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To you who think you ran from something,

only to find you discovered something better.
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I Must Leave
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Why were these women screaming insults at her? Egyptus could not believe this was happening to her. She had done nothing to them. They should be comforting her. She still mourned the loss of her husband only seven weeks earlier. Yet, they shouted at her.

Afra had joined his brothers on a hunt for wild animals to feed their large family. His brothers had brought him home, shredded by the claws of a lion. He had lived only long enough to warn Egyptus she should leave their home on the plains of Shinar.

Egyptus had gathered together her sons and their wives and children, making plans to leave, although she did not understand his warning.

Now she knew.

“Adulteress!” Niva cried. “You look upon my husband to take him as your man.”

“I do not!” Egyptus cried. “I care only for my Afra, whom we buried. You stood beside me and wept with me.”

“And now you seek my husband to comfort you. I saw you speaking to him.”

“Yes, I spoke to Ludim. I asked his opinion, he is the son of my brother, as you know.”

“You were standing too close to him. I could not see any space between you. And he had his arms around you.”

Egyptus rolled her lips inward, then let them fall out. “He saw my sorrow. Afra was my best friend. It is hard to live without him.”

“Exactly!” Niva cried. “You miss your husband and now try to take mine into your bed.”

“I want nothing to do with your husband. He is the son of my brother. Why would I want him in my bed? I want no man but Afra.”

Other women, Niva’s friends, gathered round, screaming horrid words at Egyptus.

“You had better not be near my husband.”

“Stay away from my man.”

“No woman can trust a woman whose husband died. You are not trustworthy.”

They surrounded Egyptus. Women pounded their fists against her arms, back, and body. Her screams brought others to join in the beating. When she fell, they kicked her in the stomach until she curled up, protecting it, with her hands over her head.

“What is going on here?” a man’s voice boomed.

“She tries to take our men.”

“We give her what she deserves.”

“She does not belong here among decent women.”

“Who do you accuse of her such terrible things?” the man asked. 

His voice sounded vaguely familiar, but between the kicks and the shouting, she could not make out why.

Egyptus heard the women’s voices move away. Still, she held her tight protective position. One woman darted in and kicked her in the back.

“Stop that,” the man cried. “No one deserves for you to kick and beat them.”

Women continued to surround her, murmuring curses and threats. The man bent to her, gently pulling her hands from her head.

“Egyptus?” her papa asked.

“Is that you, Papa?” she whimpered, staring through an eye that did not want to open.

“What have they done to you?” he turned to the other women. “This is my daughter. Has she not been through more than any of you could imagine? Her Afra is one of the first bodies buried in our sad little burial ground? You should all be ashamed.”

“She looks at our men. I saw mine embracing her,” Niva’s shout carried the feral sound of a wild animal.

“Why would she want your husband? She misses Afra’s manliness.”

Niva’s harrumph echoed off the nearby building. Egyptus grinned, but it hurt.

Papa bent over and lifted her into his strong arms like he had when she tripped over a rock when she was little. Egyptus lay her head against his shoulder. 

“You do not fear Mama will accuse me of attempting to steal her man?” Egyptus asked, only half teasing.

“No. Her anger with those other women will cause great fear.” Papa carried her across the central open space in front of a square of homes.

Egyptus closed her eyes and rested in his strength. No one would hurt her when Papa Ham held her close like this.

He stomped up the stairs and opened the door. “Baysa, our girl needs some attention,” he called.

“Our girl? Which one? Why?” Mama said, entering the living space where the family welcomed visitors. “Oh, Egyptus! What happened?”

Papa carefully set her on a long seat. “I came upon a circle of women screeching and attacking something in the middle of them. Imagine my surprise when I discovered our Egyptus as the object of their anger.”

“Egyptus? Why would they do that?” Mama brushed Egyptus’s hair back off her face. “Wait to tell me. I will get something for those bruises.”

Papa went with Mama and Egyptus lay her head back, closing the one eye that would open.

Why did they attack me? I grieve for Afra. I care nothing for other men. Why would they hate me for losing him?

Mama bustled in with a bowl and a cloth, followed by Papa’s heavier steps. Egyptus listened to the cloth fall into the bowl and the water wring out of it. Mama’s gentle hand set the cool cloth smelling of nettle on her eye.

“This should take some of the bruising and swelling from your eye. Do you have other bruises?”

“It would surprise me if she did not. They punched and kicked her to the ground, then kept beating her. I found her curled into a ball with her hands over her head. Too many fought against her for her to fight back.”

“Did you not fight back?” Mama’s voice oozed concern. 

Egyptus opened her one good eye. “There were too many to fight back. I tried to tell Niva I have no desire to take her man, or any other woman’s man. I only want my own man.” Tears leaked from her closed eye. “Why did that lion have to attack my Afra?”

“You will have to take that question to Jehovah,” Papa answered. “They say he stood on the edge of the group, protecting the younger men. They saw the lion and tried to move out of her territory before she attacked.”

“But why would she attack? Why my Afra?” Egyptus lifted her head from the seat.

“Kits? Most mamas will attack to protect their little ones. She may have kittens.”

“Oh. That makes more sense. They must have come between the mama lion and her babies.”

“Perhaps. The men brought him home for help as soon as they could.”

“Still too late. Her scratches cut him up. I feel like those women were the lioness attacking me. I hurt everywhere.”

Mama sent Papa out for some aloe, then lifted Egyptus’s dress. “Oh, Egyptus. They were angry. But you did nothing to deserve all these bruises.”

“And the pain in my ribs? I suspect their kicking broke them.”

Mama touched her ribs. Egyptus moaned.

“I suspect you are correct. Those ribs could be broken. You will hurt for some time.”

Mama spread a light blanket over her body, except her back.

Papa entered the room with a fresh leaf of aloe. “Look at those bruises,” he cried. 

“Papa!” Egyptus said, grabbing the blanket close.

“I saw you as a newborn babe. I am your Papa.”

“And I am a grandmama. It is not right.”

Papa gave Mama the aloe and moved away, to protect Egyptus’s dignity. “Did they miss any part of your body?”

“They only kicked me in the stomach twice before I curled inward. They took out their anger on my back, legs, and head.”

“I can tell.”

Papa sat in a seat close enough to squeeze the oozing center from the aloe leaf for her mama, and still allow Egyptus privacy. Egyptus lay accepting her ministrations. Mama’s hands soothed her fears, allowing her to relax.

“Afra spoke the truth before he died,” Egyptus mused when Mama had washed and covered almost all her bruises with the cleansing wash and the aloe gel.

“What did he tell you?” Papa asked.

“He said I would have to leave this place and find another home. I did not understand. I thought followers of Jehovah would have compassion for one who lost her husband.” Egyptus shook her head slightly and moaned. “The women have none. They all think I want their man. Ugh. None could match my Afra.”

“They see a woman without a man,” Basya said. “In their insecurity, they fear their man will comfort you and find them wanting.”

“I want none of it. My sons and I will leave tomorrow.”

“Not tomorrow, Egyptus,” Papa said.

“And why not?” Egyptus demanded.

“Tomorrow is the Sabbath. Wait a day.”
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Papa had insisted she spend the night in the bed she used as a child, fearing the women would find and attack her in her own home. 

“Besides, your home is far from here. It will hurt your bruises and injuries.”

When Egyptus’s sons and daughters heard of her beating, they rushed to her side in her parents’ home. “What will you do?” Pharoah asked. He sat near his mama.

“I will leave this place as your papa suggested,” she said.

“But you cannot travel with broken ribs!” Xenia, Pharoah’s wife, said. “It will be difficult to journey with all those bruises.” She sat on a chair across from Egyptus.

“I have no choice,” Egyptus replied. “The women of this place no longer trust me. I am not safe. I will leave here as soon as I can.”

“Which way will you go?” Tama, Shiblom’s wife, asked, sitting near Xenia.

“West. Over the mountains near my house. I expect Jehovah will direct my feet,” Egyptus said.

“We will go with you,” Shiblom said from beside his wife. “We will not allow you to go through those mountains alone. There are wild beasts in the mountains.”

“I have a sword and a staff. I’ve practiced often with them,” Egyptus said.

“Not well enough to protect yourself from lions. Even Papa could not protect himself from the lions,” Pharoah said.

“Even with other men, he could not fight off that  lion,” Corom said. “What makes you think you can protect yourself from all the wild beasts out there?”

“I will have to depend on Jehovah.”

“You can depend on us as well,” Pharoah said. “Your sons will go with you. Some of your daughters, too, probably.”

“Daughters? Do you think Hulda and the others will come?” Egyptus stared up into her son’s face. “I doubt Angetta and her new husband, Shez, will want to leave the plain of Shinar. They have friends here.”

“Akish’s parents speak of their concern for those who follow Nimrod,” Elsa, Corom’s wife, added. “They fear Jehovah will chasten them and all else who live here. They may consider leaving with us.”

“Moren and Isa fear Jehovah’s punishment for this people, too?” Egyptus asked.

Pharoah nodded. “They do. Grandpapa Noah spoke about it at the last sacrifice. You were mourning Papa’s death and did not go. He said we need to spread out. Many who did not attend the sacrifice now laugh at him, thinking he is a crazy old man who knows nothing.”

“Grandpapa Noah speaks to Jehovah,” Egyptus said with a nod. She grimaced at the pain the nod caused and brought her hand to the back of her head. “He may be an old man, but he knows things. He understands how Jehovah wants us to live. He has said many times we need to separate.”

Pharoah exchanged a look with his brothers. “We need to speak to the others. I will take you home tomorrow after the Sabbath rite. We will know by then who will go with us. You will not have to leave alone.”

Egyptus lifted her lips in a tentative smile that hurt less than the last time she smiled. “You do not think Isa will fear that I want her husband?”

“Isa?” Corom asked. “No. She is more responsible than that. She would have stepped in with her staff and helped you fight those women. Where is your staff? Why did you not use it?”

Egyptus looked at her hands, tangled in her lap. “I left it home. I am here among family. Why would I need it?”

“Now you know,” Shiblom said. “I will get it before we come for you tomorrow.”

“You will ride all the way out to my house for it?” Egyptus asked.

“Yes. You will need it. My horse is fast.”

“Why will I need it?”

“The women are still angry. I would not go out of Grandpapa’s home without your staff and us.”

“More reason for me to leave Shinar as soon as I can.”

“Those women are still angry?” Papa Ham asked. “I thought they would go home and care for their families and forget about this.”

“You would think so,” Mama Basya said. “But sometimes women do not forget. If they think our Egyptus wants their men, she will not be safe here.”

“Do you want to go with us, Mama? Papa?”

Mama glanced at Papa, then shook her head slightly. “We would like to go with you. We know we need to show obedience to Jehovah.”

“But what about our other children? They need us here until Jehovah forces them to spread out and leave this place,” Papa said with a little shrug.

“How many believe Nimrod’s lies that the tower they build will protect them?” Egyptus asked.

“Too many,” Papa said, his voice shaking. “Too many. I fear Jehovah will force them to separate soon. You are smart to take your family now and leave. You will avoid Jehovah’s wrath.”

“Will it be that bad?” Tama asked.

“It could be,” Papa said.

“I need to speak with my mama and papa,” Tama continued. “Perhaps they will go with us.”

“Do you think your mama will want to travel with me?” Egyptus asked. “You know, they think I want to steal their husbands.”

“My mama is not like that,” Tama said. 

“Nor is mine,” Xenia said. “But I suspect Mama will want to stay here, with the rest of her family. It is hard to leave other children. Our older children will argue about leaving. It will help that others of the family are going with us.”

“How soon can we get this done? Can all these people be ready to travel in a day?” Egyptus asked. “I cannot stay here many more days.”

“We will leave soon, Mama,” Pharoah said. “We will stay with you until we are on the trail out of Shinar. No women will attack you again.”
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Long before the sun rose three days later, Egyptus stood in her kitchen surrounded by pots, urns, dishes, and other necessary supplies for a long journey. Her bedding and clothing lay in a pack in her sitting room beside her sword and staff. 

She turned in a circle to look at the home Afra had built for them. He had worked hard to make it beautiful for her.

Tears slipped from her eyes. She would miss this familiar home. “Afra. I will remember you.” She took a wooden spoon from her drawer. “I will remember you with this, the first thing you made for me. I am leaving, as you told me. I did not believe the women would be so disrespectful of my loss.”

A warmth filled her. “You will go with me, I know. I will remember you.”

She lifted a basket filled with dishes and walked out to the front yard where Pharoah stood with a wagon. 

“Do you have everything ready to go?” he asked. 

“I have a few baskets of kitchenware and a pack with bedding and clothing. Will that fit in your wagon?”

“Yes, Mama. Where is Rebecca? I thought she would have her possessions out here already.”

“Is she not here yet?” Egyptus glanced around, looking for her youngest daughter. “She left the kitchen half a span ago.”

“I am here,” Rebecca called. “I gathered together as much of the grains and other food from our storage as I could. Can you help me carry it, Pharoah?” She lugged a basket filled with grain over and set it next to the wagon.

“We will need all the food we can get. Where is the rest of it?”

“This way,” Rebecca said, twitching her head toward the back of the house and the storage.

Rebecca led her brother to the back. Egyptus turned and reentered her home. She stopped long enough to strap her sword to her waist. Even at this early span, it would not be safe outside alone. She strapped her staff holder to her back and slipped her staff into it.

When it settled in so it would not fall out, she bent for her pack and carried it out to her front porch.

Pharoah’s son, Lim, came around the corner leading cows, sheep, and goats with dogs at the rear, keeping them together. “Are we about ready to leave?” he asked. “We milked the cows. Omer will bring the bulls around soon.”

“Your papa is helping Rebecca bring around the rest of the food from storage. I have a few baskets of items from my kitchen to bring. Do you have milk for me?”

Lim handed her a blue urn. “I would not forget your milk, Grandmama.”

Egyptus poured milk into a bladder. This will be butter before long. We will want it when it is ready.”

Esrom appeared from around a corner of the house. “Do you need help bringing your baskets out?”

Egyptus smiled, touching her mouth where a woman’s foot had split her lip. It healed faster than she expected. “Thank you, Esrom. I have a few baskets in my kitchen that need bringing out. I would appreciate your help.”

They went back in for the baskets. When they were all sitting on her porch, waiting for Pharoah and Esrom to set them into the wagon, under Xenia’s direction, Egyptus returned to her home for one last time.

She walked through the house, gazing at her possessions one final time. She left most of her belongings for whoever took over her home. Afra would understand. She could fit little more into Pharoah’s wagon.

When she returned to her porch, other families had arrived, bringing horses, wagons, cattle, sheep, goats, and chickens. She had expected everyone to be walking, carrying what they could on their backs, or perhaps in a pack on a donkey. 

However, many of the families had small wagons or carts to carry the few possessions and as much food as they could for themselves and their animals. Egyptus hoped to find food along the way, but it would not hurt to carry food with them. 

Egyptus stepped from her porch to greet the others who now gathered in the lane in front of her home. 

Isa pulled her into a huge embrace. “You did not think you could leave without us, did you? You are taking my Akish and Shez with you.”

“Akish and Angetta are coming? I did not expect them to join us.”

“They listened to Grandpapa Noah and Pharoah. So did Moren and I. We know Jehovah will curse this people if we do not listen. We are separating from them now while we can.”

“We are too,” Gilit said. “Tama and Shiblom are journeying with you. We listened to Grandpapa Noah. We are going with you.”

“You two do not fear I will try to steal your husband?” Egyptus touched the sore on her lip.

“We heard about Niva and her mob,” Isa said. “They have no honor, attacking one who so recently lost her husband.”

“They will pay,” Gilit agreed.

“I will leave it to Jehovah,” Egyptus said, bending to lift her yellow cat that wound between her legs. “Buttercup. I would not leave you behind.”

She walked to Pharoah’s wagon and set the cat inside. “You will want to ride here, Buttercup. This trek will take too long for you to walk all the way.”

She turned to see Isa and Gilit behind her. “Did you bring your cats?”

“I could not leave my Smoky behind,” Isa said. “He curled in every basket I tried to fill.”

“As did my Smudge,” Gilit said with a giggle. “I would move her out and find her in another one. I could not leave her behind.”

The women laughed together.

“The others are here,” Xenia said. “We will leave soon. Do you have everything you want?”

“Yes,” Egyptus responded. “Thanks to Esrom. I brought only a few possessions. A few pans and dishes, my blue urn, and some clothing and bedding. I am ready to go.”

“Will you walk with us?” Isa asked.

“No,” Xenia said. “Mama Egyptus is still injured. She is riding on one of our horses.”

“You have an extra horse for me to ride?” Egyptus asked.

“We want you to travel safely,” Xenia said.

“Who will guide the bulls?” Egyptus stared at the big bulls Pharoah and Omer hitched to the wagon.

“Omer will. Pharoah will ride a horse as well. With all these people and animals, he will need to ride back and forth from the front to the back of the company to ensure no one and no animal falls behind.”

“Pharoah thought this through better than I did,” Egyptus said. “I expected I would put a pack on my back, a pack across Belle’s back, and walk away from my home.”

“No way!” Isa, Gilit, and Xenia chorused. “We would not allow you to run away alone. We are going with you.”

“Am I running away?” Egyptus asked.

“Nah,” Xenia said. “You are leading your family to safety.

Esrom led a bay mare to them. “This mare is for you to ride.”

“We should go back to our family,” Isa said. “We will see you on the trail.”

The two women hurried away while Egyptus walked to the mare’s nose. “Does this beauty have a name?”

“Name? For a horse?” Esrom asked.

“Yes. All creatures need a name.” Egyptus leaned forward and petted the mare’s neck. “You have a name, do you not, you beautiful horse?” 

The horse bounced her head up and down.

“Red?”

The horse snorted.

“Not Red. Eve’s first horse was Red.”

The horse snorted again.

“Emilie?”

The mare’s horse bounced up and down.

“Emilie it is. Thank you for allowing me to ride on your back.”

Esrom handed Egyptus a carrot. “She likes these.”

Egyptus took the carrot and held it in her palm facing up to Emilie. “Do you like carrots?”

The mare carefully took the carrot from her hand and chomped on it. She lay her head over Egyptus’s shoulder.

Egyptus rubbed behind Emilie’s ears.

“Grandmama, we need to go. It will soon be light,” Esrom said.

Egyptus patted Emilie’s nose, then moved to the mare’s side and mounted. “I am ready. We should leave.”
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[image: ]


Pharoah whistled. The noise of people and animals settled. “We must leave before the sun is up, and it will rise soon.” He pointed east. “It will guide us up the hill and out of Shinar. The time has come to find a new place to call home.”

People cheered. 

Pharoah rode his black horse out the gate, leading the way west with Xenia riding beside him. Omer followed his papa, leading the huge bulls.

People, wagons, and animals followed, falling into the line wherever they could. Egyptus rode beside Pharoah’s wagon along the greenery of plant life, rather than kick up dirt to cover the faces of people who followed her.

After a time of riding alone, she fell back and found Magda and her family walking in the middle of the dust. They had pulled scarves from their packs and tied them over their mouths.

Coughing from the dust, Egyptus dug a scarf from the bottom of her pack, grateful Esrom had tied it behind her saddle. She tied the scarf over her face and nose and walked with her grandchildren.

“Grandmama,” little Jov cried. “We are going on an adventure. We will find a new home!"

“I know, dear. You are a big boy to be walking for such a long walk.”

“I know.” The little boy puffed his chest out. “I can walk a long way.”

People began to sing through the coverings on their faces. Egyptus listened to their joyful songs and smiled, forgetting the pain in her lip. She did not expect so many others to join her. 

As she had lain on Mama’s long seat after the attack, she had thought about slipping away in the night by herself. Now she had most of her family with her, people she loved and thought she would never see again. She pulled her white square of linen from her pocket and wiped her eyes.

“Dust?” Magda asked.

Egyptus just nodded.

When Pharoah called a halt for a midday meal break, the company had climbed out of the valley into the mountains above. To see the valley, Egyptus had to peer between the trees.

She sighed.

“Why the sigh, Mama?” Rebecca asked. She had joined Egyptus, Magda, and her family to eat.

“We can no longer see homes on the plain. I no longer need to fear the anger of the women of Shinar.”

“They hurt you.”

Egyptus closed her eyes. “More than my body. Why would women accuse me of wanting to take their man? I loved your papa. I want no other man.”

Rebecca touched her mama’s arm. “They were jealous of the love you shared with Papa. Everyone could see how much Papa loved you and how you loved him back. Not all women have that kind of love with their husbands. And, you are a beautiful woman.”

Egyptus opened her eyes and handed Rebecca bread, meat, and an apple. “What does that have to do with their marriages. I loved Afra and he loved me. We focused only on each other, not on others outside our marriage.” Egyptus lifted a shoulder. “If they would devote their lives to their husband and family, they would have no fear of a man’s wandering eye.”

“Perhaps the women are the ones with wandering eyes,” Rebecca said, taking a bite of the bread her mama gave her.

Egyptus jerked her eyes up to her daughter. “Have you seen something?” She set her own food in her lap.

Rebecca imitated her mama’s shrug. “Nothing I could swear to, but I have seen them flirting.”

“They transfer their own faults to me, me who has no desire to do the same wicked things they want to do.”

The two women ate in silence, thinking of the wickedness of the women who had attacked Egyptus.

Egyptus sighed again and took a bite from her apple. “I no longer live in their community. I will find my own home far away from them. They can be small-minded and bitter if they choose. It no longer affects me.”

Rebecca looked up from her lap. “Good for you, Mama. They will feel the anger of Jehovah if they continue their ugly ways. Jehovah will —”

“Jehovah will let them make their mistakes. That is what He does. He allows us to choose to obey or not. They will face Jehovah after they die. It is not my problem.”

Much sooner than Egyptus wanted, Pharoah whistled to warn the others they would once again move forward. 

“Ride on your horse, Mama,” Rebecca plead. “Pharoah wanted you to rest on the horse, not trudge with all of us in the dust.”

“I will for a time, but I am no better than the rest of you. I will walk some of the way. I cannot ride when others are walking.”

Egyptus swung up onto Emilie’s back and rode beside the others. 

After a time, she rode slowly down the line, stopping to visit with each family who accompanied her. Shiblom’s children begged to ride with her, and she took the littlest ones in front of her and an older girl behind her for a ride.

After a short ride, Egyptus returned the children to Tama and rode on down the line to visit with others of her children.

The children of Corom and Elsa begged to ride with Grandmama, so Egyptus allowed them to ride with her for a time, before returning them to their mama.

“Again. Again!” little Terran cried as Egyptus set him on the ground.

“Perhaps later, or tomorrow,” Elsa said. “Grandmama has other children to visit and give rides. You are a strong boy, you can walk.”

“Grandmama can walk, too,” Terran cried.

“Yes, Grandmama can walk,” Egyptus said. “I will walk with you later. But now I must visit with the other grandchildren.”

When she reached Moren and Isa, Egyptus stepped off her horse and walked beside her friend. “Do you wish you had stayed home yet?” 

“What? And miss all this dust?” Isa asked.

“This dust is a problem,” Egyptus said. “We need to find a way to walk in it less. Do you have any suggestions?”

“I may, but I have no say in how we trudge toward our new home.”

“You have as much say as anyone. I said I needed to leave. All the rest of you chose to join me.”

“But I would have missed all this joy of walking and walking.”

“And it may not end for many days. I have no way of knowing where or when we will find a new home.”

“Even if it takes many weeks or months, we will be better off in a new home.”

“You had a beautiful home.”

Isa smirked. “Yes, a beautiful home and a lovely healing hall. But Jehovah did not want us to live so close. I saw problems I should not have needed to care for. Husbands beat their wives and break their arms. Children receive injuries because mamas do not watch over them and keep them from falling into a fire.”

“Mamas allowed their children to fall into fires?” Egyptus asked, her voice lifting in rage. “And the men hurt their wives? How can they do that?”

“They worry about other things, not their children, not loving their wives and husbands.”

“We should have left sooner.”
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Pharoah set a slower pace after the midday meal, giving both people and animals time and strength to walk down the road easier. He called a halt to the march about two spans before the sun fell behind the western mountains.

“We are all tired,” he told the group. “I would like for us to be in the mountains farther. However, we have made good progress. I can no longer see the lights of Babel or Shinar. We need to stop and rest, talk about what we can change or do to make our journey better after we eat.”

“We need to form an enclosure for our animals,” Akish, Hulda’s husband, said. “The cows will wander without something to pen them in.”

“Sheep and goats are no better,” Shez said. He and Angetta had married only months earlier. “Especially sheep. They will start eating and forget to watch for predators. They depend on us to protect them.”

“What shall we use as an enclosure?” Pharoah asked.

Akish gazed around. “There are logs we can use to form a pen. It will not have to be large. We will only use it tonight. I will take some young men and boys and get it started.”

“I have hobbled my horses so they cannot go far,” Pharoah said.

“We have done the same,” Arvad said. “We would not be happy to lose our horses.”

The women worked together to prepare the evening meal that night. Some younger boys gathered wood for a central fire while the women huddled briefly, then separated for cooking pots and food. Soon, the fragrance of cooking food filled the evening air.

Emer brought news of a small stream that ran past the camp. Mamas sent their little children with bigger children to wash away the dust from faces and hands while they dug out bowls and spoons for their families from their packs.

The stew tasted wonderful and filled Egyptus’s stomach. She had not been hungry like this for many years. Perhaps it was the walking and riding through the day.

Little children snuggled into their parents’ laps. Pharoah eased his little son’s head to Xenia’s lap and stood.

“What went well today?”

“We marched out before the sun rose this morning,” Isa said. “I did not expect that to happen.”

“We put together a delicious, healthy meal,” Gilit said.

“No animals or people fell behind,” Shiblom said.

“The animals were happy to enter the pen we built,” Shule said.

“I rode on Grandmama’s horse with her,” little Terran said.

“I was a big boy and walked all day,” Jov said.

Others added comments about good things they experienced during the day.

Finally, Pharoah asked, “What could have gone better?”

“The wagons stirred up dust,” Gilit complained.

“Oh?” Pharoah asked.

“The wagons kick up lots of dust, as do the animals. We coughed and hacked until Elsa thought to wrap a scarf around our faces to keep the dust out.” Gilit held out her dusty scarf for Pharoah to see.

“I did not see that,” Pharoah said.

“You would not. You, Xenia, and your children walked in front of the wagons and animals, not behind it,” Gilit insisted.

“True,” Xenia said. “We stayed in front of our wagon.” She brushed back a daughter’s hair from her face.

“Someone has to lead,” Pharoah said. “How can we fix this?”

Several people made suggestions.

“We cannot put all the wagons in the back,” Emer said, waving his hands around. “Our boys are walking with the animals. Who will protect them from the wild beasts?”

Isa leaned forward, a granddaughter on her lap. “The animals stir up the most dust. It is hard on people to walk behind them.”

“How can we separate the people from the animals and still protect everyone?” Egyptus asked, twisting her fingers around each other.

“We want to be where we can protect our young men and animals and still stay out of the dust,” Moren said. “Can those of you on horses ride along the company and ensure no wild animals threaten us?” He sipped warm herbal tea.

“That would help to keep someone close to help fight off any attack,” Animim said. “We can do that. There are enough on horses to rove along the outside. It could work.”

“But we do not want all the animals in the back,” Shule said. “And we do not want all the wagons in back. We need the food the wagons carry.”

“And the food the animals represent,” Egyptus said.

“We need men with weapons stationed among the animals, with our wagons, and with our women and children. None are indispensable. We need them all.”

“All of our young men need to carry swords and bows, ready to fight off an attack. You women as well. I know many of you have practiced with weapons to protect yourselves from wild animals. We will need you to help us fight off any beasts that may attack us.”

“We can do that,” Egyptus said. “I am not the only one with a sword and staff.”

“I have a sword,” Xenia said. “Mama never liked me to practice with it, but I did anyway.”

“I have a sword and a staff,” Isa said. “But my healing skills may be more useful if someone is injured.”

“We will want to keep you safe,” Pharoah said. “We will need your healing.”

One of Japheth’s sons had smelted copper and made swords. All the men now carried a sword to protect themselves, although within the city of Shinar, men gawked when they saw one carrying a sword. All the men who came with Egyptus carried a sharp sword, as did many of the women. They knew the danger of not having one.

“Did you see their eyes?” Magda whispered to her mama.

Egyptus nodded. “I saw them watching as we passed by.” A shiver ran up her back. “I do not like having them watch
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