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Covenant of Grace

Book 1

Destiny of Kings

[image: ]


[image: COG-Graphic]

Prologue

The old man could not sleep. It was not that his body ached, for he was used to the pain of his ageing human existence. He longed for the day when his eternal spirit would be free. It was his people keeping his mind occupied and awake. They had been coming to him for months, asking for a king. They wanted to be like all the other nations, ruled by a man, not by God. 

He was angry and hurt. As the spiritual leader of the Israelite nation, he felt the people were rejecting him. He had always done his best for them, passing on the message of faith and advising people according to God’s laws on matters of dispute. 

The trouble had begun with his own flesh and blood—his sons. He was ageing and knew his time in the flesh would not be long, so he had appointed two sons to rule over matters of discord and judge disputes according to the tenets outlined by God. 

Their role had been to implement the laws of their forefathers, handed down by God Himself to the prophet Ishmael. But his sons had turned from the way and accepted bribes, adjudicating according to their own personal agendas in line with the influences of the rich and corrupt. 

He understood why this would upset the people. It certainly made his blood boil. Yet his sons were men and men could never be trusted with power. Only the one true God could always be trusted to do what was right, as He knew no evil. If judges like his sons, brought up in the faith, could be corrupt, how much more so could a king, with absolute rule? 

Now, as he lay on his small cot, aware of his frailties and diminishment, he prayed to his God for wisdom and guidance. He had no desire to appoint a king. It went against everything he believed in. However, the people were becoming insistent and would not let the issue rest. Every day their demands grew louder and more insistent. 

His vision swam as he prayed for peace and the presence of the Spirit of God. Lights whirled before his eyes and he felt the familiar pounding of his heart as he began to commune with his Lord. 

'Samuel my loyal servant, it is not you the people have rejected, it is I their God whom they have cast aside. They worship the gods of other nations, and they lust after a life filled with worldly riches. They have forsaken their fellow man in search of personal fulfilment. Give them the king they seek and I will anoint him, but warn them of the perilous choice they have made.' 

Samuel’s mind swam again now, with visions of chariots, men with swords and shields, death, rape and butchery most foul. 

'Do not despair my son. I know the ways of men and you need not fear their future.’ 

Samuel was left alone now, his visions still haunting him with the horrors of what was to be. Many sons and daughters of Israel would die or experience great pain at the hand of their new king and his human ambitions. 

Still, Samuel was comforted by the understanding that the realm of the eternal was not for him to know or seek to control. He had done all he could for his people. The rest was in the hands of his God’s divine power. 

Many questions remained unanswered, yet Samuel would seek God’s peace. It was peace which had sustained him for as long as he could remember—a very long time indeed. If people realised his age, they would understand the true power of his God. 

Chapter 1

The sun was beating down on the dry earth, the heat stifling, but the shepherd boy sat in the shade of a large boulder and watched the herd graze. His mind drifted and his eyelids drooped. He snapped them open, scanning the herd, but they slipped closed again. The sound of bleating brought his attention back to his work. A buck he affectionately called Bump—because he was always bumping his head into everything, was stomping the ground in agitation. 

It invariably meant there was something to be concerned about, something Bump considered threatening. He waited a few moments, searching the surrounding area carefully, until he saw a dust cloud forming on the horizon. 

It rose just above the pass that marked the entrance to the valley his family called home. Raiders from other tribes were uncommon, but not unheard of and David was filled with indecision. Should he stay to watch the herd or leave to inform his father?

Either option would be wrong as far as his older brothers were concerned. No matter what he chose, they would ridicule him, such were the joys of being the youngest son. 

He watched the dust cloud continue moving towards his family and although fear was beginning to rise, David knew he would not arrive home in time to do anything. He was on foot, alone and carried nothing but his spear. 

He did not give in to his fear. Instead he began moving the herd closer to the community of tents his family called home. Bringing them in early would not upset his brothers and he would feel more comfortable if he were closer in case he was needed. He smiled at the perfect compromise.

As he made his way back through the open terrain and low vegetation, he kicked out at small bushes and tapped his crook on the rump of the trailing goats. Every now and then, a fat rat would scurry clear of the shrub he kicked, darting left and right searching for shelter. He always found them amusing. 

The going was slow, leaving David and his young imagination time to consider far too many possibilities. Was he going to return to see bloodshed or simply an unexpected group of traders visiting in search of somewhere to sell their wares of fabric or spice? The latter made no sense at all. Traders did not travel at speed, raising dust clouds in their wake. 

No, whatever the situation, it was going to be of some urgency. He began to move more quickly, his anxiety growing. He did not want to worry, he believed strongly in destiny and knew worrying was futile, however it did nothing to calm his mind as he made his way home. 

He decided to replace the worry with some preparation and planning. Plan for the worst and expect the best, was his father’s favourite saying, and it had always served as good advice. 

Some might believe that being the youngest meant he was inexperienced, yet being the last son had given him ample opportunity to see the errors his older siblings had made and of these, there were many. 

He had also found he possessed an almost unnatural ability to predict the future. The gift had come upon him after the spring feast when the old prophet had anointed him with oil. 

He had thought the ceremony very strange, having seen nothing like it in all his life. The old prophet had called on his father Jesse to present all his sons. David had been unsure, and his father had encouraged him to go forward. The old prophet had been excited as he dropped oil into David’s hair and prayed a blessing over him.  

Shortly after the anointing, his brother Jerim had fallen from the water’s edge and had been washed downstream. David had watched it happen in his head moments before he heard the splash. He had moved down stream before his brother hit the water, yet Jerim who was fully clothed was already sinking fast. Collecting his shepherd’s crook on the way, David had found the shallow sandbar and sprinted through the knee-deep water to the very deep, fast flowing bend. 

‘Grab the crook,’ he had screamed as Jerim’s head once again disappeared below the water, re-appearing at the last moment. As Jerim surged to the surface, gasping for air he reached for the crook. David braced himself as Jerim quickly wrapped his elbow around the end and dragged his body up the shaft, hand over hand against the current towards David. 

He had not planned to save his brother, yet foreseeing and overcoming situations seemed to be his gift. There had been no point warning his oldest brother of the dangers of climbing the rocks, the result would have attracted profanity and the risk of a beating, but his quick mind had saved Jerim’s life. They both knew it, but never spoke of it.

Now as he approached the encampment, he decided once again to be cautious. He left the herd in a naturally formed yard, caused by a flat area, surrounded by rocky outcrops. Remnants of last night’s grain would keep the herd grazing until he returned to light the perimeter fires ready for the night watch. 

David slowly walked up the outcrop of rocks, remaining unseen until he wanted to make his presence known. As the camp came into sight, he could hear a strong powerful voice booming, yet he could not make out exactly what was being said. 

The visitor appeared to be dressed in military clothing and carried a sword on his belt and a spear and shield on his horse. David’s vision was keen and even in the fading light he could see his father was not happy, but not in fear for his life either. 

His brothers were all gathered around, only Jerim was missing. He would still be at their uncle’s encampment, vying for the affections of one special cousin, hoping to work his favour with her father to obtain permission to marry her. 

His brothers were now all deep in conversation and David’s father had called the women out to offer refreshments to the visiting party. David’s mother joined her husband’s side, placing a hand gently on his arm and bowing slightly to their visitor. 

David took a deep breath, realizing all was safe, he returned to the herd and lit fires in the fire circles which were clear of grass and surrounded by rocks. He used dry grass to get the fire started, then added dried camel dung which would keep the fire burning through the night. These would not be raging blazes but small fires to warm the shepherds by night. Should the need arise, they could be banked up to keep predators away, yet too much light would make it difficult to see any danger beyond the fires. 

Lions and packs of the horrid little laughing dogs roamed the fields by night. David had fought off both on many occasions and carried a spear strapped to his back which he was able to use at distance, with great accuracy to dispatch any threat. 

Lighting the fires had alerted his family to his presence and his brother Nate now called from the top of the ridge. Knowing supper would be ready, David quickly finished the last fire, ensuring the ground around it was well cleared and the ring of rocks were all in place. They would now burn down while he ate his supper and leave embers ready for the evening watch, which thankfully he did not have this night. 

With barely contained curiosity, he finally made his way into camp, eager to discover who the visitors were and what they wanted. As he approached the tent where his father entertained the party of men, he noticed his brothers busily packing bags. 

Jerim had returned from their uncle's and he too was pushing spare clothing into a pack. As David drew closer to the tent, the leader of the visiting party saw him and began aggressively questioning his father. 

David overheard pieces of the conversation, mention of him being young, that he had been working in the fields and lastly, that he was needed to tend the herds while his brothers were away at war. 

David stopped washing his hands, wondering if he had heard correctly. War... Realisation struck as he recognised the personal Envoy of King Saul. Only a King’s man would be discussing enlisting men for war. 

He shook his mind back to reality and finished washing up for his supper. These conversations were better left to men of rank and standing and no one was going to listen to the words of a shepherd boy, not one so young. He heard his father continue to apologise. 

‘I beg of you Sir, David is still a boy. War is no place for a boy.’

‘He is seventeen you say, a man now. Every man is needed to serve.' David could hear the soldier’s weary tone. 

‘If he stays, my Lord,' David’s father was pleading now, ‘he can serve the King far more effectively tending the herds. This will ensure food is available for the King’s army’

David was once again struck by the wisdom of his father and thankfully it appeared so too, was the Envoy. 

The soldier stood and excused himself. 'Very well, I will bed down with my men for the evening and we will leave before light tomorrow. Ensure that your sons, excluding this youngster, are ready to ride.'

David’s father began to protest. 'We have no animals to spare for riding. We have few camels and no horses.' 

The Envoy was now at the end of his patience. He approached the old man, towering over him. 

'Then spare half of your camels and your sons will have to share the ride or walk! It will do them good to build up some stamina before they go to war. They look like they have had too much of the good life here. Times of war mean everyone must learn to endure hardship.'

There was no doubt that the conversation was at an end. The Envoy would compromise no more. The loss of four camels would be very difficult to manage, however without his brothers at home to use them, the need for camels would be lessened. He explained this to his father as he ate.

His father slapped him on the back gently. 'I knew there was a reason I wanted to keep you close to hand David—your eternal optimism.' 

'You sure it has nothing to do with me tending the goats instead of you while my brothers are away?’ David asked with the raise of an eyebrow. His father’s smile turned into laugher. 

'You are a joy to me David. You always manage to cheer me up.' 

David didn’t feel like smiling. Oh, how he longed to join his brothers. What an adventure war could be. No one took him seriously. He tried to be wise, but everyone always thought he was jesting. 

********
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David awoke in the early grey light which came just before the dawn. A hive of activity greeted the sunrise as his brothers headed west towards the Holy War—to fight for King Saul against the Philistine army. 

David busied himself, ready for the day ahead as the long procession disappeared into the distance. He pondered the war and the Philistines—they were not bad people, they just did not follow the one true God. 

He believed in his God with all his heart, yet he was torn—war could be devastating. Not that he would not fight if called—protecting your beliefs was important. A man without faith and values was no more than an animal existing in the world, at the whims of his circumstances. Faith was more than simple belief, it meant you believed in a purpose—that your existence, whether good or bad was not of your own doing, it was a matter of destiny. 

David did not pretend to understand God, yet he did believe that God sometimes allowed things to happen which did not appear fortuitous at the time. Now, as he picked up his bag of rocks and pushed his sling into his tunic, he reasoned that there was always a purpose beyond human understanding. David was content with this, although he knew many who were not and would often try to manipulate their destiny. 

What they did appeared to work for a time, then it would all come crashing down around them. David wondered why God bothered with humans—he would not if he were God.

Chapter 2

Jerim sulked as the sun rose high on another day of trekking through the desert. War did not bother him, leaving Amelia behind after courting her for so long certainly did. He had finally managed to earn Amelia’s hand through hours of difficult labour and what seemed like insurmountable challenges. 

He would never have worked so hard, giving up his pride and bent his knee to his uncle had he not wanted Amelia so much. Now, here he was on his way to turmoil, having missed the opportunity to take his wife and consummate his marriage. His frustration was building—fighting for his King was fine, fighting over matters of faith seemed ultimately pointless, particularly in light of what he was leaving behind. 

Matters of faith were neither here nor there to Jerim. God could be real, but if He indeed existed, he was not doing him any favours. Unlike his brother David, he held no deity in high esteem. He would forge his own way in this world and his destiny was in his own hands, not some invisible force. 

It was his hard work that had earned Amelia for himself and it was how he would handle his time in this Holy War. He intended to make himself available to the King’s Envoy in whatever way possible to ensure he got what he wanted out of the situation and could return quickly to take his bride. 

********
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Martinez was not impressed with any of these peasant shepherds, the only one of any worth appeared to have been the boy he was forced to leave behind. There was something about him which had radiated strength. Not his stature for he was only a small lad, but his nature simply reassured anyone in his presence and he seemed wise beyond his years. Most boys his age would have become involved in the conversation regarding whether he should stay or go, but the boy had just listened quietly and wisely left the conversation to his elders. 

It was the boy’s attitude that had swayed Martinez to let him stay on with his father. He would have liked to have taken him under his wing and trained him, yet he also would not have enjoyed seeing him slain at the end of a Philistine sword. 

No, he reassured himself. Leaving him had been the best decision. If he was meant to train him, then their paths would cross again, Martinez was sure of it. 

His brothers on the other hand were spoilt, lazy and self-serving men who were yet to prove they possessed any honour for their King or their God. 

Martinez’s thoughts were interrupted by the eldest—Martinez thought his name was Jerim. He rode up to the lead on his camel, alone, leaving his brother to walk—something not missed by Martinez, who eyed the man suspiciously. 

He was hawk-faced with a fine nose which hooked at the end. His dark squinted eyes gave him a permanent scowl. Martinez made no attempt to hide his distaste, yet Jerim seemed to be oblivious to his mood and continued to interrupt. 

'Excuse me sir, King’s Envoy, I was wondering if I could speak with you a moment?'

'I have no inclination for idle chatter shepherd. Is it a matter of importance?' Martinez’s tone shared his contempt. He was annoyed, yet he had a sense of anticipation, wondering where the conversation might lead.

'I believe it is sir. I wish to offer my support for your cause and advise that my brothers will do as I ask, as I am their elder.'

Jerim’s tone was smarmy and Martinez was now sure he disliked the man, more than he initially thought. He decided to reserve his opinions on the remainder of the brothers for now. 

'What made you believe you had a choice and that compliance was an option?’ Martinez suppressed a grin as Jerim visibly squirmed.

'I did not mean to upset you sir, I just meant we are willing to serve in whatever way you feel is best. I wish to assure you that we are at your disposal.' Jerim smiled, but Martinez could see he was confused. His flattery was not getting him the results he was no doubt accustomed to. 

Jerim waited for a response, but Martinez only waved him away with the flick of his hand. Jerim looked around a moment, as though looking to make sure no one had witnessed his dismissal. 

Martinez called for his first officer to find a campsite and advised anyone within listening range that tomorrow would be another early start. 

********
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Nate awakened Jerim—having already packed up all his belongings except his bedding and quickly mounted the camel ready to go. Jerim was close to insisting his brother walk again, but decided he would need to relieve himself shortly so he could walk, at least a little way. 

By mid-afternoon the convoy crested a ridge and Jerim was now looking over a valley which stretched as far as the eye could see until it reached the ocean. The brothers had never ventured this far from their homeland and did not realize the ocean was relatively close. 

The valley before them was the birthplace of their faith and forefathers. It represented the birth of their nation beginning with their ancestor Abraham, hundreds of years before. God had promised to reward him for his faithfulness and vowed that his ancestors would number more than the stars in the sky. 

Jerim remembered the story from his childhood but as he looked out over the Philistine army laid out on the other side of the valley, he grew certain that their God must have made the same promise to the Philistine forefathers. 

The Gods could not be trusted. If they existed, they had a very warped sense of humour and he was sure it was usually at his expense. 

The troop was almost half way down the ridge, slowly picking their way into the valley, when a roar burst from the armies collected below. Jerim and his brothers were mortified as they watched the carnage unfold. 

A man’s head flew through the air as blood sprayed across the warrior who swung the sword, droplets landing on his face. Men were going down under foot and others were fighting in formation with shield and spear, making their way gradually to a tall warrior with a sword as long as Jerim’s little brother was tall. 

Jerim had never experienced anything like this. Nate, who was once again walking alongside the camel, stopped suddenly and began retching, his stomach contents emptied to the sand. 

The brothers were gripped with fear at what they were about to face and Jerim prayed for the first time in years, to any God who might be listening. He prayed to be spared from this gruesome war and that if death were to come, that it would be swift.

Jerim watched the Envoy casually continue leading the entourage down into the valley, seemingly undeterred by the noise and sight of the battle. 

The fighting began to subside as they reached the valley floor. Now Jerim struggled to see the battle-field behind the wall of soldiers. 

‘Get the new recruits to make themselves useful. Tend to our wounded and dispatch the enemy wounded.’ Jerim watched the King’s Envoy put his heels to his mount and trot away, leaving Jerim and his brothers stunned and silent. 

He had heard the order. Murdering wounded soldiers was barbaric. What kind of a monster orders shepherds to murder defenceless soldiers? This was going to be a long campaign and Jerim would have to double his efforts to earn this man’s favour. His life depended on it. He diligently rallied his brothers to the work ahead. 

Jerim watched Nate, his face still pale, his hands shaking. He had always been a sickly boy. The sight of blood had made him faint as a child. Jerim remembered when their father had cut off a finger while butchering a goat. Nate was the only one present and had fainted immediately, leaving their father bleeding and trying to raise the alarm on his own. 

Fortunately, Jerim had heard his father’s cries and assisted, then he had beaten Nate for his weak stomach and womanly resolve. This time though, he quite understood how Nate was feeling. 

Having grown up in their sheltered valley with very few adversaries except the harsh environment, made the sight before them foreign. Much of the community in their homeland was related and very unlikely to ever inflict this type of injury and violence upon each other. 

They had never expected to bear witness to such carnage. He thought, not for the first time, that he might just slip away in the night, and then quickly dragged his thoughts back to reality. 

The King’s Envoy would see him whipped or worse; crucified before the entire army as an example, Jerim was sure of it. No, he would have to work his way off the battlefield and into the service of the King’s Envoy or better still, the King himself. 

Chapter 3

The King stood over a tall ornate table, surrounded by his officers who aided him in discussing possible strategies to crush the enemy. Laid out before them was a battlefield, complete with wooden soldiers which represented the different regiments. 

This technique in strategy was something King Saul had learnt while he was a young man, serving in the Imperial Army as a mercenary. Everyone knew that Saul had taken to the military and strategy training with vigour. 

At the time, the Empire and Israel were allies, and Saul had left home to see the world and seek fame and fortune. Proving to be an excellent strategist, he had overtaken all his peers. Ultimately, it was this training that saw him become King. The old seer Samuel had said he had been chosen by God, to lead the people. As the first King of Israel, Saul had gained the role by divine appointment, not breeding or influence. 

A child of a lowly herdsman, he could never have hoped to come to Kingship as other nations did, by bloodline or strength. It was his ability to blend what he had learnt with what he already knew of his own cultural warfare that had seen him become King. 

He was proud of his achievements—using his skills to protect his nation and utilise strategy never before seen by the Israelite people. 

Now as he waited on his generals to develop a better strategy than him, he considered his enemy. The tyranny of the Philistines had to stop. That was why he had started this war—to rid his people of the raids and theft of their food stores. 

But more than that, the Philistines stood in the way of his people’s prosperity. Was it not enough that they had endured slavery in Egypt, then been freed only to be oppressed by the Philistines? It had to stop. 

The raids and the liberty of his people were only the tip of the sword. The Philistines were heathens, who worshipped a multitude of false gods and golden idols. His God wanted them punished, of this he was sure. 

He sighed as he blocked out the bickering generals before him. He could have stopped them and enforced his strategy upon them, but that did not help in their tutoring. Still, judging by the argument, he would likely have to do just that. 

He ignored them, leaving General Martinez to adjudicate the proceedings. Instead, his mind wandered to his soft bed and the refinements of his status, all back home in his magnificent palace, awaiting his return. As his mind drifted to beauty, Jezebel walked into the tent. 

She radiated her usual elegance and astonishing beauty for all to see. Seasoned soldiers blushed in her presence; a response shared by the King himself. She had been his mistress for only a matter of months, but there was nothing he would not do to please her.

He had begged her to marry him, however she had refused, adamant, that as his mistress, she was unique—not lost amongst his tribe of wives which numbered in the hundreds now. 

Even though she had only been his lover for such a short time, without her constant presence he would slip into terrible dark moods. It made no sense at all. As an anointed leader of his nation, he expected to never experience such depressing moments. 

He often meditated to try and overcome the moods and to reach out in communion with his God, but lately he felt God had abandoned him. 

The mad old seer Samuel had visited only a month ago—tracking Saul down on his way to meet the Philistine army on this very battlefield. He had raved on crazily, saying Saul had offended God by not obeying his commands. 

Having recently returned from a successful campaign against the Amorites, he had taken their King and some choice livestock as spoils of his conquest. He had killed every man, woman and child as the seer had demanded, all except their King. 

Martinez had asked him to spare the women and children, claiming God could not possibly wish them dead, however Samuel had been very clear. The King had been taken as a prisoner, a reminder to everyone just how great the power of his reign was. 

He had commissioned a statue of himself to be erected in honour of the victory in the main gathering area just outside his palace and even set aside some of the best livestock from the city as a holy sacrifice to the Lord for the great victory. 

The old man had been insistent, 'The Lord does not want your sacrifices He wants your obedience. You were told to kill every living thing, including the livestock. The Lord has chosen another to take your place as we speak. If you cannot lead the people as God intended, then you will not lead them at all.' 

Saul reassured himself that Samuel’s threat did not matter, he was past his days of prophecy. The Lord would be pleased with his victories and the lack of his presence was simply due to the workload and the stress of his reign. 

Besides, the absence of God’s presence was tolerable with Jezebel at his side. When she was with him, everything else faded into oblivion. He realised he was, at that very moment, lost in the wonder of her body. Forcing himself to tear his eyes from her curves, he focused back on his officers, scolding himself for allowing the distraction. Yet it remained difficult to return to matters at hand, as her ample bosom and cleavage beckoned him. 

He was a mature man, why she warmed his groin so much left him puzzled. He decided that later he would take her to his bed and the puzzlement would matter not.

********
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Martinez felt the familiar chill run down his spine and knew Jezebel had entered the room before he saw the lap dog, doe-eyed look on the other officers’ faces. The King had lost all sense of time once again. 

Ever since she had arrived at the palace accompanied by merchants and visiting officials from Egypt, Martinez had felt uneasy. She failed to cover her womanly shape as was customary in Israelite culture. Instead, she flaunted her body, wearing costumes which left very little to the imagination. 

It was common among the Egyptian people to paint the bodies of royal women with ornate patterns so that it could be seen if anyone had touched them. At the same time, they wore tight-fitting garments with sheer see-through cloaks. 

This seemed bizarre to Martinez—to display a woman almost naked except for paint and then kill any man who touched her. It was a pointless exercise and only a matter of time before some poor fool died. It was human nature for men to lust after a woman’s body. 

Jezebel was related to Egyptian royalty and so probably believed that what she wore was more than enough covering. Martinez was thankful she never wandered out amongst the men, for if she did, the general would have had a rebellion on his hands. 

There was an ancient story handed down through the years about the first man and woman created by God. They had everything they could ever want—however their God had given them just one rule, which if broken, would unleash curses of the harshest kind. 

The man went on blissfully, while the woman decided she wanted more. In order to get more, she discovered she had the power to persuade the man to do whatever she wanted and convinced him to disobey the one rule, which lead to the punishment of them both, but ultimately the man was held responsible.

This story always confused Martinez, for if God had created both the man and the woman, then why did he create the woman to be such a temptress, while the man was such a mindless fool led by his lust? 

Like the paint of the Egyptians, it was inevitable that men would fail to use their heads where women were concerned. Other areas of the body would always rule in such situations.

The King had taken Jezebel to his bed and everything had changed. He had become distracted and no longer undertook his holy rituals of prayer, fasting and worship.

There was no denying that she was beautiful but she left Martinez feeling cold and drained whenever she was close. The King was generally a man of strong convictions and to allow something to distract him from his position, well, Martinez just could not come to terms with his behaviour. 

If he did not know better, he could have sworn she was a witch or sorceress and the King was deeply under her spell. Since he was the only one who appeared to share this view, he dismissed his feelings once more, instead focussing his mind back to the battle plans for war, a war which now started, needed to be finished.

********
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Jezebel loved tempting men. The overwhelming feeling of power was addictive and somehow arousing. She felt no attraction to King Saul in the usual sense, yet to have control over such a powerful man—now that was exciting. 

Not for the first time she wondered why Martinez had not yet succumbed to her persuasive beauty. Now, he was an attractive man and her interest in him had nothing to do with power. His strong, muscular upper body was balanced perfectly with his slim hips. With the fitness of a lion, she had no doubt he would have more stamina in her bed than any man she had slept with.

His face bore a small, but deep scar on his left cheek, a battle scar no doubt. There were no scars on the back of his legs or anywhere else to indicate he had ever turned his back on an enemy. 

The General possessed a powerful presence and would have made an excellent mate had Jezebel intended to settle with one man. Yet her cravings for power were too strong and falling in love was never going to be on her agenda. She had sacrificed much to be where she was—in the presence of rich and powerful men whom she could easily persuade to carry out her every bidding. 

Her father had chosen her to serve a great purpose for the Pharaoh. She was to seduce the King and bring about the downfall of the Israelite nation. Their faith in this one true God they spoke of had caused embarrassment to her people. She would be the weapon to exact their revenge. 

Her nation worshipped many gods, and the Pharaoh was considered a god himself. Her uncle was the Pharaoh and he paid homage only to the gods who ruled over the sun and the afterlife. These gods they called Ra and Osiris. Her father who served as chief priest and magician to the Pharaoh had trained Jezebel in the magic arts. They both chose to worship Amun, the god of mysteries and magic and Jezebel believed he was truly the most powerful of all gods. 

Her training had included using magic to enlist the services of both women and men. Yet, due to her beauty and natural manipulative powers, magic was rarely needed with men and for this she was thankful as the magic usually took its toll on her physically. 

Many rituals involved long hours of chanting and communing with Amun and some required sacrifices of small animals or the occasional human. One day she would use her arts to gain the devotion of Martinez, then she would discover just how well he performed in her bed.

Jezebel had no interest in the conversation which was deep in matters of war. Her boredom rising, she turned and left the tent, ensuring her hips swayed seductively as she walked away. She could feel their eyes on her, and smiled to herself.

Chapter 4

Martinez had not watched Jezebel leave, but his attention turned to the tent entrance as one of the guards entered. Martinez recognized Bartholomew as he came in to announce a visitor for the King. 

The King waved for Martinez to attend to the matter. The General walked out of the tent into the bright sunshine to discover a small herd of goats milling around the entrance. He recognized the shepherd boy from the eastern valley at once.

'David, what brings you to this battlefield and away from your father’s work?' Martinez asked with genuine interest. He had often wondered after the boy and was pleased to see an intelligent young man in his midst as opposed to the useless bunch of beauty struck officers inside.

'My father wishes to discover word of my brothers. It has been nearly a month now and we have not had any letters. He asked me to bring the King this offering from our herd in exchange for an opportunity to meet with my brothers and ask after them.' David added an awkward, but reverent bow to the King’s Envoy. 'How is it you know my name sir, when I am yet to discover yours?’ David asked boldly.

'I asked your name of your father when last we met. You showed wisdom beyond your years and I found that interesting. I always make it a habit to know the names of people who interest me. My name is Martinez, however I would ask that you refer to me as Sir or General when we are in the company of others. I would hate to see you flogged for insolent behaviour.’ Martinez was now smiling slightly as David gently raised an eyebrow at the very idea of being flogged. 

'I see no reason why you cannot attend your brothers young David. You will find they are safe and well. To be honest they have not served much as warriors, but have helped with cleaning up the battlefield, tending the wounded and feeding this hoard. For this reason, they have all remained unharmed except for possibly their pride. 

You will find them in the surgeon’s tent about 200 paces down the hill, close to the rear of the assembled warriors. Leave the goats in that pen near the cook tent,' he indicated with his head as he spoke. ‘I look forward to seeing more of you David. If you see me around, do not hesitate to stop for a chat. I always enjoy an intelligent conversation, and they are difficult to find out here in the throes of war.’ 

David bowed, took his crook to the last goat in the small herd, and pushed them towards the pen the General had indicated.

Martinez returned to the King’s pavilion and indicated with a nod of his head that he had dealt with the matter.

Saul continued his meeting. ‘We are at a stalemate, with both sides holding equal numbers. Neither of us are willing to commit any more men to the field.’

‘Might I suggest we send out some scouts, behind our enemy lines.’ Martinez joined the main table.

‘Excellent idea Martinez. We might possibly find a way to out-flank them.’

‘Exactly, my King.’

‘What of that giant oaf? What can we do about him?’ The King slumped down in his chair, the field of battle forgotten.

They all knew to whom he referred. For the past week, a giant Philistine warrior had been coming out to the front of the field, taunting the Israelite army, flipping up his tunic and showing his bare buttocks to them while his comrades cheered him on. He was challenging any man to step forward and fight him to settle the battle on that one challenge. 

Martinez knew the King had been tempted to find a champion and send him into hand-to-hand combat, but Saul had decided he could not take the risk.  To put the fate of his nation in the hands of one man would be a foolish proposition. The Philistine warrior was huge, literally more than a head taller than the tallest man Saul had ever seen. 

No, it would be suicide and he did not know of any warrior who he would entrust this to. He knew Martinez would fight if he asked him. However, he did not wish to see his general harmed. Martinez was a great warrior and Saul had faith in his abilities, yet he simply did not want to risk him at this time.  
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David locked the gate on the herd, explained to the cook that they were his to feed the soldiers and headed to see his brothers. As he walked into the surgeon’s tent, he saw Nate resting on a wooden stool just inside the entrance. 

He recalled the conversation with his father before he had come. The man was concerned his sons would not be coping well with the war. It appeared his father had been right. Nate looked as though he had lost considerable weight and his face seemed to have aged years.

Jerim was leaning over a soldier assisting the surgeon. He wore a robe over his tunic which was drenched in blood; some dried, brown, crusty and flaking, but predominantly fresh bright red blood which was yet to congeal.  

The warrior before him was screaming past the thick leather belt strap, gripped tightly between his teeth. His face was ashen with dark ringed eyes. The surgeon operated quickly, trying to stem the bleeding as the man mercifully lost consciousness. Even to David’s untrained eye he did not appear to have any chance of surviving.

Nate saw him and his face changed immediately, reducing his aged appearance markedly. He jumped to his feet and embraced David vigorously. 'What are you doing here little brother?' 

'Father sent me to smuggle in some extra supplies for you all,' David whispered just loud enough for Nate to hear.

'That will be wonderful. We have been very busy, and it has been tiring work. Lately the battles have lessened, with only the occasional skirmish.’ Nate looked relieved. 'We now have less work to do and can catch up on rest, ready for the next battle.' 

'The forces look very evenly matched,' David remarked with a crease in his brow. 'I would be surprised if either side had the advantage by numbers.' 

Nate looked at David with a quizzical expression, but decided he was too tired and hungry to bother with a flippant remark. Besides, David had come all this way with extra food, it would have been a little ungracious to have ridiculed him now. 

Nate approached Jerim as he was removing his robe and cleaning his hands. He whispered in his ear and Jerim turned to smile at David who could tell it was likely the first time he had smiled in weeks. 

David watched as Jerim asked the surgeon if he could take a break. The surgeon did not even look up, he simply grunted a reply which Jerim took as agreement and left the tent with both his brothers. 

They walked to a fire just a few paces away, where the remainder of his brothers were gathered in the late afternoon sun, resting. Just as David was about to speak, a roar came up from the Philistine army and Jerim rolled his eyes and sighed

'Not again!’ 

'What is going on?’ David questioned, prompting Jerim to offer a quick explanation about the giant warrior from the enemy who came out every day to taunt them all. David could not resist, he crept through the field of warriors, dodging and weaving his way toward the front. 

Just as he reached the front of the line, the warrior flipped up his tunic, revealing his bare buttocks, swaying back and forth leaving nothing to the imagination. 

The scene was accompanied by the cheers and cackles of laughter from his comrades and the jeers and shouts of the Israelite soldiers. David closed one eye and gauged the distance, deciding he needed to teach this warrior a little humility. 

He collected up a nice flat skimming stone from his bag, pulled his sling from within his tunic and slung the stone with all his strength. He was not a strong lad, but he had a keen eye and his aim was without fault. 

A yelp rose from the warrior as the rock landed neatly between his legs. Not with enough force to cause any permanent damage, but certainly with enough to make him sore, and sorry for himself for a few days. 

The Israelite army responded with hoots and cries of laughter as the warrior swiftly dropped his tunic and clutched his crotch. David, satisfied he had given the giant warrior something to think about, slipped back into the crowd unnoticed. 

The ripple of laughter continued, prompting a few officers to come out and investigate. Among them was Martinez who saw David ducking his way carefully through the warriors, back toward his brothers’ campfire. 

Laughter was gradually replaced with mutterings and general conversation all through the ranks, enquiring as to who had thrown the rock. No one really saw exactly who, they only knew the general direction from which it had come. 

Martinez made eye contact with David who shrugged his shoulders, but betrayed his involvement with a slight smirk of his lips. The General raised an eyebrow in feigned disapproval and then turned away so David did not see the smile that was now working its way across his face. He had been right about the boy, there was something about him, a strength of character which was growing by the day. 

David returned to his brothers and started to rummage through his pack searching for the food his father had sent. Jerim took the salted meat and homemade flat bread, passed out a small portion to each of his brothers and then stored the remainder with his belongings. 

There were no tents for the regular soldiers, only the officers. Everyone just made themselves a little pile of bedding and other items out of the way. Rain was rare this time of year, a sand storm was far more likely. Such a storm could spring up from nowhere and without protection, the swirling sand could strip the skin from a man's back in minutes. Every recruit had been issued with a blanket which could be used like a cape for protection, and a head cloth which usually accompanied their tunics. 

The head cloth wrapped around and over the head leaving only the eyes exposed, and in desperate circumstances it could cover even the eyes. Apart from these possessions, there was nothing else of much value and nowhere to store personal treasures. Most of what the brothers had brought with them had now been traded for food or favour. 

Jerim's mind wandered as he packed away the remaining provisions. He had been unable to work his way into the favour of the King's Envoy as he had planned. He still had not even been given the man's name. 

There was little chance of making his way into the King's service now and despair penetrated his every thought. He had not even been allowed to serve in a position of honour. Instead, he had been relegated to menial tasks like a servant.

David jolted him from his thoughts as he started to strum on his harp. It was a peaceful, yet strengthening melody and Jerim began to relax for the first time in weeks. He had to admit, David was talented with the instrument if nothing else. 

Men stopped what they were doing and congregated around him. He was now playing a delightfully uplifting tune which accompanied the tale he had begun to weave, about heroes from ancient times, of leaders of great power and wisdom, of enemies down-trodden by a triumphant Israelite hero, sent to fulfil his God-given destiny. As David ended, a cheer rose from the assembled soldiers and the entertainment had not gone unnoticed by the King and his officers. 

'Who is that young man?' the King asked of anyone. 

An officer looked around nervously before deciding no one else seemed to be going to offer a reply. 'I believe he is a shepherd boy my King. I have heard of him from traders, but did not believe it until today. He plays with perfection, a truly gifted musician.' 

'He does,' agreed the King. 'Martinez, ask the boy to join us at supper. Talent like that should be encouraged and rewarded,' ordered the King as he thought to himself how he might acquire this young man into his service. Martinez nodded and bowed slightly as he left the assembled officers, to speak with David. 

The soldiers were now calling for David to continue as conversation started among the gathered crowd as to who he was and where he had come from. Jerim was uplifted by the playing though he was even more energised by the thought that his little brother may be of some use after all. 

He could see the potential already, his mind working on a plan to raise his standing in this horrible war-torn regiment. Jerim noticed the King’s Envoy approaching and thought he would take this opportunity to speak with him again. 

He had not had a chance to get close since they first rode in. For a brief moment, he had thought the officer was going out of his way to avoid him, but then dismissed the concept and rationalised the man was simply very busy.

Now as he tried to gain the attention of the officer, he realised the Envoy was making a very direct line towards David and had not even noticed him along the way.
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Martinez walked through the group of soldiers still assembled around David. As he walked past Jerim, he deliberately avoided eye contact—to have looked at him, would have provided the man with an opportunity to start a conversation. God forbid, if Jerim spoke to him again, the temptation to hurt the man would be overwhelming. Therefore, the general reasoned, it was really in the man’s best interest to ignore him. He did not want to harm him, particularly with David present. He was also aware that such an altercation could jeopardise his new friendship with the young man, whom he was growing to admire. 

Martinez found it interesting how those who were blessed with talent did not usually know it, while those who had no such blessing thought they possessed it all and usually bragged endlessly about it. He let a smile move across his face, not only as a greeting to David, but also at the thought of his brother Jerim having no idea he was an imbecile. 

David saw Martinez approaching him with a friendly smile, which he returned as he stood to welcome the officer. He bowed slightly and Martinez stepped forward, gently slapping the boy’s shoulder, holding it with his left hand as he grasped his forearm right to the elbow with the other. He stepped in close, maintaining the greeting, as he leaned in to speak.

'It seems young man you have attracted the attention of the King with your playing. Nor did I miss your earlier exploits with the giant.' Martinez noticed the concerned look on David’s face, and quickly continued. ‘The King was pleased and you have nothing to fear. You are in no trouble for your playing, nor your antics.' David relaxed and smiled again.

Martinez saw Jerim approaching from the outside of the circle. He could see the man coming close enough to eavesdrop, but he had the good sense to keep his distance. 

'What is it the King wants of me Mart... General?' Martinez watched Jerim’s eyes widen and noted the posture change. Any second now the man was going to stomp in and make a scene. 

Martinez took David’s arm gently and moved him away so they could speak privately. 

'The King has requested that you join the officers for supper and play afterwards for entertainment,' he whispered so no one else could hear. ‘He enjoyed your playing for the men and would like to meet you.' Martinez noted the genuine surprise on the young shepherd’s face. He paused for a moment before speaking. 

'I am very flattered by the King’s invitation; it is just that I came here to check on my brothers and then to report back to my father on how they were doing. I really should get word to him soon.' 

'The King has only asked for your company tonight. You will have need of food and rest before returning to your father. At least this way you get to do so in prestigious company and with food fit for a King,' Martinez pointed out politely. 

David pondered this a moment and then nodded his agreement. The officer was obviously relieved, slowly releasing the breath he had been holding. 

'I did not really have a choice, did I?' 

'No, I am afraid not, not really. That is of no concern now. You decided to stay. Just remember David to use your intellect when dealing with men of power. There is always a clever way to serve, and preserve yourself at the same time. Now excuse yourself from your brothers and ask the guards outside to see the King’s Envoy when you come to the King’s pavilion, ready for supper.' 

David thanked Martinez then return to his brothers. Jerim was standing still with his hands on his hips, a challenging look in his eyes.

'What was that all about?' His words were almost spat out. 'How is it you know the name of the King’s Envoy? What have you been up to?' Jerim was winding up, set for a full-scale interrogation when David raised his hand in a gesture of silence and indicated with his eyes towards the still milling soldiers. 

Amazingly, Jerim ceased talking and looked around realising this was not the place for such a discussion. It was obvious he could barely contain his annoyance as he ushered David into a more secluded area behind a pile of supplies. 

The armour from long dead soldiers and wooden boxes full of instruments and bloodied rags used by the surgeon surrounded them. Many had not been washed and were still covered in dried blood and human flesh. 

David was amazed that Jerim did not seem to see or smell the decaying flesh and concluded that this war had taken a huge toll on the Israelite people, his brothers included. 

‘Before you go on, Martinez introduced himself to me. I did nothing to invite the conversation. I did not even speak to him when he first visited father, when you all left for this war.' David spoke softly, trying to be gentle with his brother.

Jerim thought before continuing. ‘What did he want with you just now?' 

'He has asked me to play for the King tonight, that is all. I will play, then tomorrow I will take word back to father that you are all as well as can be expected. Alive at least.' David spoke with compassion for he was now thinking that maybe this war was not an adventure after all. 'I will ask Martinez if he can keep you all safe. He owes me no favours, but we seem to have formed a bond and he is a man of great influence here.' 

'You could ask him if we could all go home, that would be even more useful. I am aching to see my betrothed and this place is disheartening to the spirit.' Jerim was sulking now—the words held no conviction as his body slumped. 

David had never seen him like this before. He was a proud, almost arrogant man who believed he was far better than he was in reality and often thought he had been hard done by, always the victim. Yet David knew he was not a man of malice. 

Today, standing before him with his shoulders slumped and his eyes dull and downcast, David realised this position of powerlessness was leaving his oldest brother barren of hope, a broken man. If he could, he would see Jerim given some position of authority. As the oldest brother he was used to being in charge and needed to be wanted in an almost addictive manner. He patted Jerim on the shoulder and reassured him as best he could. 

‘This war will be over soon and you will be back home herding goats and able to take Amelia for your wife.' The mention of Amelia appeared to lift Jerim slightly from his dark mood. 

David left his oldest brother then to speak briefly with Nate and his other brothers. 'I will most likely start home tomorrow, to father and pass on news of your health to him and your mothers. Nina and all our sisters are doing well managing the herd with the servants. The women nagged father so much so that he could stand it no longer, sending me to check on you. He was even questioning his sanity in marrying them all.' David rolled his eyes in an exaggerated manner as he reiterated the conversation he had shared with his father. ‘Why any man wants one wife, let alone more is a mystery to me.’ His brothers laughed and he excused himself, promising to see them again before leaving.

As he made his way to the King’s tent, he recalled how his brother’s betrothed, Amelia had pursued him. She must have believed Jerim was never coming home. 

He was yet to fathom women. They were peculiar beasts—smelling so wonderful and feeling so soft, but as prickly as the thorns on a palm tree at times.

Chapter 5

David was nervous as he approached the King’s meeting tent. What was a shepherd boy supposed to do in the company of royalty? How did a shepherd boy even end up in the service of his King, playing music and sharing supper with nobility? 

He took a long slow breath to calm himself, reasoning that if he was here, it was for good reason. It did not have to make sense to him right now. He needed to be open to the opportunity. Destiny would show him the way. Yet his imagination had never considered that he would be playing his harp for the King. He stood before the guards, asked for the King’s Envoy, being careful not to mention Martinez by name, and waited. 

One guard disappeared into the tent returning quickly with Martinez, who guided him into the pavilion where the King sat on the floor upon silk cushions around a large, low table. The fabric colours were exquisite, like nothing David had seen before. Most of the colours he came by were dark and moody like brown, dark plum and the colour of sand which reminded him of the endless sandy deserts which could be found further east of his homeland. 

These colours were bright like the sun, sky and the leaves on the palm trees. He made a note to discover how they made these dyes. One day he would get some robes made bright and cheerful just like the cushions, well not exactly like the cushions, but bright and vibrant none the less. 

He was interrupted from his thoughts as Martinez introduced him to the men present. David bowed low when introduced to the King. 

'David, where did you learn to play your harp so beautifully?' asked the King. 

'My mother taught me, my King.' He bowed once again, casting a silent prayer for calm. David could not believe the steadiness of his words. There was no hint of the nerves, which threatened to engulf him.  

'Join us, join us young man. We will eat and then you can honour us with your wonderful playing and storytelling.' The King motioned for David to take a seat at a vacant cushion at his left hand, while Martinez took a seat to his right. The conversation quickly carried on without David having any need to say anything, for which he was very grateful. 

He had time to take in his surroundings, especially the large taller table at the far side on which was laid out a miniature version of the battlefield. He could see no throne and he liked the idea that the King never took a seat above the men in his close group of officers. 

This made David feel more at ease. Men of power were there by God’s grace and need not think they were above others. Sitting on a throne like they did in other cultures just did not seem right to David. He was growing to appreciate King Saul already.  

As he watched the King, the conversation flowed. The man smiled often and the expression reached his eyes. His beard was closely trimmed and dark, with the occasional spot of grey starting to peek through, making his age difficult to gauge. He looked every bit a King with his long hair pulled back at the neck and crowned with a golden band of silk.

The officers dined on roasted goat, dried fruits, nuts, flat bread and a lightly watered wine. It was the best meal David recalled eating in some time, though he was careful not to overfill himself. Playing on a full stomach could be very uncomfortable and quite embarrassing if it started to gurgle in those crucial quiet moments of the story. 

Martinez approached David and suggested he sit on the low table at the far end to tell his story and play. All the officers eagerly made themselves comfortable by fluffing up extra cushions and settling back, with refilled cup of wine in hand. 

David began by playing softly to warm up his fingers and to begin building some anticipation for his story. He had decided to retell a story which had been handed down through the generations of his people, one everyone would be familiar with as it formed part of their spiritual foundation and was set in the land of their forefathers. 

The story led the audience through the anguish of a devoted man of God whose favourite son was lost to him. The son had been sold into slavery by his jealous older brothers. It was a story of great faith and courage. 

David played masterfully as he quickened the music during the suspenseful moments such as when the wife of the boy’s new master tried to seduce him and when his refusal had led to accusations of rape and imprisonment. 

He played mournful, sorrowful tunes as he told of the boy’s long and seemingly endless days in the darkness of his prison. The boy grew into a man, who triumphed over adversity and was taken into lifelong service to the Pharaoh of Egypt. The Pharaoh embraced the God of Israel, saving the Israelite people from famine. 

The tale finished to the loud applause of the officers. He put down his harp and took a sip of his wine, watching as the King spoke in Martinez’s ear. There was obviously a discussion springing up which had raised the eyebrow of the King, who kept his eye on David.

David began to feel uneasy—something was happening and he was not sure he was going to like it. He recalled what Martinez had said about powerful men and using his intellect to serve yet preserve himself, so he spoke a silent prayer for wisdom and waited. 

An officer next to him handed him more wine and dried fruit. 

'Welcome David, my name is Jonathan. Thank you for playing, it was wonderful.' Jonathan smiled good-naturedly. 'We are planning a hunting and scouting trip in the next few days. Would you care to join us? We will get great practice with the bow and spear.' He smiled with genuine enthusiasm. 

David studied the officer who was young, probably only a few years older than him, his eyes sparkling with energy.

'I would have liked that very much, yet I will be journeying home to our herd and to help my father. He is aging and with my brothers here, his workload is heavy.' 

‘That really is very un......'  The King drew David’s attention, interrupting Jonathan. 

'David, young man, I believe I am in need of the services of a personal courtier and bodyguard. Martinez will train you in the art of the sword in order to make sure you can protect me. You can be my companion, playing music when the mood takes me. I am sure that your playing will be a joy to my palace at home and the remainder of my time here.' There was no confusing the King’s words. This was not an offer of employment—there would be no choice involved—this was undoubtedly an order from his King. 

David’s immediate reaction was to refuse, yet he managed to suppress the urge to respond. He had to have time to think. He knew it would not please the King to decline the role. Besides, part of him truly wanted to stay and serve the King. This was his chance to experience an adventure and who knew where it could lead? He noticed the look on Martinez's face. It was a mixture of concern and caution. 

'I can think of nothing which would be a greater honour my King. There is one small concern. I gave my word to my father that I would return with news of his sons and to aid him in tending our herd.' David was careful to make his feelings obvious. He wanted the King to know he was torn between his obligation and his genuine desire to stay and serve. Martinez gently nodded his approval.

'There must be some way we can work around this surely?' The King looked deep in thought over the matter. He looked to Martinez, who shrugged a reply. 'Keeping your word is indeed a necessity, especially with your own father. I commend you for honouring your family. Another of your brothers must go in your place. I will excuse one from service. You choose and he can go home to report the news to your father and be the extra hands he needs.' The King smiled at his solution obviously happy with the resolution he had devised. 

Martinez barely concealed his thoughts. David would hopefully choose that useless Jerim to go home. 

David was pleased but which brother should he send home? Jerim was the obvious choice, but he would be quickly side-tracked with thoughts of Amelia and this would not help their father at all. At the same time, Jerim was very dispirited and needed some sort of reprieve from his own dark moods. 

'Would it please my King if I took this evening to make a choice between my brothers? Such a decision should not be made hastily.' David bowed as he made his request. 

'Of course my boy, you are quite right. Such a choice should be made with thought. I understand choosing a brother who will go home to safety is a very large burden of responsibility. Martinez will escort you to our guest quarters and I will see you mid-morning with your decision. Then we can plan how you will serve as my courtier.' 

David bowed again, collected his harp and joined Martinez, ready to leave. He was exhausted and he could not remember having had such an intense day. Elated at the prospect of serving the King, David was also looking forward to spending time with Martinez. 

As they walked, he noticed the camp had grown quiet. Men were gathered tightly around small fires, while others had made their way to their blankets. The stars were spectacular in the sky. They reminded David of the vastness of the heavens and the little insignificant dot he was in the universe. He now had a grave choice to make and decided that he would ponder it alone and not meet with his brothers. 

Martinez sensed David was deep in thought and left him in silence as they walked. He showed David to his bed and David became acutely aware that his lodgings were far more comfortable than his brothers would be forced to endure tonight. 

'You handled yourself well this evening,' Martinez complimented as he went to leave. 

'Thank you, although I think I have dug myself a very deep hole to crawl out of.' David placed his harp down safely and nodded a farewell to Martinez as he was already backing out to leave David to ponder the decision.

Chapter 6

Jezebel had heard the boy play from her tent alongside the King's pavilion. He played well, although his story had not pleased her. It was certainly not how her ancestors remembered it. No Pharaoh of Egypt would ever bend a knee to the God the Israelites worshipped. The boy was dangerous. Jezebel could not discover at this stage what it was exactly, yet her intuition had been alerted. 

She would meditate and call on Amun for guidance. Already she could sense the King's mood lifting with the boy’s presence. He was now unconscious beside her in a drug induced sleep. He had not taken her with the usual desperation, which accompanied her absence from his side. She would commune with her father in spirit and ask for his advice. 

As Jezebel sat before the embers of her small fire, she offered up her meagre sacrifice. The rat was not much but it would suffice for such a small incantation. As she cut its throat she began to chant, a slow rhythmic verse in an ancient long-dead language, handed down by magicians and sorcerers for centuries. 

Black smoke began to rise
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