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      A few months ago, while reading through some research papers for my next Jacob and Miriam novel, I came across an article talking about how dogs and cats have been domesticated for several thousand years.

      The article wasn’t relevant to that particular piece of research, so I it aside, but came back to it several times over the following weeks as random thoughts and ideas triggered in my mind. Over the years I’ve owned, or been owned by, many cats and dogs, and written stories about some of them.

      Linking pets with ancient Babylon seemed far-fetched, but the idea wouldn’t go away, especially when some readers of the other Babylon stories asked about characters beyond Jacob and Miriam.

      To set your mind at rest, you don’t need to read those other stories before Unexpected Companions, but you can find them [[here]] if you’re interested.

      Eventually, I stopped procrastinating, mashed the ideas together, put fingers to keyboard, and wrote A Worthless Herder and Racing the Wind. Those are both Jacob stories, and didn’t really answer the questions from readers, so it was back to the keyboard, and Named by the Gods.

      Senior priest Arioch appears in a lot of my stories about the Exiles in Babylon. I’ve often alluded to the challenges he faces, and the way he must continually balance the many opposing forces within the Marduk temple. Named by the Gods gave me the chance to explore Arioch a little more, this time with him as the central character.

      The story took longer to write than I expected, or intended, because it started to grow beyond cats. It became one of those stories my sister says reads like the start of a novel. Usually, I don’t agree with her, but in this case, I realized it myself at about the two-thousand-word mark and had to bring the story back under control.

      I’m not sure where that longer story leads, but it’s on my to-be-written board, to stay tuned.

      The last story Making a Safe Journey is about another of those characters who got away, or rather won’t go away. I dispatched Nidintu in disgrace at the end of a story, and instead of leaving like he was supposed to, he hung around the edges demanding attention. Finally, I relented, and let him back in.

      Amos is a character who’s had a hard time in several stories, including being sent back to Jerusalem with a trading caravan, to separate him from his drinking and gambling.

      I’ve always known why Amos was like this, but never given him the chance to explain it. Unexpected Companions is that explanation.

      The ending surprised me, because I wasn’t expecting it, but it did lead me to the title.

      Many animals like Lola, our rescued Chihuahua-Mini Pin cross, come into our lives and take them over in completely unexpected ways, so Unexpected Companions seems an appropriate title for the complete collection.
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      The loose pile of rocks crumbled away as Amos placed his full weight on them. He waved his arms as his feet slid from under him, then fell forward, skinning his palms on more rock as he stopped his descent. Around him, more stones fell away, skittering and bouncing down the terraced slope to the bottom of the valley. Amos crouched for a long moment, wheezing, and feeling the late-morning sun warm his back through the thin woolen tunic.

      Six years ago, these stones had been part of the south-eastern wall of Jerusalem, an imposing barrier overlooking the Kidron Valley, and holding back the Babylonian besiegers. This wall had done its job, but after two years of siege, it was the defenders who succumbed. The Babylonian general Nebuzaraddan had plundered Solomon’s Temple, razed every building and wall in the city, and deported most of the population, including Amos, to Babylon.

      It was a blessing the tombs here in the Kidron Valley weren’t desecrated as well, Amos thought. The people of Judah did not bury their dead with gold and jewels, like the Egyptians, and the Babylonians had stopped their looting when they found no profit in it.

      A pair of crows wheeled and drifted in the clear blue sky above Amos as he found his footing again. The birds’ harsh cries drowned out the chatter of insects around him. He watched the birds describe their graceful arcs for a moment, then continued picking his way through the shattered debris, stepping carefully over and around the carved slabs of rock that protected the last resting place of loved ones.

      The devastation on the hillside disoriented Amos. Before the Exile, he’d known every cubit in the valley. Now he wandered aimlessly across the hillside for over an hour, climbing up and down terrace levels, until he saw, far above him, the ruins of Solomon’s pool. The pool served as a reference point, and Amos realized he’d come too far.

      Slowly, he retraced his steps, climbed down three terrace levels, and picking his way back almost to the Gihon Spring.

      Dust, dirt, and stones covered the slab of stone marking the grave. Amos had planted flowers that first year, before the siege tightened and leaving the city was impossible if you wanted to live. There was no sign of the flowers now, just stones, dirt, and weeds winding among the stones. He kneeled and brushed away the debris, picking the last pieces from the carving at the top of the slab. Slowly, Amos traced the words with his fingers, and a drop of sweat dropped from his forehead down onto the stone.

      
        
        Deborah

        Wife of Amos

      

      

      He’d never understood why the fever took her, and not him. She was active, never sick, and ate well, while he’d always eaten and drunk maybe too well. The thought brought a grim smile to his face. In the last months of the siege they’d barely eaten, and what food there was still churned his stomach at the memory.

      Amos sat back on his heels, feeling the tears well, and sting his eyes.

      “I miss you, Deborah,” he said. There wasn’t a day he hadn’t thought about her in some way or other. The worst times were after several drinks, when he could almost hear her chiding him for the drinking.

      And then he’d drink some more to make her go away.

      Amos felt the sadness grip his chest, aware her face was no longer a clear image in his mind. There was just a mass of dark hair, and a blur of features that could as easily been his sister-in-law Esther, as Deborah.

      He shook his head, looked up, and became very still.

      On the edge of the terrace above, a dog stood watching him, teeth bared, and tongue hanging from the left side of its mouth. The dog had honey-colored fur with white strips round the neck and down onto its shoulders. Amos guessed the dog would come up to his knee, but if it launched itself from where it stood, he didn’t think he had time to avoid it.

      Keeping his eyes on the animal, Amos stepped a small pace back and to the side. As he put his weight down, he felt the dry soil crumble under his foot. The terrace edge fell away. Amos cried out as he went backwards. The noise cut off abruptly as he landed on his back. The breath rushed out of him. His head slammed back onto a slab of rack. For a moment, everything went hazy, then dark.

      Amos felt the tightness across his chest as he struggled to suck air into his body. He sensed movement around him, a blur of light brown color, something soft and damp on his face, and with it a sour smell. Amos lifted his hand to his face, collided with a mouthful of teeth, and cried out again as the dog yelped.

      Slowly the breath came back to him, and as it did, Amos rolled carefully onto his side, and levered himself into a sitting position.

      The dog stood on the next slab, watching, its hazel eyes unafraid, and reminding Amos of Deborah. He eased himself up to his feet, rubbing the back of his head, and pausing the movement when he saw a figure in a brown hooded robe step carefully up onto the terrace four slabs away.

      “Fooling around will get you hurt. Who are you? I’ve not seen you here before, dishonoring the dead with your noise.”

      A woman, Amos guessed from the voice, the tone as sharp as the knives she probably used to prepare food. She was probably visiting the grave of a loved one. He’d seen no-one else all days and suspected there was no other reason to be in the Kidron Valley these days.

      “I meant no disrespect,” Amos said. “My wife rests here. This is the first time I’ve visited in some years.”

      “New wife keeping you too busy?” the woman asked. Still the sharp tone, this time with a hint of accusation.

      “There is no new wife. The siege of Jerusalem, and then Exile, kept me away. This is my first chance to see her.”

      He couldn’t see much of her face hidden beneath the hood, but he saw the flush of embarrassment wash across her nut-brown cheeks. “Forgive my judgement,” she said. “It hasn’t been easy since the Babylonians destroyed the Temple and took everyone away. It became much worse after Ishmael assassinated Gedaliah.”

      “I was one of those taken into Exile,” Amos said, bending down, brushing the dust and dirt off his tunic. “Who was Gedaliah?”

      “The Judean traitor, the Babylonians made governor. I don’t condemn Ishmael’s reasons for killing him. It might be the first useful act by a member of the royal family in many years.” Her look changed from anger to one of concern, and Amos saw she feared she’d said too much.

      “That same royal family live as well in Babylon as they did in Judah. While they eat fine food, and drink good wine, many of our people are reduced to begging for scraps,” Amos said. “I am blessed my brother has built trust with some merchants, and the Babylonian priests. We survive in Babylon, but it isn’t Jerusalem, and never will be.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “My brother’s idea. We brought goods from Babylon, and hoped to find olive oil and other items to trade,” he shrugged. “We heard rumors, but Judah is in a worse state than the most terrible of the stories. It will be a hard return journey.”

      “Will you take the dog with you?” She gestured at the dog, which stood between them, its hazel eyes fixed on Amos, ears lifting like it knew they were talking about it.

      “If its owner isn’t found, then maybe,” he said as the dog edged nervously forward, and rubbed against Amos’s hand. He turned his palm over, and scratched the dog’s neck, surprised at how soft the short fur felt under his fingers, and seeing it was a female.

      The woman watched Amos, and he saw something change in her body as the dog shuffled closer and leaned against his leg.

      “You’ll find nothing of value in Jerusalem,” she said. “If you’re willing to go further, you’ll find oil and other goods in Beth-Zur. It is perhaps a five-hour journey to the south.”

      “Do you know someone in Beth-Zur who can help us?”

      “My brother, Caleb. He and his family are all I have left.”

      “What brings you to Jerusalem if your family is in Beth-Zur?”

      “Same as you,” she said, and pointed back towards Solomon’s Pool. “I come here every new moon. My husband is sixty paces over there, and down two terraces. He survived the siege, then tried to stop
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