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It was a clear afternoon, cool and breezy in
the hills above the plain. The mighty clouds on the horizon
billowed and rose, as beautiful as the palaces of Egypt. And as
treacherous. Obediah knew they would have snow soon, tomorrow or
the next day. He turned as his companion spoke.

"They did what?"

"Dug a pit, so the beast would be trapped."

"Did it work?"

"In part," Obediah shrugged, "It fell in the
pit, and it can't eat any sheep down there."

"What's the part that didn't work?"

"The pit's too small. They didn't realize just
how big the beast was. And before you say it, they already tried
spearing the brute. It killed one man and badly injured another
one."

His companion grimaced.

"Ugly business, I know," Obediah said.

"You said it was in Bethel?"

Obediah nodded, his eyes on a distant flock on
the lower hills. The shepherd was nowhere to be seen.

"Best to be neighborly," his companion said,
"Meet me there. And bring my spears."

"As you command, lord," Obediah turned and
started back towards his master's homestead, making a mental note
to find out who was working the lower pastures and have them
flogged.

His companion, and lord, remained for a time
watching the flock. The shepherd remained a short way off,
whittling at wooden horse, casting the occasional glance over his
charges. Sheep were unbearably stupid. They would eat themselves to
death if no one stopped them. And yet, they were life, a man had to
protect his sheep. The lord bid the shepherd good day, turned
towards Bethel, and started walking.

#

Ruth had gone to the well to draw water and was
the first to see the stranger approach. He was of average height
and slightly built, and his stride swung with an easy, arrogant
gait, despite the journey dust that lightened his dark, curly hair.
Something, perhaps the obvious arrogance, put Ruth on guard and she
didn't wait for him to close, but went swiftly home to warn her
father, Benjamin, of the newcomer's approach.

Benjamin met the stranger just inside the
cluster of homes that formed the village. He swiftly took note of
the crooked nose, the scarred knuckles, the proud eyes, and the
long knife tucked in the man's sash. A warrior, for certain, a
brigand or an outlaw most likely. Perhaps a scout for a band of
brigands?

"Welcome to Bethel, sir," said Benjamin, "I am
Benjamin, the headman here. Have you traveled far?"

"Only down from the hills," the stranger
replied, "It's made for a pleasant walk. I heard about your lion.
My name is Benaiah."

"I see," said Benjamin, though as of yet he
didn't, "That would make for a long walk, no matter how pleasant.
You must be tired. Come to my home and refresh yourself and then
we'll talk further."

"I would be honored," Benaiah bowed, "I have a
friend following me with weapons. Tomorrow we'll see if we can help
you destroy the beast."

"You will fight the monster," awe and relief
were evident in Benjamin's voice, "Best you see it before making
any promises. Never have we seen a lion so large, or deadly. It has
already slain one of my sons."

As they spoke, they moved inside Benjamin's
home, pausing at the doorway for Benaiah to remove his sandals and
brush some of the dust from his clothing. Within the house, Ruth
offered the warrior a bowl of water to wash his face with. She
maintained a stern aspect as her father introduced her, only
inclining her head marginally.

"A fortunate man to have such a cheerful and
beautiful daughter," Benaiah said dryly, after rinsing his hands
and face.

Ruth gave him an arch look before vanishing into
the deeper recesses of the house, but Benjamin smiled. His daughter
was beautiful and her long dark hair and flashing eyes had captured
the hearts of more than one of the village lads. She was also sweet
tempered, though headstrong, and was Benjamin's favorite daughter.
She would make a good wife for some lucky man. Someday. In the far
distant future.

"I am blessed with my children," Benjamin told
his visitor, "Please, sit and rest yourself. My wife is preparing
the evening meal and we can talk while we wait. Tell me of your
journey."

"It was pleasant," Benaiah repeated, "I have my
flocks in the high country and heard of your troubles with the
lion. By the favor of God I was close enough to come and offer my
assistance."

"You are a skilled warrior, then?"

"I earned my share of experience against the
Amorites. Enough that I am happy to guard my flocks and live in
peace."

"I hear that grass is scarce in the high
country," Benjamin relaxed a little, satisfied for the moment that
the man would not cause his village any immediate danger.

"It is there if you know where to look," Benaiah
shrugged, "I have a man who's familiar with keeping flocks in the
hills. And they say that the grass makes for thicker wool."

"Mountain wool is know to be thicker. But I
think it is due to the cooler air more than the grass."

"You could be right," Benaiah smiled, "I haven't
been there long."

"Have you heard any news from the war? Several
of our lads went to join the army."

"Saul and David have driven out the Philistines.
Now they say there will be peace. But I've heard mutterings from
Moab and even if we have peace I do not see it lasting long."

Benjamin nodded, and then began quizzing his
guest on the finer points of sheep herding. He'd been a shepherd
all his life and was confident that he'd be able to tell if the man
was actually herding sheep in the hills or a lying brigand.

#

Rose listened to their conversation from behind
a screen. Benaiah's voice was firm and he spoke well, yet she could
hear his arrogant confidence wrapped around every syllable. A man
without fear of anything, not man, beast, or even God. It disgusted
her. Still she stayed to listen, for there was something hidden
behind that arrogance, something that she couldn’t readily
determine. The mystery intrigued her.

#

Obediah arrived with the spears shortly after
sunset and Benjamin extended his hospitality to them for the night.
Two of his sons were keeping watch over the lion, ensuring it
stayed in the pit. They could go and see what there was to be done
in the morning.

"A massive beast," Benaiah told his servant as
they made up their beds, "He said it's shoulder comes to a man's
chest."

"A lion like that takes a lot of killing,"
remarked Obediah, "Are you frightened?"

"What is there to be frightened of?" Benaiah
wrapped his blanket around himself, "The Lord carried me safely
through the ranks of the Amorite and your people. I trust he will
do so again."

" I know I would be frightened," returned
Obediah,"I've hunted lions in the past and would want something
more concrete than a god's favor to defend me. Especially since if
the lion ate me, I'd never lay eyes on Benjamin's daughter again
and that would be a terrible shame. She's a neat piece, isn't
she?"

"The short spear will do fine tomorrow, Obe. Now
go to sleep."

Obediah grinned and turned over. He might
officially be a servant but that didn't alter the friendship they
had forged in battle together. Ben needed a woman, Obe thought, and
if he was too stupid to look for himself then Obe would just have
to do it for him. After all, what are friends for?

#

It was shortly after daybreak that Benjamin
guided Ben and Obe to the pit where the lion was held captive. The
wind was cold and fierce, while the overcast sky threatened them
with snow. Ruth accompanied them, bearing food for her brothers,
and though she cast the occasional glance at her father's guests,
she did not join in their conversation.

They met Benjamin's three remaining sons at the
pit. Two were watching the lion prowl around it's trap while the
third slept in a lean to they had put up in the shelter of a large
boulder and a small tree. Smoke rose from a fire within the lean to
and Ruth went over to begin preparing breakfast, pausing only to
take a glance at the trapped lion.

Ben took a glance at the lion and felt slightly
taken aback. The beast was enormous. He felt certain that the pack
donkey's the army used had been smaller by far. Sensing the
newcomers watching him, the lion suddenly leapt up the side of the
pit and only slid back down after some rigorous thrusting and
thumping by the five men outside.

"Big brute, isn't he," said Benjamin darkly.

"We could spit him from up here," suggested Obe,
"Going into that pit with him is suicide!"

"Our brother tried that and the beast pulled him
in," said one of the lads, pointing to a savaged corpse near the
lion, "That's why we're using poles, not spears, to keep him in
there. The poles don't get caught."

Ben said nothing but held his hand out to Obe
for a spear.

"Let's wait until these lads have their
breakfast," said Obe, giving a steady look to the two boys and
their father.

"Yes, wait a moment," Benjamin caught the look,
"Boys, let's see what your sister has for us."

Obe waited until they had walked to the lean to
before speaking.

"Are you sure about this? That bastard down
there is huge!"

"Since when does a servant question his master?"
snapped Ben, "And mind your tongue, there are women present."

"Since every time a servant watches they're
beloved master about to do something stupid," Obe shot back, "And
as for my tongue, the wind is at our backs, they can't hear
us."

"Then mind your place."

"As you will," Obe returned, "I will enter the
pit first and try my luck with the monster."

"No," Ben turned, "He'll kill you for certain
Obe. Of the two of us, Michmash proved I'm the more skilled by far.
At least I'll have a chance against the beast."

"So I die. There are worse fates," Obe grimaced,
"But I will be able to wear him down for you and give you a better
chance of victory."

"No," Ben shook his head, "I will trust in the
Lord. He will watch over me without your sacrifice."

 

"If you face him fresh, your God will need to do
a lot more than watch. That bastard will rip you open in a
heartbeat and I have yet to see any help from any god."

"You are starting to test my patience,
Philistine!"

The lion roared and both men turned to glance at
him.

"Don't be a fool," Obe pleaded quietly, "If you
won't let me fight him first, use the long spear to work him down
and only get in the pit if you have to. I brought long and short
both. If your God wanted you to only use the short, wouldn't I have
forgotten the long?"

"Don't mock what you don't understand," Ben
said, but the harshness faded from his voice as he stared at the
lion. They watched the beast pace the pit until the others returned
from their breakfast. It started to snow.

"Are you ready?" asked Benjamin.

"Yes," Ben turned to him, "You and your son's
harass him with your poles, and I'll try for a killing blow with
the long spear."

The brothers readied their staffs and their
father picked one up as well, but they halted to gaze in awe at the
long spear Obe unwrapped and handed to Ben. It was beautifully
crafted from a beam of ash and towered over their heads. The heavy
iron head, polished to a mirror shine, was leaf shaped and bound to
the
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