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Night had fallen. A cool breeze blew through the windows, at last making it livable within the stifling house. But Rahab was too nervous to remain inside, crammed in with the numerous members of her family, as well as their guests. She needed air. She needed to be alone.

Lingering near the back door, she glanced over her shoulder, ensuring neither her ima nor one of her abba's other wives had seen her escape through the outer room. Lamp light flickered from their main living space, seeming to dance over the amphorae of wine that lined the wall near her, waiting to be served to the men inside.

A touch of fear skittered across her nerves. She didn’t want to know what her abba would do if she were caught sneaking out into the night on her own. But she also feared choking on the close air inside. Not when her life was to change drastically due to their guests inside.

When no one’s shadow rose to stop her, she ducked out the door. Bare feet met the still warm ground and she curled her toes, savoring the sensation of heat clashing with the chill.

Moonlight lit Rahab’s path and she ambled to the low wall which divided her family's property from the streets of Jericho. It took no more than twenty strides to cross the length of their yard, but it was land that her abba took pride in.

Most could not claim to own so much of Jericho.

It was this distinction which made her abba worthy of the honored guests they had that night, for such a small plot of ground signaled her family’s wealth and social standing, both lofty enough to allow Abba to associate with the likes of Ariciti and his sons.

And if the gods willed, for Rahab to marry into their family.

Rahab braced her forearms on the top of the wall as a harsh shiver coursed down her spine. Only the month before, she'd sat outside the house while her eldest brother's wife, Shiba, labored inside, birthing the first of her abba's grandchildren. The screaming had made Rahab’s stomach churn until she fell to her knees with tears streaming down her face.

At fifteen, Shiba was only two years older than Rahab herself. And Rahab was more than old enough for a betrothal. For their family to postpone any longer would only bring shame on Abba’s name.

But that didn’t mean she felt any more prepared.

Rahab pressed a fist to her mouth. Why did her stomach have to ache so much? She had seen Ariciti’s son, the one she would eventually call husband. Though not fair of face, his was a countenance she could bear to look upon. Yet those eyebrows... she shut her eyes and took in a deep breath.

Ariciti’s son had large brows, like hairy locusts that wiggled with every facial expression. And that would not be so awful, if... if she at least knew him.

Would he be like her abba? Or could he somehow be worse?

Her jaw throbbed from holding in the sobs that had gathered toward the back of her throat. Why wasn’t it possible to stay home and never marry? She could serve her family, baking the morning bread and washing their bedclothes. And if her brothers’ wives fell ill, she could care for their children.

Why did she have to be sent away? It was better to live with what she knew than—

A sharp whine beyond the wall startled her. She jerked her hand from her face and used the edge of her headscarf to brush away the moisture on her cheek. If anyone found her like this...

Well, it wouldn’t matter since they were marrying her off anyway.

The sound repeated itself as a high-pitched keening. Shoving up on her toes, she hooked her arms across the wall and tugged herself up to peer over the stones. Loose mortar rained down on the other side, inciting the whine to grow louder.

Concern set in, drying her tears. It was obviously an animal of some kind, afraid and likely in pain.

Rahab lowered herself back down and side-stepped to the gate. In the dark, she couldn’t see the latch. Her hand brushed the rough fibers of a rope and she felt around for the knot and then slipped it from the loop that held the gate in place. The wooden door scraped the ground as she pushed it outward.

The animal moved in the shadows of the wall off to her side, its cries having turned to desperate yips. She inched over, her knees bent and her hand outstretched. “Shh,” she whispered. “It will be alright.”

It scrambled backwards. With its head raised, she saw the outline of a long nose and flopped over ears. A new chill swept through her. A wild mutt. Though still a pup, the dog's mother was sure to be nearby.

Abba had warned her about the wild dogs. Every abba did.

Because dogs killed.

Bumps rose on Rahab’s arms. She lowered her voice further. “You're not hurt.” She stepped back, heart racing. “I’m sure your ima will come for you.”

The gate stood open as she had left it, a dark shadow welcoming her to safety. But before she could pass through, a growl sounded from behind. She froze, still crouched. Blood pounded in her ears and her vision swam.

She never should have come outside the gate.

She couldn’t yell for help. The air was locked in her throat and her hands shook as her legs gave way beneath her. There was a vicious snarl and the pup’s answering wail.

Light swept from the house, a bright point in her periphery.

Time slowed as noises crashed together. Ima called her name as the mother dog howled. A weight smashed into Rahab’s side and pain erupted along her neck. She fell, face grinding into the earth as Ima’s cries faded under the brunt of Rahab’s scream.
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The right side of Rahab’s face and neck were stiff, bound tight with strips of cloth that were caked in blood and honey. The bandages elicited a bone-deep itch and held a scent both sickly sweet and metallic. But those concerns were trifling compared to the lingering throb of pain and the humiliation of flies descending on her face, both the covered and uncovered places.

One landed near her eye and she flinched, startling it enough that it flew away and then moments later returned. This time, when it sat down on the bandages, she left it there.

“What price will I be able to get for Rahab now?” Abba’s voice carried from the other room, raised without shame for who might hear it. “Ariciti had offered three sheep and seven goats. Seven!” Rahab could picture him waving his arms as he spoke. “Now he wants nothing to do with her for his son.”

“There are men far less proud than Ariciti.” Ima’s voice was low and conciliating, though it carried its own sharp edge. “Men who would be glad to be joined to our family through marriage, no matter the bride.”

Propped on her side, Rahab watched her abba’s shadow move in the doorway. “But at what price?” he repeated.

“Don’t give up hope. And pray to the gods that the damage to her face will not be as bad once the bandages have been removed.”

“Yes,” Abba murmured. “Prayer is all we have. And perhaps...” She imagined him clenching his fists. “No, I will not offer a sacrifice. If she is to be maimed, then she will already have cost me enough.”

Cool tears dripped across Rahab’s nose. She clenched her eyes shut and tipped the uninjured side of her face into the blankets.
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“Ow!” Rahab flinched away from her Ima’s yanking hands. Her damp bandages still clung to the healing wounds, though she was told the bleeding had stopped. Despite not having seen her reflection, she had already felt the ridges of her wound beneath the bindings with her fingertips.

“Hold still.” Ima’s nails dug into Rahab’s arm, her wrinkled face offering no mercy. “It has been a week. It’s time these came off!”

“But it hurts.”

“You should have thought of that before going where you shouldn’t have.” Ima’s tone hurt more than the rip of the final bandage. “There.” She dropped the linen into a heap with the rest and then wiped her hands on a wet cloth. She motioned with it to a bowl of water near the window. “Now look at yourself.”

Rahab placed her feet on the floor and slowly unfurled from her crouched position. Her legs shook and her stomach churned. Her ima’s expression offered no clue as to what she would see, only a fixed scowl that never left.

The water in the bowl rippled as Rahab knelt over it, allowing her another moment of uncertainty. But as it stilled, her features came into focus. The whole right side of her face, beneath her eye, was red and crisscrossed with both narrow ridges and pitted cuts that branched out onto her neck, like a patch of red vines. A sob hitched in her throat.

This was what she looked like now? Her vision blurred. No wonder Ariciti had refused her betrothal to his son.

Ima spoke from behind her, “Do you see what your foolishness has done?”

“Yes, Ima.” Rahab touched her cheek. It was as though fire spread from that point, but she only pushed harder, letting tears well as she hopelessly wished that she could push the skin back to the way it had been before.

“You could have been a wealthy man’s wife.” Ima’s words were drenched in bitterness. “Of all your abba’s daughters, you would have brought this family the most respect.” She moved closer, so she could see Rahab’s face. “Now look at you.” Her lips pinched together as she crossed her arms over her chest. “Do you know what Mitelik’s other wives say?”

Rahab’s lip quivered. “No, Ima.”

“They blame this on me for being a poor mother. And now Bitnima will marry Ariciti’s son in your place.”

Rahab tucked her chin to her chest. She knew that the neighbors would soon whisper about their family, the younger sister being married off before the elder. It would make finding a husband for her all the more difficult.

“Do not look away from me.” Ima lashed out, striking Rahab’s damaged cheek so that she cried out. “You have jeopardized both our positions in this family.”

“I know, Ima.” Even after her hand fell away, it was as though Rahab’s face were being pummeled with stone. But what could she do? Her cheek was already ruined and she would have to live the rest of her life with it. “I am sorry.” She covered her face against another blow, her face throbbing and her chest aching from the effort not to cry. “I am so sorry.”

Ima scoffed. “It is too late for that.” And then she left, her departure from the room somehow leaving more condemnation in her wake than her presence had managed.
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6 months later

“Bitnima cannot serve these men.” Zibqet, Abba’s second wife, stood in the yard, arguing with him. Her hands were propped on hips, wide with pregnant girth. “Ariciti will not stand for it. If she’s to marry his son—” 

“What do you expect me to do?” Abba brushed by her, the bronze bands at his wrists catching the sunlight.

The sharp glare caught Rahab in the eye and she ducked her head from her place in the window.

“Don’t treat my daughter like a harlot,” Zibqet snapped.

“There is no one else to help serve the meal.”

“Make Sisa’s daughter do it.”

Rahab perked up. She leaned over the windowsill, eager for his answer. It had been six months since she last stepped outside the house, and just as long since she had seen anyone other than those who lived within its walls.

She finally caught a glimpse of them near the corner of the house as her abba said, “I will not have her embarrass me.”

Rahab’s heart fell.

“And how long before you find a way to make her useful?”

“Until I find her a husband.”

“And when will that be?” Zibqet grabbed hold of Abba’s arm. “The longer you keep Rahab hidden away, the more people will gossip about her.”

“And?”

“And then no one will offer a bride-price.”

Rahab winced. Once a relief, the thought that no one might ask for her hand had turned into her greatest fear. With her face deformed, no one could look her in the eye and other than Shiba, all of her brothers’ wives mocked her. The home she had thought a haven was now her prison.

“Fine.” Abba shook off Zibqet’s hold. “I will have Rahab serve the meal in place of Bitnima. But you will make sure that when she isn’t working, she is well out of sight.”

A squeal threatened to burst forth. Zibqet had done it.

Pulling from the window, Rahab turned to the room which she shared with her sisters as well as Abba’s wives. The space was dim, but she quickly lit a lamp. She would need to make sure her scars were hidden. To do that, she would need to borrow one of her ima’s headscarves.

“What are you doing?”

Rahab paused in rifling through the basket of Ima’s things. Shiba stood in the doorway, her infant son, Duni, on her hip. Her long black hair was tucked out of sight and her features scrunched as she shifted the boy’s weight.

“I heard Abba say I could help tonight.” Rahab squeezed her hand into a fist, waiting for Shiba’s response.

“Oh.” Shiba frowned. “Is that such a good idea?”

Her chest squeezed tighter than her hand. “You don’t think I should be seen.”

Shiba’s eyes widened. “That isn’t it.” She strode into the room and lowered Duni to the nearest bed, where he sat up, rocking himself. “I just want to make sure you want to be seen.”

Rahab tipped her face forward. It wasn’t that she wanted to be seen, but that she needed to connect with other people. She needed a chance to find out if everyone would treat her the way her family did, or if they might overlook her imperfection. Shuffling her feet, she nodded.

“Alright then.” Shiba reached out and lifted one of Ima’s scarves. “I’ll help you.”
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A little face powder from Shiba’s chest and a thick scarf of Ima’s covered most of Rahab’s scars, as well as the lower part of her face. The fabric felt stifling and moist from her breath, and the scarf’s edge drooped over her eyes. But Abba’s slight nod of acceptance was worth it.

Now he sat on the floor with one of his friends, Hamelkit, from the merchants’ street, feasting on the evening meal in a haze of incense that burned in the corner of the room. Rahab’s four brothers sat with them, along with Hamelkit’s son, Jilsen.

Robust, with broad shoulders, Jilsen was a fine specimen of a man. Her hand shook as she held a platter out to him, waiting for him to notice the fresh figs. Her brother, Idrikan spoke to him, hands waving and drawing their guest’s attention, gracing her with a view of Jilsen’s profile and strong nose.

The plate grew heavy as she lingered and the small fruits tumbled to one side. A gasp escaped her lips and she reached out with her other hand to steady it.

Jilsen turned to her.

He met her gaze and stared. Her cheeks heated under the scarf and she glanced away. “For you?” She held the plate out farther.

He didn’t answer, and for a moment she feared she had offended him. But then he took the platter and balanced it in his own grasp so that it hovered over his knee. “Thank you.”

Silence stretched between them.

“Come, Rahab.” Idrikan motioned to her. “Do not stand so. There is other work to do.”

Chagrin passed through her. She spared a glance in Abba’s direction, but he seemed not to notice. Engaged with Hamelkit, the two men were oblivious to everything else in the room. Two of Rahab’s other brothers were also bent in deep discussion, the bowl of hummus at their feet nearly empty.

She bobbed her head to Idrikan, accepting his rebuke. Quickly skirting the room, she moved to fill her abba’s cup.

How could she have let herself linger with Jilsen? He had yet to see her face, but if he had, he wouldn’t wish to speak with her. This dinner was not meant for her abba to speak of another betrothal, only for him to enjoy time with friends. She could not make the mistake of embarrassing him. Not now.

Passing into the outer room, she carried with her the empty bowls she had gathered. Here, the woman and children sat at one end of the room to partake of their own meal. Zibqet remained separate, refilling dishes Rahab would have to set in the main room. When Rahab entered, the woman offered her a brief look. “How is it out there?”

“Abba and his friend are eating well.”

“Have your brothers behaved themselves?”

“N’em.” Rahab watched as Zibqet spooned hummus into one of the dishes. “Hamelkit’s son and Idrikan seem to like each other’s company.” Or at least Idrikan did. He had spoken intently throughout dinner so far, filling the silence Jilsen left. 

Was the man simply withdrawn? Or had her brother overstepped his bounds and forced a conversation where there was none?

Zibqet clicked her tongue. “Good. It had best stay that way.” Rahab turned to leave, the dishes balanced in her grasp, but Zibqet grabbed her wrist. “And you?”

Rahab glanced down at the tanned fingers gripping her sleeve. Unlike her ima’s hold, Zibqet’s did not dig in, leaving marks to be found later. Though protective of her children, Abba’s second wife was not as harsh as his first and Rahab could not help but notice the difference. Whereas Ima lashed out at misdeeds, Zibqet merely corrected.

Bitnima was blessed to have a mother such as this. If only her younger sister were wise enough to recognize it.

Answering the woman’s question, Rahab said, “The head covering has done its job. Neither Hamelkit nor his son have seen my face.”

“That’s a relief.” Bitnima’s voice carried from the far end of the room. Her nose wrinkled. “They might have lost their appetites otherwise.”

Two of their brothers’ wives tittered, smiles lighting their faces. Rahab struggled for air.

“Bitnima.” Shiba sat upright. “Don’t say such things.”

“It’s true.”

The force of Rahab’s rapid breaths stuck the scarf to her lips.

“You don’t know how they would react,” Shiba argued.

“Enough.” Zibqet’s hold tightened and she patted Rahab’s back and said to her daughter, “You will apologize for saying such things.”

“Why?” Bitnima cast a glance in Ima’s direction, who feigned disinterest. Emboldened, Bitnima scowled. “Rahab’s face would upset anyone’s stomach.”

“It is your Abba’s own imagination and your unkind thoughts that lead either of you to think so.”

At this, Ima’s head reared and she glared at Zibqet. “You disrespect Mitelik in his own home?”

Zibqet stiffened. Rahab watched as she seemed to struggle for an answer. Looking down at Rahab’s hands, Zibqet tsked and motioned for her to leave. “You, take these to the men before they come searching for you.”

But Rahab couldn’t move. Her sandals felt nailed to the ground and her arms were numb. Was her face as hideous as Bitnima said? It had been months since she last dared to peek at her reflection, telling herself she was better served not knowing. Yet she had felt the swelling subside and had hoped...

“Go.” Zibqet shoved her toward the door. “The men are hungry.”

Tucking her chin to her chest, Rahab spun on her heel and fled. The conversations of the main room where the men ate felt as though it were another world, one where she wasn’t noticed.

She stumbled over to her brothers, depositing food between them. Neither one glanced at her and she began to hope that Bitnima had been wrong. Surely if she were so horrifying to look upon, even with her face covered, Abba would not have allowed her to serve the meal for his guests. After all, had he not said that he refused to be embarrassed?

Emboldened, Rahab strode around the room, placing the other bowls before searching for another task. One which would keep her far from Bitnima.

Resting on a low table to her abba’s right was a bronze jug for water. In her haste to replenish the food, she had forgotten to refill it. Quickly skirting the room, she snatched up the vessel and then hurried out the front door, intent on drawing the water herself to avoid speaking with her sister again.

The moon was full, allowing her to stride confidently across the arid yard to where their family’s well was located. Her arms prickled in the evening chill as a breeze swept at the hem of her clothes, swirling it around her ankles.

Setting the jug at the edge of the well, she then grasped the bucket and rope. With a small toss, she pitched the bucket across the stones and listened for the splash. It took to the count of three before she heard it. Then the rope fell, taut in her hands as the bucket tipped and filled with water.

“Let me help you with that,” a warm voice spoke at her back, startling her.

Rahab turned in place, twisting her head to the side so that she could see through the wrap of fabric. Her heart gave a lurch as she recognized the angles of Jilsen’s face. The rope slipped in her grasp.

He reached out and snagged it. Stepping nearer to both her and the well, he hauled the bucket from the depths with quick, hand over hand tugs. When the bucket at last came into sight, dripping as he hoisted it onto the stones, he smiled at her. “A bit late for chores, isn’t it?”

“I—” She didn’t know what to say. Here was Jilsen, son of her father’s friend, speaking to her while everyone else was still inside.

“Would you like me to carry this for you?” he asked, as though she hadn’t failed to answer him. In the distance, an owl hooted.

“No!” she blurted, remembering the jug she had brought outside. “I mean, I only need to fill this.” She snatched the vessel and clutched it to her chest; wishing she could use it to hide.

Jilsen’s smile broadened. He stretched out his hand. “I can do that as well, if you will let me?”

He wasn’t put off by her. Warmth curled through Rahab at the realization, only to be squashed once she remembered that he had not yet seen her face. Tentatively, she held out her burden, waiting for him to ask why she hid herself.

And then to recoil when she told him.

The water splashed over the jug’s narrow opening as he poured from the bucket, the stream sliding down to her fingers and soaking her sleeves. When it began to overflow, he stopped. “There you are,” he flashed a grin, “all done.”

Tipping her head so that she looked at his feet, Rahab mumbled her thanks. When there was no response other than the sounds of the desert night, she peered upward.

“There are those beautiful eyes.” Emptying the rest of the water back into the well, he continued to stare at her. The bucket splashed far below as he lifted the jug from her limp grasp. “I’ll take this for you. Where were you headed with it?”

Her cheeks flamed. “It was for Abba.” And if she allowed Jilsen to carry the water for her, then her whole family would know they had spoken.

There would be no end of torment from Bitnima and her father’s secondary wives. But how could she justify telling him no?

“Then that is where I will take it.” He moved around her, then stopped when she didn’t follow. “Are you coming?”

A blush heated her cheeks. There was no way to decline without causing offense. Setting her shoulders, she moved in front of him to lead the way.

Prepared to meet the consequences head on.
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The following days proved Rahab’s prediction correct. After having arrived at dinner following behind Jilsen, who then offered the jug of water to her abba, she had been dismissed from the room. That night, her brothers told their wives and the next morning the women spread the news at breakfast.

Their mocking laughter had rung loudly until Abba strode into the room. The women all fell silent as Rahab clutched her fingers in her lap. His gaze shifted between them until it came to rest on her. “You did well,” he said, before leaving as quickly as he had come.

For the rest of the day, no one spoke a word of it. But when nothing seemed to come of Abba’s words, the teasing began in earnest. “Did you think to turn Hamelkit’s son’s head?” Bitnima asked.

“I am surprised he didn’t do so to retch,” one of Abba’s wives added.

Blinded by tears, Rahab disappeared into their sleeping chamber to sew and mend. It was not until nine days later, when Hamelkit and Jilsen arrived once more, that she found any peace.

While their abbas spoke, Jilsen found his way into the back room, where Rahab pressed olives in a large vat. At first, he didn’t speak, only watched her work until her hands began to shake. Then he squatted in front of her, bronzed calves peeking from the hem of his tunic.

“Can I not see your face?” he asked, his voice smooth like river stones.

A lump formed in her throat. “I am sure you would rather not.”

“Then what about just your eyes?”

There was such warmth in his words that she did as he asked, tipping her head to peer between the folds of the linen scarf she’d taken to wearing at all times. His brown gaze peered back, his interest apparent.

In the next weeks, Jilsen arrived nearly every day. After spending but an hour in the presence of either her abba or her brothers, he would come looking for her. At that time, Ima quickly dismissed her from whatever task she had begun, sending her with Jilsen into the shade of the fig trees in the yard.

Most days, the trees would stand as sentinels, the patch-work shadows of their palm leaves offering little relief from the heat. It made her grateful for the scarf that hid not only her scars but also the beads of sweat dripping from her skin. Yet no matter how hot the evenings became, Jilsen remained steadfast in his attentions, his smile rivaling the sun.

“And what is your favorite fruit?” Jilsen’s hand rested on her shoulder, toying with the loose fabric draped around her neck. Though he asked the question, having already declared his answer to be the citrus fruits brought in with the caravans, his eyes were distracted with watching his fingers play with her scarf.

Rahab struggled to draw breath with him so close. “Po...pomegranates.”

“Pomegranates?” His gaze flashed to hers as his smile tipped farther up at one corner. “I would wager it’s because they are as sweet as you.”

A flush overtook her throat and she glanced away, afraid he could see her feelings in her eyes.

His hand fell away, leaving her bereft until he leaned in, tipping his forehead to hers. “You know I have never seen you smile?”

Panic clawed at her throat. “It’s better you don’t.”

“Better for who?” His weight was close, pressing in so that she wasn’t sure if it made her feel safe or threatened.

She scooted to the side, affording herself space. “For us both,” she said, her voice dropping to a whisper. “I am sure you have heard what happened.” Her brothers would not have kept it secret.

“I don’t believe it could be as bad as you think,” he said, confirming her suspicion. But though his tone was reassuring, he made no further move to convince her. Instead, after a few more moments of burdened silence, he excused himself.

Her mind would not be silent after that. Jilsen knew about her face, and now that she had confirmed its scarred appearance, he would be foolish to return. No matter the time they had spent together, their secluded conversations and his intimate touch wasn’t enough to overcome the stigma she bore.

Convinced that day had been their last together, Rahab gave up concern for her appearance. Tasks which she had avoided, such as beer and bread making, now became her sole chores, the effort taking her mind from what she could never have.

It was better than hoping for something she dared not believe. That he, or anyone, could want her.

Then, four days later, she found herself alone. The men had gone into Jericho to greet the newest caravan and the women had disappeared inside the house to escape the sun. Rahab struggled beneath the weight of a newly filled cask, its contents sloshing with every step. Halfway to the buried cistern, where the small roof and sunken floor could aid in keeping foodstuffs cool, the cask was swiped from her arms and she stumbled.

Looking up once she regained her balance, she found Jilsen smiling down at her, the cask tucked under one arm. He reached down and took her hand. “Come.”

Mute, she followed as he led her to the cistern and tugged her inside with him. Releasing her hand, he pivoted and placed the cask amongst the rest. The clay vessels clinked together and the brief movement stirred the scent of aged barley and wheat grains, along with the mildew of a place often wet.

Arms now empty, Jilsen turned to gather her in them. He squeezed her tight, his face buried where her neck and shoulder met. There, he whispered, “I missed you.”

Words still wouldn’t come. So, she held him in return, afraid that any moment he would disappear.

“I’ve been thinking about you,” he said. “I spoke to my abba... He will come and speak to yours for us soon—”

“What?” She pushed at his arms, but he held fast.

“Rahab,” her name was a breath from his lips as she felt the press of his nose beneath her ear and his hand brushed up her side. “Rahab,” he repeated, “My abba is to ask for you...for me.”

All thought fled, leaving in its wake a flood of disbelief she couldn’t hope to swim through.

Jilsen pressed a kiss to her brow, touching the bare skin above her eyes. “Tomorrow, we will begin to negotiate your bride price.”

A giggle escaped her lips. A bride price? No one would pay such a thing for her, at least not anything of significance. She wasn’t worth it, her beauty torn away by a moment of foolishness.

The tug of her scarf from the top of her head broke her thoughts. She gasped and fumbled for the sliding fabric. “Wha—what are you doing?”

“Come, Rahab,” Jilsen’s voice both pleaded and chided. “Let me see your face.”

He couldn’t. If he did, there certainly would be no bride price, as pitiful a sum as it might have been.

Jilsen leaned away. “Don’t you know me better by now? Have I shown myself to be someone who would shrink away?”

But he had not seen the marks that scored her cheek.

“I am going to be your husband.” His hands glided down her arms and then brushed her waist. “I will see your scars eventually.”

Tears clogged her throat. “But then you will not be able to turn me away.”

“I won’t do that.” He kissed her brow again, breath fanning her skin. “Rahab,” he murmured as he tugged at the scarf once more.

This time, she let him. Eyes tightly shut, she waited for him to push her away. Instead, she felt his lips on her damaged cheek. They trailed to her mouth and she stilled beneath his grasp. Then his hand was in her hair and he was repeating her name, drawing her closer still.

It was an action she wanted to pull away from. To draw her face covering and disappear within its folds. 

As he continued to touch her, pulling at and removing the layers of clothes that kept him from seeing all of her, she could only wonder that in those first moments, when he had seen what she truly looked like, he had not turned away.

Instead, he had claimed all of her while she remained still, afraid to either participate or retreat.
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“Rahab?” Zibqet’s voice carried from outside.

Still sitting on the damp floor of the cistern where Jilsen had left her, her clothes askew, Rahab felt only emptiness. She stared at the door and the strands of light peeking through the wooden boards.

It had only been minutes, over and done with before she could wrap her mind around what was happening. And then he had been gone, without a word or an explanation.

Footsteps came nearer, a shadow falling across the door. Then it opened with a scrape of the rope that held it in place and Zibqet’s pregnant form filled the emptiness. She blinked at the ceiling and then her gaze traveled around, finding Rahab on the floor. The woman sucked in a sharp breath. “Rahab.”

Repeating her name, just as he had... before he seemed to forget it.

“Child,” Zibqet said, kneeling before her. “What has happened?”

Her tongue was dry, refusing to force an explanation from her mouth. At the touch of Zibqet’s hand to her arm, she curled in on herself, silent sobs wracking her chest. “Jils...” But she couldn’t finish.

How was she to force the words from her mouth, explaining that something vital had been taken from her... and that she had allowed it to be?

Now that it was over, all she felt was a gaping hole and grief over something she had never known could be missing. And there was no way in which she could describe it. Not when Jilsen had spent one moment crying her name and the next casting her aside as though he had never known it.
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A clay lamp shattered against the far wall, raining dust and dripping oil. Abba lifted the arm he had just used to throw the vessel, running his hand furiously through his hair. “She has disgraced us.” He said this, speaking of Rahab, though he had long since ceased to speak to her. “I am cursed of the gods to have a daughter such as she!”

Rahab sat in the corner, her legs crossed and her heart numb. A tear leaked down her cheek, hidden by the veil which now covered more shame than just her face.

With kind words and feigned adoration, Jilsen had robbed her of both her virtue and any hope she’d had for a future. Whereas before, her scarred features deterred suitors, now it was her sullied reputation after Jilsen had withdrawn his suit.

To Rahab’s right, Ima sat as well, her face pinched and her gaze thunderous. “You believe yourself cursed? I am the woman who bore her. It would have been better had she been lost in my womb.”

On Rahab’s left, Zibqet drew in a sharp breath. “You speak such things for your daughter to hear?”

“I won’t hide what I think of her.”

More tears soaked Rahab’s veil. She balled her hands in her lap.

Would that she had perished before birth.

“And what of Jilsen?” Zibqet asked, “Will you not lay your blame at his feet as well?”

“Rahab should have stopped him.”

“She is thirteen! You also would have fallen to the promises of an older man.”

“I am not a harlot!”

A sob hiccupped from Rahab’s throat. She had known her Ima held no love for her, but to hear such disdain...

Abba spun around at the sound she made, his gaze falling on her for the first time in two days. “I will hear nothing from you,” he yelled, eyes bulging and face turning red. He shook a fist at her. “Your grief is deserved, but I will not suffer your wailing along with your wrongdoing.”

“Mitelik!” Zibqet said. 

“Silence.” Abba marched towards them. “You will not defend her.” He grabbed Rahab’s arm, pulling her to her feet.

Zibqet stood. “Don’t hurt her.”

“Quiet, woman.” He pushed Zibqet and she stumbled, her pregnant weight unbalancing her.

“No!” Rahab watched as her abba’s second wife hurtled to the ground, the impact seeming to rattle in Rahab’s bones. When she moved to help the woman who had defended her, her abba yanked at her arm. She tugged at his grasp and his hand fell across her face in a blow that turned her head and rang in her ears.

While she remained dazed, he forced her toward the women’s sleeping quarters. “You’re worthless to me,” he yelled. “Now, not even Hamelkit will take you for the son that ruined you.” He pushed her into the room and held the door as he threw one last threat against her. “Do not think to disobey me or you will find yourself turned out to the dogs that scarred you.”
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That night, Rahab huddled in the farthest corner of the room, hiding from the rest of the house. She buried herself in the few blankets she could, keeping her face and her silent tears from the sleeping forms of her family. It wasn’t hard to do, since all had entered without looking her way. Even Zibqet had kept her distance, bowing to Abba’s word.

Surrounded by those related to her, she had never felt more alone.

Ima slept farthest away, as though the distance served to sever any blood tie, while Abba’s other wives lay as a barrier between her and her sisters as if protecting them from the contamination of shame. And though Rahab had not expected her brothers’ wives to treat her with any less contempt, it still hurt to see them settle near the walls, out of her reach.

Rahab sniffed. Her chest ached from holding in the sound of her weeping and her nose was tender to the touch after hours of wiping away dripping mucus with her wrists.

She was a wretch! Little wonder Jilsen had no use for her other than those few moments in the cistern.

Across the room, a child’s soft whimper broke through her thoughts, startling her. Sucking in a breath, she held her tears, waiting to see what would come of her nephew’s mewling.

Moments later, Shiba’s blankets rustled in answer to the infant’s cries. Her voice carried through the stillness, consoling the bitter sounds of empty hunger. Immediately, the babe was silenced, his needs met in the grim darkness.

Time seemed to stretch, each moment more painful than the last as Rahab fought the urge to call out and connect with Shiba... someone who could rescue her from the loneliness and guilt that ate at her soul. Moisture gathered on the blanket Rahab pressed to her mouth and her eyes burned.

Just when she thought Shiba might have fallen back asleep, the woman’s voice bridged the distance between them, “Rahab?”

She couldn’t answer. A lump formed in her throat, choking her.

“I don’t know if you are truly awake,” Shiba said. “But I cannot imagine that you have been able to sleep after what happened.”

Rahab bit her lip to stifle a moan of agreement.

“I don’t blame you,” Shiba continued, her voice thick. “I know—” For a time she said nothing else. Then, when their silence was heavy with grief and impassible emotions, she said, “Being a woman is never easy. I’m sorry that you learned this hardest of us all.”

The care in her words nearly broke Rahab’s control, but she kept her mouth closed, willing Shiba to distance herself, as had all the others. Because in the light of day, when everyone else was awake, her sister-in-law would do better to show Rahab indifference than risk suffering rebuke of her own.

Eventually, when Rahab didn’t answer, Shiba turned on her side and fell asleep, leaving Rahab to spend the rest of the night in her own grief.
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“Get up.”

Two days later, Rahab woke to rough hands shaking her. She blinked her eyes, squinting in the early morning light that cut through the shadows.

Ima towered over her, face a stony mask that hadn’t cracked since Jilsen had taken Rahab’s innocence. Seeing she had Rahab’s attention, Ima turned and marched from the room. She let the door remain open, a clear sign she expected Rahab to follow.

After checking to ensure her veil still held its place, Rahab rose from her pallet. In the outer room, her brothers’ wives mixed grain and oil with herbs, forming them into cakes that could later be baked. Their eyes tracked Rahab’s progress across the room, their hands so used to their task that they never lost their rhythm.

Blood heated Rahab’s cheeks, but she held her gaze steady, trusting the veil to hide her disgrace.

The outer door remained open as well, allowing both light and a cool breeze to enter the house. Just beyond, Ima waited, her arms clutching a bundle of wool. She tapped her foot and raised a scathing brow in Rahab’s direction.

Scurrying to do as she was bid, Rahab stepped into the morning sun and claimed her ima’s burden. Without a word, she turned to the shade and sat with the bundle in her lap. When Ima next passed her a set of long wire brushes, Rahab set to tearing out clumps of wool and pulling them between the paddles.

As soon as Rahab started, her ima returned inside, leaving her to her own thoughts. Her stomach cramped, chiding her for taking so long to rise and thus missing her morning repast. She bit her lip and hunched forward, banishing the ever-growing hunger to the back of her mind.

By the time the sun rose high overhead, stealing her shade, the growl in her stomach had muted to a dull grumble that she ignored far easier than the sweat dripping down her spine.

“Rahab!” Her ima’s sharp voice rang from the doorway.

Glancing at the two piles of wool on her lap, the larger carded and the smaller not, Rahab answered, “I am almost finished, I—Ima,” she hesitated on the last word, fearful of the reaction it might cause.

Ima seemed not to notice. “Your abba wants to see you. Give your work to Bitnima.”

Abba? Rahab’s heart set to racing. She clutched the wool brushes with cramped fingers, squeezing what little feeling she had left from them. It had been two days since she had seen him. What could he possibly want with her?

“Rahab,” her ima called again, jerking her from her fear-frozen state.

Lightheadedness flooded Rahab as she stood and she shut her eyes, clutching the carded wool to her chest. Before the ground had finished righting itself, she was striding toward the doorway which wobbled in her vision.

By the time she crossed the threshold, she had regained her stability. Bitnima stood just inside, her glare biting as she accepted Rahab’s chore.

Looking Rahab up and down, Ima scowled. “You look hideous.”

For the second time that day, color rose in Rahab’s cheeks.

“Go and change into something cleaner,” Ima ordered, motioning to their sleeping room. She slipped an oat cake into Rahab’s hand as she passed. “And eat this before your stomach is heard by the neighbors.”

Eager for the food and for the chance to leave Ima’s presence, Rahab darted away. Though her options were limited, she took her time choosing another garment. Lingering, her nerves stretched as she listened for her ima to call in after her. But every second was an eternal reprieve from whatever was to come.

Choosing a covering of a thin, tan weave, along with a heavy brown scarf for her face, she at last left just as her name was called.

Having tucked the folds of the scarf tight, she emerged and then turned to the main room as her ima indicated. There, her abba waited by the window, his hand tapping at his thigh.

“She’s here, Mitelik,” Ima said, bringing him around.

He took Rahab in with a glance. “Good, now we may go.” He strode forward and opened the front door. “Come, Rahab.”

She glanced between the two, unease growing. “Where—”

“Enough,” his brows pinched in anger.

Heart weeping, though she dared not it show, Rahab trudged out before him. A cart and donkey waited in the place the dog had ruined her face. Knowing what he expected of her, she climbed in the back. 

Zibqet stood near the gate, but Rahab kept her mouth shut, not even daring to raise a hand in farewell. Her chest ached further upon noticing the glint of moisture in the other woman’s eyes.
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Rahab had rarely seen the streets of Jericho. Like every woman who had reached marriageable age, she spent her time at home, performing chores for her family. Only feasts and other celebrations would be cause enough for her to leave. But on those days, the crush of bodies would make travel by cart impossible. Now, there were no worshipers drinking to the new moon or carousing as they exalted the coming harvest. Only a handful of men and even fewer women passing on the way to wherever it was they were inclined to walk.

Here and there, children played in the dusty lanes, chasing each other from home to shop, ducking into any shaded area they could find.

Not so long ago, Rahab would have joined them. But that time of her life had disappeared before any of her other misfortunes took place. A scant year which had changed everything.

Eventually, their progress slowed. Her abba shouted for people to move out of his path and Rahab turned in the cart to look over his shoulder. They were approaching the temple of Ashtaroth, which rose above the rest of the buildings on that street, with long stairs leading up to where the temple rested on a platform. Tall columns bracketed the entryway, carved with images of priests and priestesses standing as sentinels.

Here, the way was clogged with men and women who led offerings of cattle and carried grain to the altar, as well as those who left either empty-handed
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