now David tossed
pebbles at shadows beneath the tree.

Someone coughed
to catch his attention. A small childish cough. It was Sparrow,
wearing a white ankle-length tunic just like her sister’s, only
hers was grubby and marked with food stains. She clutched a clay
bowl and offered it to him with a gap-toothed grin. He could smell
the rich aroma of spiced wine.

‘Rachel sent me with this,’ she said. ‘It’s to make you
better.’

He forced
himself to smile his thanks and took the bowl. He drank, savouring
the wine’s invigorating warmth, then realised Sparrow had said she
had been sent by Rachel. ‘Where is your sister?’ he
asked.

‘With Nathan,’ she replied innocently.

‘Oh.’

‘She’s doing it.’

David choked on a mouthful of wine.
‘What?’

‘You
know. It’s what priestesses do. Do you want to come and
watch?’

Flustered,
horrified, he stared open-mouthed at the child.

‘Come on,’ she pleaded with an excited squeaky voice, tugging
at the sleeve of his tunic, ‘I know where they do it.’

‘Now
look, I’m not–’

‘It’s all right, she said you could watch if you’re strong
enough. It’s not far.’

He calmed
himself and reached out to hold Sparrow by her bony shoulders.
‘Sparrow,’ he began, searching her face for any sign of childish
mischief, ‘what exactly are we going to watch?’

‘Bats,’ she said solemnly.

‘Bats?’

Sparrow nodded.
‘We have to hurry.’

 


 


The full moon’s
pearly light lit the narrow steps cut into the hillside. Sparrow
knew the path well and barely looked where she was treading as she
dragged at his hand, not comprehending that his legs were drained
of energy. But she was true to her word, and it wasn’t
far.

He was relieved
to see that Nathan and Rachel were not caught up in an emotional
embrace, though he reasoned that the noise Sparrow had made as she
approached would have been forewarning enough. They were sitting
under the silhouetted spread of an acacia tree, gazing across a
moonlit valley as if in contemplation, and didn’t move as Sparrow
let go of David’s hand and ran to sit between them, dirtying her
tunic even more as she slid on the dry earth, then mimicked their
contemplative posture. Relieved of Sparrow’s constant tugging, he
walked slowly up behind them. Nathan turned and in the half-light
David thought he saw a welcoming smile, but he said nothing then
returned to his silent vigil. Rachel was still as a statue, her
hands resting gently in her lap, palms upward. The sounds of the
night’s revelry drifted up from the secret valley, softened in the
warm night air.

He shuffled
awkwardly, uncertain what to do or say. He wanted to ask Nathan
about his mission and he wanted to talk to Rachel just to hear her
voice, but when he cleared his throat to speak the sound was an
unholy intrusion into a mystical world so he said nothing. He felt
his legs trembling from the exertion of the short climb so he sat
heavily, leaning his back against the tree trunk, allowing the dull
pain of the spear wound to subside.

‘They’ll come soon.’ It was Rachel who broke the silence
between them.

‘Who
will come?’ he asked.

‘The
children of the Goddess,’ she replied, and as she spoke David
thought he saw a dark shape flit rapidly from somewhere not far
below them.

‘There they are. They’re coming now,’ said Nathan
quietly.

Where one had
flown, two or three bats now fluttered into the night, then a
steady stream, all heading south in a whirring, squealing column
drawn by the promise of an insect feast in some far off grove. As
they watched the determined flight, some of the tiny dark shapes
separated and swooped towards Adullam’s washing pools, gleaners of
the mosquitoes and hover flies that lingered too long after dusk,
then rejoined the flying army of massed ranks.

‘What does it mean?’ He was intrigued, expecting the priestess
to interpret some message from her goddess, but it was Nathan who
answered with a throaty chuckle.

‘It
means they’re hungry.’ When Nathan turned to him, he could see in
the silver light that Nathan found the batwatch vaguely amusing.
‘Only the priestess knows what it means.’

‘Shhh. Have some respect,’ scolded Rachel, not taking her eyes
off the night hunters, now no more than a dark shadow moving low in
the valley. Sparrow sat close to her, leaning on her arm, fighting
sleep. The music had stopped, the voices hushed as Ashtoreth’s
faithful worshipped in time-honoured fashion, watched only by the
shining face of the goddess who cast her shimmering love over
Adullam’s hills and valleys.

He felt awkward.
Beth Lechem’s priests shed blood on crude altars and yelled
Yahweh’s fierce threats at the humbled people, but Ashtoreth asked
only that her followers seek her in the night and find joy in
another’s embrace. No wonder the goddess had gone into hiding,
fleeing to the mountains before the wrath and terror of a greater
god and the bloodlust of Moshe’s marauding tribes. He breathed in
the sweet air and his head swam. The rhythmic sound of cicadas in
the valley below chased away the thoughts of gods and giants, and
soothed the ache in his side.

He closed his
eyes and allowed sleep to come.

 


 


In his dream, the
snake was Rachel’s hand on his thigh. It was cool and smooth. Her
hand slid slowly and sensuously beneath his tunic, hesitating
tantalisingly close to his groin. He moaned in his sleep, urging
the hand on. His erection was painful, his whole body trembling
with unfamiliar desire, but her hand remained agonisingly
still.

He awoke in a
moment of pulsating release and lay still, the echo of his gasp
loud in his mind. Too loud. Was he alone? He looked around and saw
that Rachel lay more than an arm’s length away, asleep, the first
light of dawn giving her skin a golden sheen, Nathan’s hand
casually laid on the bare skin of her freckled shoulder. He dozed
too, mouth open, his head resting in the yellow dust. David
watched, gingerly feeling the wetness at his navel, grateful that
Sparrow was nowhere to be seen.

Rachel’s hand
stirred again on his thigh.

He
froze.

Familiar with
most of the creatures that inhabited his wilderness world, he knew
instinctively that this was no rodent or scorpion. He felt the soft
scales of the serpent’s underbelly on his skin and welcomed it as a
friend. Slowly, very slowly, he lifted his head and looked down
over his chest where the round brown eyes of a desert viper stared
back at him, twin horns like raised eyebrows, its tongue flicking
from a lipless mouth as if in greeting. Snake and youth watched
each other, each waiting for the other to move, testing, weighing
up whether there was danger here or not. He knew what a strike from
the sharp fangs could do. He had cradled the shuddering head of ram
that had disturbed such a serpent’s nest, had watched the animal’s
eyes roll as the poison wrought its havoc. It would be slow, and
probably agonising. He kept his gaze firmly locked on the snake,
even as he sensed rather than heard Rachel waking.

‘Oh,’ she said without any hint of surprise. ‘You’re
here.’

He whispered his
reply, trying not to breathe. ‘I have been… all night… right
here.’

‘Not
you. The Goddess. She’s come to us at last.’

Nathan stirred
and took in the scene, also keeping still. David was grateful that
the snake now covered the damp part of his tunic even though that
brought the flicking tongue so close that it was difficult for him
to focus on it. He decided to say nothing and kept his breathing as
shallow as possible. The serpent seemed to like the gentle movement
and curled on his chest, like a cat, still watching him. Rachel
slowly lifted herself to a seated position and rested her head on
her hands as if watching a sunset or a nesting bird.

‘We
haven’t seen you for so long,’ she said dreamily. ‘So long. What
can this mean?’

Nathan grunted.
‘It’s only a snake,’ he offered.

‘Only a snake anywhere else than here, Nathan.’ Rachel kept
her eyes on the embodiment of Ashtoreth as she mildly reproved him.
‘Here she is the Goddess and she has chosen David.’

‘Eh?’ Nathan abruptly sat upright and the viper, seeing the
sudden movement, raised its head and hissed at him. David glared
and Nathan calmed himself; the snake resumed its marmoreal
repose.

‘Chosen David?’ Nathan looked askance at Rachel. ‘Why would
she do that, he’s only a… a…’

‘Only a what?’ David whispered, though he would have snarled
this if it hadn’t been for the resting Goddess on his chest. ‘Only
a wretched shepherd boy got on a Beth Lechem whore? Is that what
you were going to say?’

‘Enough,’ commanded Rachel and rose to her feet, alarming the
snake again. She took a long stride towards David, stooped, and in
one easy movement lifted the viper which uncurled at her touch,
allowing her to drape its weight around her shoulders. She cupped
its stub-nosed head in one hand and lifted it to her face, her nose
nuzzling the reptile’s milk-white throat.

David and Nathan
watched in alarm.

‘Off
you go now,’ she said, lowering the viper to the ground. ‘Look
after us all,’ and, turning to David who still lay prone and
speechless, added with a warm smile, ‘especially this young
vagabond.’

With fluent
lateral movement the snake disappeared surprisingly quickly,
watched in amazement by David and Nathan. Rachel turned to leave
but David called her back.

‘Do
you know what one bite from that snake can do?’ he asked
incredulously.

‘Oh
yes,’ she replied sweetly. ‘But then, why would the Goddess bite
her priestess?’
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A thousand
questions flooded David’s mind as the three of them picked their
way back into the secret valley where they leapt fully clothed into
the pool’s cold waters, then lay near the altar in the early
morning sun to dry off. The shouts and orders emanating from
somewhere inside Rachel’s caves told them that Martha had taken
over the day’s cooking duties, but for the time being they ignored
the aromas drifting on a gentle breeze, and the demands of their
empty stomachs, while David fired questions at Rachel and
Nathan.

What did the
bats mean?

‘Well, if we’d been awake when they returned, perhaps I could
have interpreted a message from the spirits,’ replied Rachel, and
he read the mischief in her eyes as insincerity, doubting that the
flight of the nocturnal creatures could have any meaning
whatsoever, unless of course the priestess made it up. After a
short pause she added: ‘But it doesn’t matter anyway, because She
came to us. To you.’

‘So?
A snake crawled up my leg. I’m lucky to be alive.’

Rachel laughed,
her voice like a hundred silver bells. ‘Oh David, you’re so… so…
unaware! Ashtoreth doesn’t harm those she chooses.’

‘But
I don’t want to be chosen,’ he snapped. ‘Chosen to do what
anyway?’

Nathan answered
him. ‘Who knows what the gods want of us,’ he said, and Rachel
finished the thought for him:

‘Sometimes it’s a hard, dark way, full of trouble and pain,
but we cannot refuse the will of Ashtoreth, no matter what she asks
of us. I am lucky, I was chosen to be priestess here, but I don’t
know why.’

‘Because you’re the most beautiful of all Adullam’s girls,’
said Nathan and Rachel gave him a playful punch on the shoulder.
Then her face darkened, as if recalling something unbidden from her
past. She rose and leaned on the altar that had been her stage only
a short time earlier and with her finger traced the shape of the
star carving.

‘My
suffering was before I came here,’ she said slowly, looking away,
the memories crushing her lively spirit.

‘Rachel, you don’t have to…’ Nathan began.

‘But
I want to. I just feel it’s, well, important. I don’t know
why.’

David was both
intrigued and perplexed. ‘Was it something to do with the
Philistines?’ he asked her gently. ‘Nathan said you could tell me
much about them.’

Rachel nodded.
‘I lived not far from here, beyond Socoh, towards Gath, with my
family. We were poor but happy. We had a handful of goats for milk
and hides, some sheep and two asses. We lived in tents but we
didn’t move them because the land was good and the well never dried
up. Others came with their tents to share in Ashtoreth’s bounty,
though my father and brothers worshipped Yahweh. We even traded our
cheeses and new lambs with the people of Gath, bringing home pots
and farming tools, and seeds for new crops. We didn’t look on them
as foreigners, just as city-dwellers with fine clothes and pretty
bracelets. My father was even planning to offer me in marriage to a
young merchant, and probably Sparrow too when she became a woman.
He often spoke enviously of their ways.’ She was thoughtful for a
moment, remembering the good times.

‘But
then it turned unpleasant,’ David speculated into the silence, and
immediately wished he had kept quiet as a tear gathered in Rachel’s
eye and rolled down her cheek. She wiped angrily at it with the
back of her hand.

‘Yes,’ she whispered, ‘things happened. First my brothers came
home with barely anything to show for their goods, so my father
went to Gath to remonstrate with them. I’ll never forget the sight
of him when he came home, all bruised and broken, the joy driven
out of him. He wouldn’t talk about it, not in front of me anyway,
but I overheard my mother begging him to leave and find somewhere
else to pitch our tents, somewhere safer. I heard her shouting at
him, saying the Philistines would stop at nothing to take our goods
and property, but he was proud and refused to give up what he said
belonged to the families that lived near the well. Then one day a
column of armed men came to our settlement, mostly soldiers, but
there was a young man at their head dressed in a fine embroidered
robe and a gold band around his head, which we took to mean he was
quite important in Gath. He told my father and the elders from the
families that we were on Philistine land and we must pay taxes or
leave. When my father questioned them about the taxes, it seemed
that they wanted everything we had and would give us nothing in
return. There was a lot of arguing and shouting,’ she sighed and
took a deep breath, ‘but my father…’

‘Wouldn’t leave,’ interrupted David. ‘Neither would I have
done so…’

Nathan frowned
at him. ‘Let her finish,’ he said sharply.

‘He
sent a message back with the young prince, telling the rulers of
Gath to find some other people to pick on as the land where our
tents were pitched belonged to Judah and the God of Judah was
mightier than all of the gods of Philistia and if the king of Gath
knew what was good for him he would keep his nose out of Yahweh’s
business. I watched the young Philistine’s face as my father’s
words sank in, and I knew then that my mother had been right. He
was so angry. He shouted curses at my father and told him it would
be worse for us now because he would return with more men and take
what we owed and also take our children as slaves and…’

Nathan put an
arm around Rachel as she sobbed.

‘…and sacrifice them to their gods.’

‘I
have heard of this,’ said David without feeling. ‘They stoke a fire
in the belly of their god and throw the babies in–’

‘David, please…’ said Nathan in dismay as Rachel buried her
face in her hands.

‘It’s alright Nathan,’ mumbled Rachel, straightening her back.
‘Who knows whether they sacrifice children, but they certainly came
back to take slaves. And kill, and steal.’

David looked
down at the ground as it dawned on him why Rachel had fled to
Adullam with Sparrow, but what had happened to her family? How had
she escaped the terrors of the Philistine raiders? He remained
silent, unsure whether he wanted her to continue, but she did.
Slowly and deliberately, fighting the unsteadiness in her
voice.

‘They didn’t need many men,’ she said, almost calmly, looking
at David now. ‘It was like a game to them, those huge men riding in
enormous chariots, just the sight of them was enough for the men of
our settlement to throw down their sickles and pitchforks. I have
never seen such giants, and I never want to see them again. They
were twice the height of any of us, even Oren, and he’s tall
enough. But it wasn’t just their height, or the size of their legs
and arms, it was their faces. When they rode into our camp their
heads were covered, and that was bad enough, but while our men
cowered they unwrapped their head cloths…’

The suspense was
dramatically interrupted by Martha who yelled from the mouth of the
cave that there was food for them but they had better come quickly
because Rimon was devouring everything in sight. Rachel kept her
gaze on David while Nathan shouted back that they would be there
very soon and could she please tell Rimon to have the good manners
to leave them some?

‘What was it?’ David asked, his attention locked onto Rachel.
‘What about their faces?’

‘It’s hard to put into words,’ said Rachel, ‘but the first
thing that struck me was that they had no beards. All the men of
Gath, and all the men of the hill country around us, believe it is
shameful to cut off the beard. But these giants had no hair on
their heads at all.’

David
instinctively felt his jaw where a few wisps of hair barely covered
his chin and Rachel gave a half-hearted laugh, without
enthusiasm.

‘Not even a few strands, nothing. I had the
impression these giants were old, ancients even, with skin like
leather scales. But it wasn’t just their hairless faces, it was
their eyes.’

‘Their eyes?’ repeated David.

‘Yes, their eyes. They seemed to flash like lightning, or glow
with power, I don’t know. I’ve never seen anything like it. Our men
who had defied the Philistines now cowered before them like old
women, moaning and groaning, even my father was face down on the
ground. Some who looked up started to wail like women and even
tried to stab themselves with their weapons. It was awful, the
power these warriors had. It was so easy for the Philistine
soldiers to just walk among the men of our settlement and kill
them.’ Rachel lowered her eyes and her shoulders slumped. ‘I saw my
father run through by a Philistine spear, they even slaughtered the
old women. There was such screaming and blood everywhere. I managed
to grab Sparrow – I don’t think she even understood what was
happening – and ran to the well. That was where she used to hide in
our games with the other children, in a crevice between the huge
stones that our forebears had used to keep the sands back, and I
told her not to come out until I came for her. The Philistines were
rounding up all the children, girls and boys, and killing everyone
else… killing and killing… except the young women...’

She let the meaning hang between them like
a heavy cloud building to a storm, her eyes defiant, still fixed on
David. He understood and couldn’t speak even though he wanted to
know how she escaped, what had happened to her family, especially
little Sparrow, and who these powerful giants were. But above all,
he began to understand, to feel, the pain and grief that Rachel
had suffered. It was a dizzying revelation, a bright light shining
on his own selfish misery, exposing him for what he was. Worthless.
The darkness boiled inside him, a foul-smelling cauldron of
stinking offal, recoiling from the brightness of this indomitable
priestess. And in that conflict between darkness and light, David
took a first hesitant step towards manhood: the enmity of his
rancorous half-brothers was nothing compared to the desecration
inflicted by these barbaric Philistines, their wanton destruction
of something delicate and beautiful, the innocent trussed for
slaughter on the altar of abomination.

It was Martha’s
insisting shout that broke the sombre spell. ‘If you don’t come
soon, there’ll be nothing left!’

But none of them
moved. Then Rachel insisted: ‘Go, eat. You must be
hungry.’

Nathan shook his
head, while David continued to study the noble face of a woman he
thought he was beginning to understand. She returned his gaze and a
flicker of a smile lit her tear-cleansed eyes. David felt his face
burn with the heat of embarrassment and looked away. She gathered
herself with a sigh and stood, bending to kiss Nathan lightly on
the cheek, then turned towards her cave. She stopped, came back,
and crouched close to where David sat.

‘The
flight of the bats does mean something,’ she said, her voice
cracked with lingering emotion. ‘It means that they sleep by day
and hunt by night. They never change. Life is so simple for them.
But whatever they do, sleeping or hunting, they do it
together.’

And with that
she kissed him, her lips gently brushing his, and walked
away.

 


 


‘She
was raped wasn’t she?’ David asked, knowing the answer but dreading
it at the same time.

‘Yes.’ No more, just yes.

‘Poor Rachel.’

Sparrow brought
two bowls for the youths. She smiled sweetly at them, holding the
wooden bowls askew in her small hands so that the barley and raisin
porridge dripped over the edges and a piece of bread fell in the
dust. David picked it up absently and took his food, Sparrow’s
gap-toothed grin lifting his spirit a little, and spooned the
syrupy decoction with his fingers. Sparrow skipped back to Martha,
her task fulfilled.

They ate in silence. Several times David
looked at Nathan, wanting to ask more but unable to find the right
words. He wanted to know more about Rachel, what had happened, why
she was special, why they
were special. Why she had
kissed him like that. But Nathan was
sullen, struggling with some burden that seemed to weigh him
down.

‘Tell me Nathan,’ he pleaded. ‘Is she yours? Are you and
Rachel… you know…’

Nathan looked at
him, through him, and he saw a glimpse of the confusion in a youth
not much older than himself, beads of sweat on his brow – it was
hot, but not that hot – to whom great responsibility had come too
early.

‘Look, I’ll go back home. To Beth Lechem. If it makes you
happy.’

‘Happy?’ Nathan said the word like it was a fading memory.
‘Happy… I don’t think I’ve ever been happy.’ He immediately thought
about what he had said and visibly pulled himself together,
straightening his shoulders which had become uncharacteristically
hunched. ‘No, that’s not true. I was happy when I lived here. When
I was a child, before Samuel called me to his side. Yes, I was
happy then.’

‘You
are fortunate,’ said David unsympathetically. ‘I’ve never been
happy.’

Nathan eyed him,
hearing him. ‘I can see that,’ he muttered.

‘But
now, after meeting Rachel, listening to her, watching
her…’

‘I
know, I know.’ Nathan put a hand on his shoulder and looked into
his eyes. ‘I know how you feel. I do. I feel it too…’

‘But
you both, I mean, you seem so… so, er, natural when you are
together.’

‘It’s not what you think. Rachel is a dear friend, and in
other circumstances we would have been lovers. Especially on the
night of the Feast.’

‘I
thought… you know… that was why you carried her away last
night.’

Nathan swallowed
the last of his barley porridge. ‘You’re jealous, aren’t you?’ It
was an observation more than an accusation.

‘I
suppose so.’

‘Forget it. Put her out of your mind. Nobody can touch Rachel,
not after what the Philistines did to her.’

David put down
his bowl and looked towards Rachel’s cave. He couldn’t see her,
didn’t know where she had gone. It made him feel empty. ‘I’ll kill
them,’ he whispered.

Nathan snorted.
‘Kill who? All of them? Why don’t you start with those
giants…?’

David scowled.
Only a few days ago he had felled two Philistine intruders but was
that more by luck than judgement? Nathan seemed to think of him as
reckless, and yes he realised that often he acted without thinking,
but with each passing day in the company of The Fist he felt the
threat from these Philistine invaders growing like a gathering
storm cloud.

Nathan studied
him, as if weighing him up. ‘I’m leaving tomorrow to find Samuel at
Gibeah.’

David was
stunned. ‘Just you?’ He didn’t want to leave, not yet, unless it
was to inflict more damage on the Philistines. Besides, he was
still recovering from a fever and wanted – hoped for – more
attention from his nurse, Rachel.

‘With Rimon, as soon as Oren and Dookhi return from Ekron.
Oren will come with us too.’

‘What about me? And Dookhi?’

Again, that
intense look, Nathan’s fierce eyes boring into David’s.

‘Can
I trust you?’ he asked, more to himself than to David.

‘Of
course,’ David lied.

Nathan smiled at
last. ‘Well, you’re well qualified for what I have in mind for you.
It’s just that you must do everything that Dookhi tells you,
without question. No tearing off with that sling of yours attacking
Philistines on your own. Remember, you’re a spy. Spies don’t pick
fights with the enemy, they find things out by stealth!’

He nodded
enthusiastically, happy to be chosen.

‘You’re a shepherd, a farmer. Just the person to be buying
farm tools for his village, right?’

David thought he
could see where this was leading. ‘So you want me to… to do what
exactly?’ He wanted Nathan to fill in the gaps.

‘I
think you know,’ said Nathan. ‘You’re going to Gath. Dressed like a
farmer, behaving like a farmer, quibbling and bartering like a
farmer…’
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