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			This book is dedicated to anyone who has ever felt weak or insignificant.  

			Remember, through God you are stronger than you can imagine. 

			Through Jesus Christ you are worth so much more than you’ve been led to believe.
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			Chapter One

			The Wind and the Deer

			Ayal raced through the desert heat, his bare feet skimming over the scorching dirt, rocks, and sand. As he ran, he could feel the hot wind rushing past him. The dust hanging thick in the air stuck to the sweat on his face and rolled in tiny rivers off his forehead. His long dark hair hung in thick curls that were matted to his damp skin. His lungs burned and his legs ached. But still he ran. For he, Ayal, was the deer. That was what his name meant after all, the deer. And like the deer, he loved to run, and he was good at it. 
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			As he ran, a shape soared across the sky. Ayal concentrated hard. Ah, he thought. A red-footed falcon. He smiled. He always enjoyed watching birds soar through the sky. They were so free, so graceful, and so wild. His attention returned quickly to the earth, however, as his foot caught the root of a pine tree that was sticking up. Ayal’s momentum sent him sprawling forward. His head smacked sharply against the trunk of another tree, and he went down. 

			As he lay there dazed, memories came rushing back to him of growing up as an orphan on the streets of Jerusalem. Many times he had slept just like this, lying with his back on the dirt ground and his head on whatever he could use for a pillow. Even the throbbing pain in his head stirred up memories of fighting with other boys in the street for scraps of food. Although fast, Ayal was not a large boy, nor was he strong. He had to use every ounce of strength and energy he had to get anything to eat. Sometimes he won, but most times he didn’t, and he ended up with bruises and cuts instead of bread and cheese.

			Life had been hard with no home. He wandered the streets each day looking for food and sleeping wherever he could. If he woke too late and people found him sleeping on their steps, they would shoo him away, and he would have to find another place to sleep. 

			One such morning, he slept with his head on the lowest step of Nathan’s bakery. He meant to wake up early before Nathan arrived. Ayal’s friends described him as a surly old man. Although Ayal had never actually spoken to him, he had seen the baker from a distance as he walked down the street. Nathan’s left leg was bent at an odd angle, making it slightly shorter than his right leg. So as he walked, his body shifted and swayed, giving him the appearance of being drunk.

			Ayal felt bad for the man as he watched him walk. To him, running was as natural and easy as breathing. For Nathan, it seemed that every step was a struggle, a tiny battle that he had to win just to move another few feet forward. It was no wonder that the man was ill-tempered. Nathan had a right to be. Ayal wanted no part of finding out just how mean he could be upon finding a homeless orphan sleeping on his doorstep in the morning. But the night before the boy simply hadn’t had the strength to get up and find a different place to sleep.

			However, when Ayal awoke to find Nathan’s dark eyes peering down at him, he saw not anger but compassion in them. And, instead of shooing him away to someone else’s doorstep, Nathan had offered him a job instead. He had done it in a gruff way that only Nathan could have.

			“I’ve been watching you, boy,” he said. “You can’t fight worth the dirt under your feet...but you sure can run.” The old baker paused before repeating, “Well, do you want to run boy?” 
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			“What do you mean?” Ayal shifted nervously from foot to foot, pondering if running away was exactly what he should be doing at this moment.

			“I need someone to deliver bread for me,” Nathan replied. “Some of my customers like it to be warm when they get it. So I need someone fast. I’ve seen you. You’re fast. So. Again. Do you want to run, boy?”

			Ayal accepted the old baker’s offer and started delivering bread and sweets for him then picking up things that Nathan needed on the return trip. In exchange, Ayal received food and a place to sleep on a small cot in the corner of the kitchen. The boy’s life changed forever. Of course ife was still hard, but he had so much more than before. He had food, a place to stay, and, more importantly, he had a purpose, and an identity. He, Ayal, was the deer. And, like the deer, he could run. 

			Although he primarily ran for Nathan, Ayal had time between deliveries to work for others as well. He delivered cheese, linen, pots, and whatever else the merchants of Jerusalem needed taken from one place to the next. He never minded the work. It kept food in his belly and a few coins in his pocket. 

			Sometimes, however, he ran for the sheer enjoyment of it. Ayal ran for himself. He ran because that’s when the once homeless orphan truly felt at home. In the solitude of his own beating heart, pounding feet, and ragged breathing, Ayal felt that all was right in the world. He found that when he ran, he somehow didn’t feel alone anymore. He ran to find peace.

			Today, though, he was running not to find peace but to declare peace. He was running to deliver a message from David, a commander in King Saul’s army, to the king, proclaiming another victory over the Philistines. Hopefully, this was a peace that would last. 

			Carrying messages were some of Ayal’s favorite jobs. About a year ago, King Saul’s son, Jonathan, had heard of Ayal and his talent for running. The prince decided to put that talent to use in the palace and hired him to work full-time there. Most of the time, Jonathan had Ayal run to deliver things throughout the palace. 

			He liked working with the cooks in the kitchen, running out to gather ingredients for meals because there was usually a treat for a job done well and done quickly. But, on rare occasions, the boy was sent on missions to carry messages between the army commanders and deliver news back to the palace. 

			Since he was so fast and not burdened with weapons and armor, Ayal could run ahead of the army, bearing news of the battle and carrying messages between the commanders. Doing this made him feel important. He felt as if he, little orphan Ayal, somehow had a part to play in the future of the Israelites. In this small way, Ayal felt that he was helping bring peace to his people.

			The Israelites had been at war with the Philistines for as long as Ayal could remember. His father had died serving as a soldier in King Saul’s army. Ayal was too young at the time to remember his father, but he did remember his mother’s words. “He was strong and handsome...like you, Ayal,” Mama’s eyes would fill with tears, but she would pretend not to be sad. “Your Papa died fighting so that we would have peace. Maybe someday…” Her voice trailed off. Ayal’s heart hurt, knowing that his mother hadn’t lived to see peace in Jerusalem.

			 The thought of his mother brought him back to the present. Peace, he thought. We must have peace. He struggled to his feet and took a few wobbling steps. After a few more, the fog began clearing from his head. He walked for a few moments and then cautiously quickened his pace. His foot ached and his head throbbed, but Ayal pushed through it and continued on his way. Soon, he had resumed his pace and was going at a full run once again 

			The hot sun glinted off the rocks as he flew past them. Not much further now. He hoped that this would be the last time that he delivered a message of a battle’s outcome. Of who won, who lost, and how many soldiers died. Maybe this would be the peace his mother had hoped for.
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