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PART ONE
Song of Jeth

CHAPTER
1

It was through a lush and green garden that I walked, pausing occasionally to admire a bloom. Such fragile things flowers were, and yet here they burst forth as a thousand shofar, trumpeting their colors and beguiling the nose with their sweet scents. Morning dew kissed my toes, and birds chirped merrily to me from their perches in the labyrinth of cedar branches overhead.
I loved this place, and came here whenever I could.
Someone had built a fountain in the center of the garden, and that was where I walked now. It was a marvelous wonder, carved of polished ivory stone. The water splashing in the basin bubbled up from a hidden spring, so it never ran dry. I scooped some with my hand and brought it to my lips to drink.
“Deborah.”
I turned toward the sound. “I am here.”
“I have been waiting for you.” My love’s voice was a warm and welcoming presence that promised laughter and happiness.
I could not see him, but he liked to tease me by hiding. “Where are you?” I left the fountain and began to search for him, smiling as I went. Any moment now, he might jump out and catch me in his arms and whirl me about. “Come out, beloved.”
“Deborah.” His voice changed. “Deborah, I cannot see you.”
The bright sunlight had faded a little, and I looked up to see the sky turning dark with storm clouds. It would rain soon.
“I am here.” I pushed aside a tangle of vines. “Come to me, and we will go back into the house.” If I could find the way to the house. It had grown so dark, I could not see the path leading out of the garden anymore.
“I cannot find you.” He sounded anxious. “Deborah, hurry.”
Lightning slashed across the black clouds, and wind rushed through the garden to tear at my clothes. I threw up my hands as leaves pelted my face. “I must leave you now. Take shelter.”
“Deborah, do not go!”
I turned this way and that, trying to avoid being lashed by the waving branches of the trees. Flowers flew away on the wind, torn from their stems. The light was gone, the sun swallowed by the storm, and I reached out my hand to feel my way.
A hole appeared a few feet away from me on the ground, jagged-edged and black as pitch.
A sharp pain struck my shoulder, and I cried out as I fell. I did not want to leave the garden, for it was the only place I felt safe, but I would die if I stayed. “Farewell,” I sobbed, crawling toward the ugly scar in the earth. “Farewell, my love.”
“Deborah, come back! I shall get you to safety! I shall get—”
Get.
Get up.
“Do your ears not work?” Something slammed into my shoulder again. “Get up, you lazy slut.”
The hard kick knocked me forward, so that I lay facedown in the straw. I bit back another cry and quickly curled over, pushing myself up onto my knees.
Ybyon stood over me, his broad face a mask of ugly shadows, his eyes narrow with contempt. “On your feet, girl.”
The corner of the barn where I slept was silent, and only the light from the hanging lamp the master carried illuminated the darkness. The others who slumbered next to me in the straw were already gone; I had slept too long again.
“Forgive me, Adon,” I begged as I stood and tugged my middo down over my thighs. It hung loosely, for it had once belonged to one of the kitchen wenches. I was given it when it became too stained and threadbare for her to wear. That it was too large did not matter to me. It covered my body and gave me a little warmth at night when I slept.
Ybyon paused, as if deciding whether to kick me again. “Get to work.” He turned and stalked out to the pens.
Because it was so near dawn, I did not dare leave the barn and go to the kitchens for my bread. Instead I retrieved my pan from where it hung on the wall and carried it to the first stall. The old, bad-tempered spotted goat kept there was eating a pile of scraps from the kitchen refuse heap, and she bleated her annoyance as I crouched beside her.
I said nothing when she butted my aching shoulder. I milked her quickly and whisked the pan from beneath her before she could kick it over with her hooves. Her milk warmed the pan and floated, thick and foamy around the edges. I looked from side to side and then bent my head to drink a mouthful before I carried the pan out of the stall.
“Deborah.” Meji came and took the pan from me, and he looked about before saying in a whisper, “Sorry. I tried to wake you, but you would not move, and then Hlagor shouted for me.”
“It matters not.” That I had slept too long on a morning when I knew Ybyon would come to inspect the barns and stables was my fault. I had sat up alone last night, watching stars shoot across the sky, when I should have been sleeping. I heard the master’s voice drawing close and touched Meji’s thin arm before I hurried out to the pens.
Ybyon owned five hundred sheep and two hundred goats, as well as some cows, mules, oxen, and onagers. One of his businesses was the buying and selling of beasts, so the number occupying the pens and stalls constantly changed. My morning task was to check the sheep pens and see that no lambs had been dropped or injured during the night. In winter I hated going into the pens, for I always found too many of the early births had expired from the cold or been trampled to death. Now that it was almost spring, I would have to be more vigilant; the fat ewes would begin dropping their lambs by the dozen each night.
The sheep pen smelled much worse than the barn, and the ground beneath my bare feet was slick with manure. Many of the sheep needed their hooves cut back and cleaned out, for they had grown over, but that would not be done until they were sold. Their wool was thick and greasy to the touch, and their dark narrow heads turned to look at me as I waded through them.
I saw one of the ewes by the fence, standing as far from the herd as she could manage in the confines of the pen. A stringy, wet mass was hanging from beneath her chubby tail, the afterbirth that spilled from her after dropping the lamb that lay curled on the ground beneath her.
The lamb was at suck, and the ewe lowered her head as I approached, but I did not disturb them. If I tried to take the lamb now, the ewe would charge me. Instead I watched the little one have his first meal. I had never known my own mother, so such things drew me.
“Girl!” Ybyon strode toward me, driving the sheep out of his way. “Why do you idle there?”
I bowed my head. “It is a new lamb, Adon.”
“Yes, yes, I can see that.” He clouted the side of my head with his fist. “Why do you not carry it to the lamb pen?”
I cringed and pressed my fingers to my throbbing ear. “It is nursing, Adon.”
Ybyon reached down, tore the lamb from its mother, and shoved it into my arms. “Now it is not. Take it.”
The ewe reacted strongly to this intrusion by charging Ybyon. The master caught her by the neck and spun her around, flinging her into the fence. She lay there, stunned and unmoving.
“If she does not rise to go to graze, have one of the shepherds cut her throat,” Ybyon told me before he stalked out of the pen.
“Yes, Adon.” I cuddled the bleating lamb close to my chest. I did not dare take him back to his mother to try to rouse her. I never disobeyed Ybyon or questioned what he wished done with his property. No matter how cruel or unfair his orders were, I always carried them out.
I did this because I, too, was Ybyon’s property—his slave, from the moment of my birth, just as my mother had been. If I did not do exactly what my master said, he would not send for one of the shepherds to cut my throat.
He would do it himself. As he had when he killed my mother.
 
By the time I returned from carrying the struggling, bleating lamb to the newborn pen, the ewe had risen from the mud. Now she nosed her way through the flock as she baaed, wide-eyed and frantic, for the lamb I had taken from her. I saw under her tail the bulge of the watery sac that had held the lamb inside her, and saw it drop onto the cold muddy ground. Quickly I picked up the sac and ran with it back to the lamb pen, where I rubbed it all over the newborn, soaking its wool with the fluid, especially its bottom end. A shepherd had taught me the trick; if the lamb was permitted to rejoin the herd, the ewe would recognize him by the smell.
I shut my ears to the sound of the lamb’s loud calls for his mother, and looked away from the confusion and fear in his small dark eyes. I had done all I could for him; the rest would be the master’s say. The newborn might rejoin the herd, or he might end up a fancy dish on a rich man’s table. The master did not keep many rams.
Most of the animals Ybyon kept were fattened and sold at market, many purchased by other rich men in Hazor for their meat. The best were butchered to feed Ybyon’s family, for greatly beloved as they were by my master, they ate meat every week.
“She is strong,” Meji said as he came to walk back to the main herd pen beside me. “A good breeder, too. The lamb will thrive.”
“Not if he cannot suck.” The first days of feeding were the most important, too, for the ewe’s milk was especially thick and rich with something that helped its lamb grow large and strong. Too many times I had seen a nervous ewe that had never birthed before reject its lamb without allowing it to suck. Even when fed with a milk-soaked rag, the little one almost always died. “Why did the master not let her stay behind?”
“Why does the master do anything? Because he wishes to.” Meji’s worn, dirty middo was covered with bits of dried grass from the bale of new green grass shoots he carried to the lamb pen. He nudged me with a bony elbow, and held out something to me. “Here, Deborah. To keep you strong.”
I did not feel very strong, not when he tucked a slightly squashed wedge of white goat’s-milk cheese into my hand. “Meji.” I had not tasted cheese in months, and quickly closed my fingers over it. “I am more grateful than I can say, but if Seres ever catches you stealing from the kitchen—”
“I did not steal it—I promise you.” Meji grinned before he carried the bale away from the hungry mouths of the sheep and into the barn.
I looked around carefully before I lifted my hand as if to cover a cough and took a secret bite of the cheese. Newly ripe, it tasted fresh and soft and made my mouth water. It was hard not to gobble up the rest, but my stomach felt so empty that I feared I would retch if I did. I lowered my hand, tucking the rest of the wedge in the rolled edge of my sleeve before I walked after Meji.
The flock would be kept outside until the shepherds came with their dogs to herd them down the hill. There, in the green pastures by the river, the sheep would graze and nap in the sweet grass until the sun began to sink into the western skies, when the shepherds would drive them back up the hill to the farm.
What would it be like, I wondered as I looked out at the valley beneath the city, to spend the whole day doing nothing but eating and sleeping? Far in the distance, I could see the shimmering blue of Lake Huleh. I had never left Hazor, but I often daydreamed of walking across the valley to the lake and bathing in those cool waters.
I wonder if there are flowers there, I thought, recalling my dream of the beautiful garden. And that man who searches for me—
“You, girl.” Hlagor, the master’s stableman, scowled at me as he walked past with a sack of grain balanced on his shoulder. “Stop standing about, and get to work.”


CHAPTER
2

I hurried back to the barn. My next task was to use a rake to clean out the soiled straw from every stall and pen, pile it in the muck cart, and haul it to the dung heap. It was filthy, odorous work, with flies buzzing all around me, but it had to be done or the animals would become footsore. While I raked up the urine-and manure-stained straw, I also had to kill any vermin I found. It was another burden I disliked, but my master had a particular and intense loathing for rats, and he would beat me without mercy if he saw or heard any in the barns.
As soon as I cleaned out one area, Meji and some of the other young men would carry in sheaves of fresh dried straw to spread over the muddy floor. The clean bedding kept the animals from developing sores on their hooves and bodies, and it lightened the ever-present odor of dung from the barn.
Hlagor kept a sharp eye on all of us as he made his rounds, filling the clean feed troughs with grain. He was short and thick-bodied, and kept the wiry black hair on his skull and face cropped close to the skin. Although he was slave-born like the rest of us, Hlagor held the position of a free man. Ybyon treated him differently, too—almost as if he were paid instead of owned.
As long as they worked hard, Hlagor treated Meji and the other men well enough. The stableman didn’t like me, however, and he did not know of my gift. More than once he had given me the back of his hand for little reason.
“He was the same with your mother,” Meji told me once during the cold season, when we lay huddled together in the straw to share our warmth. “She refused him, and it soured his heart against her and you.”
“Refused him?” I drew back as Meji made a crude gesture with his fingers, imitating the motions of a ram mounting a ewe. “No one told me that my mother served in the house.” She had been a stable slave, the same as I. Then I thought of the other way a woman could be made to serve.
Women used to give relief to Ybyon’s hands were kept in the back section of the main farmhouse, where the master’s hired men slept. When the women were not attending to men’s needs, they were put to work by the housekeeper, washing and bundling shorn fleeces for market. Despite this, their lives were far more comfortable than mine or my mother’s had been.
Meji pressed my cold, thin fingers between his own strong, bony hands. “It was said that your mother served the master himself,” he whispered. “That is why Hlagor desired her.”
I had been a slave all my life, so I understood how men used women to relieve their needs. It was as much a part of life on the farm as when the rams were brought to breed the ewes, and often just as indiscreet. Still, I could not imagine my mother serving Ybyon any more than I could her giving relief to Hlagor. My mother had not been a pretty woman, according to the shepherds who spoke of her. Her face had been branded across the brow with a witch mark, and she had borne many other scars, most likely inflicted by Ybyon’s frequent beatings. The other slaves had deferred to her because of her gift, but none desired her. In truth, most admitted that they had feared her touch.
Had the master known of my mother’s gift? I would have asked Meji, but by that time he had fallen asleep. He seemed to regret saying as much as he had to me, for every time after that, he avoided my questions about my mother, Ybyon, and Hlagor, and we never discussed the matter again.
My arms and back were aching by the time I had finished mucking out one side of the barn, and as soon as I saw Hlagor walk up to the main house for the midday meal, I slipped out to use the privy. On the walk down the path, I risked taking another bite of the cheese Meji had stolen for me. The second taste was more delicious than the first.
If I had not been slave-born, I might have married a wealthy trader who would buy me cheese to eat every day. My eyelids drooped as I imagined the bounty of food to be had as a free woman. The master bought huge wheels of cheese for his family, and kept bowls heaped with ripe brown dates on the tables. His children drank five full jugs of goat’s milk every day, and they gobbled up countless loaves of golden lehem made from smooth, sifted qemah. I knew this because when I was younger I would watch them eat, spying through the window slits at the back of the kitchen. Now and then the old cook would notice me, and being blessed with a soft heart, she would sometimes give me a handful of scraps from the master’s table.
I tucked the morsel of cheese back into my sleeve, saving the last bit for later, and blinked hard. I was tired of being so hungry that all I thought of was food I would never eat, and freedom I would never enjoy.
Offer thanks to the One God for what you have, my mother would tell me in my dreams, not complaints about what you do not. His favor is shown not to those who ask, but to those who ask not.
I had never asked Jehovah for anything, but He had not blessed me with His favor, so I did not know if her words were true. That I dreamed of a mother I could not remember made me wonder if in my loneliness I was not imagining it all.
The slaves’ privy was only a pit covered by wooden planks, but at least this one was not out in the open. When the old pit had been filled, the men had dug the new one between three old terebinth trees. The oaks’ wide, gnarled trunks provided a little privacy for the female slaves, who were obliged to lift their skirts, crouch, and perch unsteadily over the plank holes. The resins collected from slashes in the trees’ bark, which the men used in many ways, also left a sharp, cleansing odor that chased away the smell of the pit.
I had just finished making my water when I heard footsteps shuffling through dry grass beyond the trees, and the master’s voice speaking.
“It is a long journey from Ephraim to Hazor,” he said, in the fawning manner he used with the wealthy men who sometimes came to inspect the flocks. “Did you not first try the markets at Taanach or Megiddo?”
I nearly tumbled over when I heard the reply. “The southern Canaanite kings have decreed that no merchant in Ephraim may sell livestock to anyone but the supply caravans for their armies. We are obliged to travel far north now to supplement our herds.”
The merchant’s low, pleasant voice was strangely accented, but I knew it, for I had heard it before, many times—calling to me in my dreams.
I pulled down the frayed hem of my middo and moved between the trunks of the two largest trees, wedging myself there, where I could observe but would not be seen. I spied on my master as he walked slowly across the pasture with the merchant whose voice I knew as well as my own.
The merchant was not one of the many who came to barter with Ybyon for livestock and wool. This man’s kesut was long and simply fashioned, as was his head covering, not at all like the merchants of Hazor, who dressed in grand, richly ornamented garb. Also, his clothing had been fashioned from thick, dense wool, as if the man had dressed expecting cold weather. A short, sun-lightened brown beard covered the lower half of his face, but it was trimmed, not oiled or braided. The corners of his long dark eyes were tilted, the lids darkened with green-black kohl.
Who was this man? I had never seen anyone like him, but there was something about him that seemed familiar—as if I should have known him.
I shifted around the trunk to move out of the sunlight and get a better look. Quite handsome, this merchant was, but perhaps what caught my eye was the lack of adornments. I thought some of the master’s buyers looked more like women than men, so bejeweled and perfumed were they. His ears and nostrils were not pierced, as was also common among the men of Hazor, and no tattoos or brands proclaiming his patron god marred his tanned brow. The finely worked copper chain around his neck sported no protective pendant or talisman against curses. He was also unusually tall, one of the tallest men I had ever seen, and he moved in such a way as to make my master appear squat and ungainly.
“I shall need one hundred healthy young ewes and thirty fertile rams,” the merchant was saying to Ybyon. “You may deliver them to the river crossing the morning after Sabbath.”
Sabbath. I covered my mouth with my hand to smother the groan that rose in my throat. No wonder he had no god-symbols or talismans: he was a Hebrew. A stupid one, at that, for he did not know how much Ybyon loathed our people. Why would he reveal himself so openly? He was alone, with no personal guards or retainers to defend him. Did he not know that Hazor had no treaty with Israel, and the Canaanites here despised our kind so much they would happily hang him from the king’s gatepost to feed the vultures?
My master paused and stared at him for a long moment. “You are a Hebrew, Merchant Lappidoth?”
Lappidoth. The name seized me like an angry hand, making me forget everything else, even the helpless terror of knowing a man was about to die a painful, undeserved death.
“I am, but my father was Lappidoth,” the foolish man replied. “I bear his name, but Jeth is how I am called.”
Many young Hebrew men named after their sires were given different family names to avoid confusion, but that was not what seized my heart with new dread.
When I was very young, my mother came into my dreams and spoke of this man. She had known his surname, Lappidoth, and had described him to me. He looked familiar because he appeared exactly as the woman in my dreams had said.
Someday this man’s life will cross yours, Deborah, Dasah had said. Do not avoid him, or it will mean death for both of you.
As a child I had not understood the disturbing dream portent any more than I did now. The message upset me, though, and I had much trouble sleeping for weeks after one of the dreams. I had many bad dreams, dreams of great battles and men falling around me and blood staining the land, but I tried to forget them as soon as I woke. Now here was the man from the dream of my mother, exactly as she had described him, bearing the name she had repeated over and over, so that I would never forget.
Jeth Lappidoth, the man my dream mother had predicted would come, was here now crossing my life. Would he bring sorrow and misery to me? Who would not avoid such a man?
“I thought you were of the Rephaim,” Ybyon was saying.
“You did?” Jeth sounded a little amused. “The Rephaim are cowards and outlaws, who hide in our mountains and prey on unprotected travelers.” His gaze moved over Ybyon’s features. “I worship Jehovah, but my silver is no different from any Canaanite’s.”
I covered my eyes, for by saying such a thing, his fate had been sealed, and now Death would come for him. No Canaanite would tolerate being compared to a Hebrew, least of all Ybyon. At any moment, my master would strike down the foolish son of Israel and kick him until his blood turned the grass crimson and his bones were dust.
“As you say,” I heard Ybyon reply in a calm, unperturbed tone. “Yes, I can deliver one hundred and thirty in three days to the river crossing.”
“I shall have payment waiting for you,” Jeth promised.
I looked through my fingers to see the two men clasping hands, the way men did after coming to a business agreement. My master was smiling with pleasure at this Hebrew merchant, as if they were on the friendliest of terms. There would be no beating, no killing.
That was not possible, unless my master had suddenly gone completely mad.
I waited until they walked out of sight before I ran to the barn. Hlagor was still up at the main house, likely meddling with one of the kitchen slaves, as he used them often. I hoped he would take his time, for there was still half the work waiting for me to finish. I would have to do it quickly before his return, or the stableman would take a switch to my back.
I went to the next stall to be cleaned out, only to find the work done. The others were the same, and when I checked the barrow, it was empty. Someone had done my work for me, and even carted the soiled grass out to the refuse heap.
“There you are,” a relieved voice said behind me. “We thought you had run away.”
I turned around to see Meji and two of the younger men standing behind me. They held sheaves of fresh, clean straw to spread, and dirt from the work that I should have done stained their hands and arms.
“You should not have done this,” I scolded him, keeping my voice low. “Do you not have enough tasks of your own to do?”
“We grew restless waiting for you to return.” Meji thrust a sheaf into my arms. “If you feel so guilty, you may help us.”
Together we worked until the floor of the barn was covered with fresh bedding. The men liked to talk and jest with each other, but they were silent around me. I did not mind the quiet—my thoughts were filled with the Hebrew merchant I had seen with Ybyon.
Jeth Lappidoth. How had my dream mother known his surname? Was it so common, or was the man some kin to her? Had he promised to come for her? Had she known that he would come to Hazor someday?
More puzzling was what I had witnessed. Why had the master been so amiable toward Jeth? That Ybyon hated Hebrews was well known, even among his slaves. Often we heard him speak fondly of his grandparents, who had traveled to Hazor from Jericho just before the Hebrews had come out of the wilderness to invade Canaan. Jericho had been the first city the Hebrew general Joshua had destroyed. Ybyon’s grandparents lost every member of their family in the battle. They could not return, either, for after the Hebrews had brought down the mighty walls of Jericho, they had burned the city to the ground.
“Hebrews are like rats,” Ybyon would often say. “Let one go free, and in a week you have forty more gnawing at your sandal straps.”
That was one of the kinder remarks my master made. There were other, far worse things that came from his mouth that I tried not to hear.
I knew a little of the politics involved in the Hebrews coming to Canaan from listening to the master and some of his older shepherds talk about it. Egypt had enslaved my people for centuries, until Jehovah had brought so many plagues that Pharaoh had freed the Hebrews and sent them into the wilderness. There they wandered for many years, punished by the One God for their own sins, until such time as they were cleansed and prepared to enter the Promised Land. So they did, as an army of nomad tribes, hardened by years of struggle and loss. They conquered everything in their path, and killed those who stood in their way.
How my mother became separated from her tribe, I knew not. She had never spoken of them or her life before she had been sold into slavery, but I always suspected it was something more terrible than she wished anyone to know.
Then, too, the older slaves who had known Dasah were always reluctant to speak of her.
“The past is a grave, Deborah,” Tarn, the oldest slave among us, told me whenever I asked about her. “Do not dig it up from the ground, for you will not like what comes out of the dirt.”
Over time some of the Canaanites had accepted the presence of Hebrews in their land, and had struck treaties with the armies to protect their cities from attack. King Jabin of Hazor was not one of these, and he had sent his armies to attack many Hebrew settlements. Thanks to our king, the Canaanites of Hazor would not acknowledge our faith or worshipping the One God, and they ridiculed our belief in His promise that this land would be ours. Some did worse; I had long suspected that the master bought mostly Hebrew slaves to take pleasure in overworking and abusing us. Perhaps he thought it proper revenge for what Joshua and his armies had done to his family.
“Outside with all of you,” Hlagor called from the open door of the barn. We filed past him and into the bright sunlight, where we waited while he inspected the work we had done. He came out looking more disgruntled than ever, and passed me without a glance.
“High praise,” Meji whispered. “Soon he will be so overcome with joy of us that he will make his mark on our freedom scrolls.”
“Of course he will,” I murmured. “Just as soon as the stars fall to earth and the sheep shear themselves.”
“You must tell me if you dream of that,” my friend murmured, and grinned. “I will take a bucket and catch a star for you.”
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