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CALL ME RACHIVEL.

I've been around from the beginning, and I've never abandoned my post.

I'll begin this story simply by mentioning the asteroid. I noticed when it passed the planet named after Tarshish and streaked for the orbit of the planet called Orone.

Again, I hadn't abandoned my post. I'm a Watcher, so I notice everything.

If you're limited to the five human senses it may be difficult for you to fathom how I can perceive things in all directions and at once, and at any range. Nevertheless, I noticed this huge asteroid cracking as it continued along its trajectory, even while faithfully watching my assigned places.

Why did I take notice of the asteroid? It was a by-product of another story—a momentous one. However, that story should be reserved for another time.

When I calculated the trajectory of the asteroid, I had a pretty good idea where it would wind up. That will prove relevant later.

My primary assignment...which I'll remind you again I never faltered from...was to observe the creatures on one specific planet. The inhabitants had different names for their own planet, depending on their language. The people I watched closest called it Kadur Ha'aretz.

There is a region on Kadur Ha'aretz, once called the Kenaan Land Bridge, in a region where three continents join. Kings and generals have longed to control this area for ages, since aspiring conquerors must march their armies through Kenaan on their way from one continent to another.

However, the land bridge wasn't just contested by kings and generals, but by the gods as well. El Elyon, the god I serve, had designs on Kenaan. He had promised it to a specific nation; but a pantheon of other gods disputed his right to bequeath it. In fact, some of them abandoned their posts, mated with mortal women, and bred a master race to populate it. These Titans–a hybrid of men and gods–were called Gibborites, or Gibborim, which, roughly translated, means "mighty heroes." Their purpose, in this particular incursion, was to possess Kenaan and enforce the will of their ancestor-gods.

In about four centuries, the Gibborim had reproduced to the point that all of Kenaan was under the tight control of the Titan god kings–vice regents appointed to rule in the human world on behalf of their immortal progenitors in the Hidden Realms.

This was the situation when El Elyon determined it was time to enforce his claim on the land.

His choice of enforcing agents? A young nation of desert nomads–the children of slaves–with nothing but a rag-tag militia for an army. The average man from Yacov was less than half the size of the Titans they would face, and they had no cavalry, chariots, or even enough swords with which to arm more than one of their tribes.

Called "The Invisible God," and "The God-of-Many-Names," El Elyon ordained a priestly class to intercede with him on behalf of the other Yacovim. From the same tribe, he had also ordained a humble, unassuming outsider as their leader and his liaison

Moshe was not a soldier, yet under his leadership, the nation of vagabonds had gained some battle experience in wars against the eastern kingdoms. But Moshe had grown old shepherding the Yacovim, and would not live to set foot on the land Yacov hoped to take from the god kings and their mighty heroes.

At the same time the asteroid was streaking past Tarshish, Planet Ma'adim was drawing very near to Kadur Ha'aretz.

Yes: the two planets...or "wanderers"...had intersecting orbits in those days, and passed nearby about every 108 years—or a multiple thereof. As you can imagine, this caused many disturbances on the surface of both wanderers. Lebanah (the moon of Kadur Ha'aretz) normally regulated the tides, but by this time was losing its gravitational influence to the enormous Ma'adim. The waves in the Western Sea were already towering in height.

But this story begins far inland, east of the Yarden River, along the Aborim mountain range, near the base of Mount N'vo.
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Between the Mountain and the River
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AT THE BASE OF THE mountain a nation was encamped. Their tents were pitched in straight ranks and columns extending for leagues through the lush valley.

Yacov was an enigma to the inhabitants of the nearby cities and surrounding countryside. The very fact of their survival was a substantial unlikelihood by itself—they should have been scattered, shattered, slaughtered, starved or dehydrated out of existence dozens of times. A historian could write a long list of their peculiarities; yet even if one knew nothing of their history, the very shape of their camp was itself bizarre. Impressive, but impractical by any man's estimation.

It was remarkable how tightly human beings could be packed. Fitting all the soldiers, women, and children of the 13 tribes inside the combined camp was crowded enough. Today they were all gathered within the square sub-camp of the L'vim, which was significantly smaller. They crowded in a semicircle, facing their portable Temple.

The Radiant Mist hovered over the Temple—the same nebulous mystery that had guided them for decades. The buzzing murmur of the multitudes hushed when Moshe emerged from the Temple entrance. In his hand was the luminous sapphire staff which he'd been using since before he returned to Mizraim. Rumor had it that he found the staff stuck in the earth at the home of his father-in-law, where nobody had been able to pluck it from the ground. Nobody until Moshe. Those who had been in close proximity to Moshe knew that the Unspeakable Name of their god was engraved on the head of the staff.

Moshe was no young sprout when he began his tenure. Now he was a tired old man. He moved slow, lost his balance easily, and everything but his voice had grown weak. There was no shortage of extravagant apparel in the war treasury; yet the one-time prince of Mizraim still wore the simple clothes of a shepherd.

Eleazar emerged from the tent on Moshe's heel. The high priest had assumed his position only after the recent death of his hapless father, but he seemed to be comfortable in his role. He was a bit pudgy, but unlike Moshe was otherwise fastidious about his appearance. His turban and other priestly garments were spotless, and more ornate than any other fabrics visible in the camps of the Yacovlm.

Last to emerge from the tent was Y'hoshua (whose birth name had been Yeshua; but Moshe had instagated use of the other name). Unlike Moshe and Eleazar he was not L'vim, but from the tribe of Efrayim. A young buck when he first became Moshe's lieutenant, and a seasoned veteran when he took command of the army, he was now one of the three oldest men in Yacov, with the hard countenance of a field marshal. As Moshe stood facing the center of the huddled masses, Y'hoshua automatically took a position behind and to his right.

With a gesture of one withered old hand, Moshe urged Y'hoshua to step forward. The old field marshal did so, and now the two faced the tribes of Yacov abreast.

Moshe turned to his loyal subordinate and asked, in a subdued tone, “Did you understand everything he told you?”

Y'hoshua nodded with a solemn expression.

“You've got to be strong,” Moshe said. “And bold. Hashem is with you. He won't forget you, or abandon you...He'll actually be going in ahead of you, so don't get scared.”

Moshe gestured toward the people. “Don't let what you or they see discourage you. El Elyon is greater than the usurpers and all the Gibborim in their armies.”

Y'hoshua nodded again. He was well aware of how easily spooked his countrymen were.

"Hashem" was one of the many names for their mysterious god. Nobody fully understood how or why it was that Hashem and El Elyon were one and the same...but also two distinct persons. When their god chose to manifest in the presence of men, for instance, it was always Hashem who took on human form to do it.

Toward the front of the crowd was a group of young men from Y'huda, Yissakhar, Z'vulun (all three tribes shared the same camp), plus one from the L'vim. Playmates as young boys, they had grown up together and usually shared the same campfire to this day. Most of them were soldiers in the army now, though a couple were not yet old enough. Pinchas, one of the oldest, and renown as zealous and learned, was from the priestly clan and exempt from military service.

It was Pinchas who saw it: a bird-like shape descending from the Radiant Mist to light upon Y'hoshua's nape.

He turned first to Achan, then to Othniel. “Did you see that?”

“What?” Achan replied.

“Did we see what?” Othniel asked.

Pinchas pointed to the cloud and began choosing words to describe what he saw, but second-guessed himself. Had it been just his imagination? Some trick of the light? He studied the faces of all his companions, but found none as agape as he.

“Never mind,” he said.

Moshe raised his voice to say, “You've all seen how El Elyon protected and provided for us in the desert. Remember that! Remember it when our enemies come at you from all sides, and remember it after he's given you victory, and you're relaxing, enjoying the largess he gives you.”

“We'll remember!” Othniel shouted back.

“Our god is great!” Paltiel, commander of Yissakhar, declared from the center of the semicircle, where the tribal chiefs were gathered. “There's none like him!”

Sentiments like these were echoed by zealous men throughout the masses.

“Relaxing,” Achan said, with that infectious grin of his. “I'm looking forward to that.”

Yebdod, the young rookie soldier from Yissakhar, smiled and grunted agreement. Like so many of the younger men in the camp of Y'huda, Yebdod looked up to Achan. Achan had a quick wit and charisma that transcended clan and tribal loyalties.

When the noise died down, Moshe continued. “I'm at the end of my journey. But Y'hoshua will lead you across the river. Follow him like you followed me...”

Under his breath, so that only Y'hoshua and Eleazar heard it, Moshe added, “Or how you should have followed me, anyway.”

Once again in his full voice, he said, “...And Hashem will guard you. He'll march in front of you, and cut down your enemies!”

Othniel and Achan slapped spearheads repeatedly against their shields while howling and barking their agreement. Warriors on either side of them followed suit, and the enthusiasm spread through the ranks of the army. Even Kalev, Paltiel and some of the other tribal generals beat weapons against shields. The young boys cheered and the women ululated

Quite a different nation than it was a generation ago, Y'hoshua thought. And he had witnessed Moshe himself change a lot, too. Once was the time when Moshe could barely utter a sentence without stuttering or getting tongue-tied.

Moshe nodded to Eleazar, and the priest handed him a scroll. When the people quieted down, Moshe cleared his throat and said, “Obey the Law of El Elyon, and don't deviate from it, in any direction.”

Y'hoshua closed his eyes and, under his breath, recited, “Meditate on it day and night.”

“Hold up your end of the Covenant, and Hashem will give you rest from our enemies on every side,” Moshe continued.

“Thank-you, Hashem!” Kalev shouted. Others expressed the same sentiments, though not as loud, and their voices blended into a collective murmur.

Moshe opened the scroll and read, “This is what our god says: 'I, El Elyon, am your god, who brought you from the land of Mizraim—from the place of slavery. You must not have any other gods besides me'!”

The Radiant Mist throbbed as Moshe read El ELyon's law. Pinchas dropped to his knees, as did most of the L'vim. As Moshe read on, nearly all the Yacovim either kneeled or prostrated themselves.

“How many times do we have to listen to the same thing?” complained Yebdod.

Othniel and Pinchas glared at him.

“Repetition is an effective teaching technique,” Achan said, amiably. “He wants to make sure we don't forget.”

“All because of the Sh'mot Generation,” Yebdod grumbled.

Achan shrugged. “It took them how long after Moshe turned his back to start worshiping a different god–a day? An hour? Half a heartbeat?”

Yebdod, young Zuar and several others grumbled under their breath.

Eliab, another Yissakharim close in age to Yebdod, was about to throw out an irreverent quip, when something smacked him on the side of the head. Eliab looked up to see Salmon standing over him, with an irritated scowl on his face.

“You muttonheads need to shut your bread-holes right now,” he declared, humorless. “You may be too stupid to show a little respect and wisdom, but there's smarter people all around you trying to listen."

Grins disappeared and the young men became still as rock.

Salmon was revered among Y'huda's rank-and-file, and his reputation was beginning to spread to the other tribes, too. His ferocity as a warrior was surpassed only by his sternness as a disciplinarian. A veteran of the battles against Arad, Sichon and Og, he was now a lieutenant, and drilled his fifty rigorously in tactics. No doubt he would be promoted to lead a hundred soon, and possibly his entire clan before the coming war was over. He let his men relax or horse around when possible, but there was a time for silence and Salmon was nobody to trifle with. Unfortunately, he didn't easily forgive mistakes, nor forget them quickly.

The young men suddenly paid sober attention to what Moshe was saying.
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SALMON HIMSELF HAD heard the words Moshe read aloud several times. There were many regulations to remember, and powerful motivation to do so. El Elyon gave them an ultimatum: follow his law faithfully and he would guide them to victory, peace, and prosperity; be unfaithful and disaster would fall upon them from every angle.

Salmon was a stout, solemn warrior with thick black beard covering the lower half of his face–except where the long scar, that began at his temple, interrupted it. The scar was a reminder that he was the youngest veteran of the war against the Emorim kings.

Salmon had no trouble obeying rules and following orders, himself–for the incentive offered by their god; and he also believed wholeheartedly in Y'hoshua's leadership. A good leader at the top tended to enrich the entire chain-of-command under him. And Y'hoshua could be seen, and heard, and touched. None of that could be done with the Invisible God Moshe preached, who was ready to smite Yacov any time they fell short of his requirements.

Moshe, sometimes called the Great Liaison, had talked with The God-of-Many-Names face-to-face. His late brother, Yaharon, and Eleazar, and even Y'hoshua claimed to have heard the voice of the great El Elyon. Salmon was satisfied to not see or hear him–the prospect was terrifying.

El Elyon only appeared to certain men, at certain times. Centuries could, and often did, pass between such instances. The gods of other nations, however, weren't bashful about making themselves known. They displayed their power, and authorized their followers to craft representations of themselves out of wood, or stone, or metal. That way their followers at least had a crude image of their god at all times, even when the deity chose not to show him or herself.

In fact, some gods were represented not just by man-made statues, but by the very objects in space.

As Moshe droned on and the shadows grew long, Salmon's eyes turned skyward. Lately Ma'adim was so close as to be visible long before the dark of night when the stars appeared. As Salmon understood it, the Mizraimim believed the red wanderer belonged to their god, Horus. People from the heathen nations all considered the planet the property of their war god–called Nergal by most.

Maybe Nergal took the red wanderer from Horus. Salmon didn't know much about the foreign gods.

Leaving the gods out of the matter, Salmon respected Moshe. The young men owed respect to Moshe as well, and nobody was going to accuse Salmon of failing to instill discipline.
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OTHNIEL HAD NO TROUBLE paying attention to Moshe...until he caught sight of Aksah, who sat just behind and to the left of her father, Kalev.

Othniel looked even younger than his 17 years. His baby face inspired aggression from many a peer his own age, and kept certain elders from taking him seriously.

Elders like Kalev–the tough old commander of his tribe–for instance.

A bride had yet to be arranged for Othniel, and he suffered mixed emotions about that. He felt slighted because his older brothers had all been assigned a mate by 17. Yet it also gave him hope, because Aksah had not yet been assigned a mate, either. She was Kalev's only daughter, and born to him in his later years, so he treasured her highly, and guarded her accordingly.

Othniel had been attracted to Aksah since before his voice changed. At times like this he could just stare at her for hours on end, drinking in the sight of her. Sometimes he assumed himself to be in love with her, because the emotions she provoked were so strong.

She must have felt him staring at her. Her aquiline countenance changed, and her head turned on that graceful neck, searching the crowd for the source of her unease. Her dark eyes found Othniel quickly, and her eyebrows furled ever-so-slightly. Her lips pursed for a moment, then her eyelids lowered.

Othniel felt shivers sometimes just from how her long, black eyelashes fell and rose.

When her eyes opened, she looked away, but only momentarily. When their eyes met again, Othniel flashed her a smile. Down went those long lashes. She tossed her head and, even partially hidden by her head covering, her silky black hair was glorious as she reached up with one hand to pull it behind her ear. It was subtle, but a smile took over her mouth. Some may have missed it, but Othniel had studied that face enough to know a smile, subtle or not.

Unfortunately, Kalev also knew, and didn't approve. He shot Othniel a stern glare, then took his daughter by the arm and pulled her into a lean where his lips came close to her ear.

Her face now abashed from some sort of reprimand, Aksah scooted around until Othniel's view of her was blocked by her father, who scowled at the young man until he looked away.
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NIGHT FELL, AND THE Radiant Mist glowed like fire. Ma'adim hung among the stars like a sphere of blood. Hours had passed, and Moshe's voice was hoarse by the time he said, "Today I invoke god and man as a witness against you that I've set life and death, blessing and curse, in front of you. Choose life so that you and your children will live!"

Moshe cleared his throat, rolled up the scroll and handed it back to Eleazar.

"I also implore you to love El Elyon your god; to obey Him, for He gives you life and enables you to live continually in the land he promised to give you."

The crowds muttered affirmation of all he said. Then, straining to get the sound out, Moshe taught them a song that would help them memorize their history. It set to verse how El Elyon, The God of Gods, gave the nations of the world as an inheritance to the divine beings of his Council, but kept Yacov for himself, to govern directly. The song went on to reprise the record of El Elyon's faithfulness, despite Yacov's unfaithfulness.

When the words of the song had been spoken, Eleazar and the L'vim led the singing of it. So many voices united in song made an impressive sound wafting across the Yarden Valley and off the sides of the Aborim. When the song ended, the Yacovim shared a resolve to serve their god diligently and avoid the mistakes of their fathers.

Pretty well spent by that time, Moshe turned and, supported by two L'vim, trudged off toward his own tent.

"That's it," Y'hoshua declared. "You're dismissed for the night."

The enormous gathering got to its feet and dispersed, each to his own camp, raising clouds of dust with the movement.

"How many times will we have to go through this?" grumbled Yebdod, under his breath, as he sauntered away with the others in his clique, waving at the dust in front of his face.

"This one sounded like his farewell address," opined Achan.

"Just because he said Y'hoshua is taking over..." Othniel said, but trailed off before concluding his thought.

"The two of them are climbing the Aborim tomorrow," Achan said, pointing to the silhouette of the mountain range beyond the camp. "To the top of N'vo, if I heard right." He pointed to the highest peak on the Aborim.

"That's where El Elyon speaks to him," Othniel said. "Atop mountains."

"It's also the place," Achan added, "where you can see across the Yarden into all the territory that will be ours. Moshe can't cross over with us, so he wants to at least look at it before he dies."

Even the young men were silent, as all of them wondered what life would be like without Moshe leading them.
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A Prophecy of War
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THE “GOD-KING” OF URSHALAYIM, and his entourage, stood near the edge of a rocky outcropping, watching the towering waves crash below, a few leagues in from the beach.

"Those breakers are enormous," observed one of the king's advisers "The locals say they are growing every day."

If it weren't for the coral reefs breaking up the waves prematurely, the gigantic breakers would have been even more frightening. The broken bodies of sea creatures, great and small, were strewn about the land, along with torn sails, broken oars, and the splintered remains of ship hulls.

"Sailors are too terrified to come near the sea," another adviser said. "So many of them have been swallowed by it. Every fishing village along the coast has been demolished and swept away."

"These people along the Western Sea worship a fish god, do they not?" asked the king.

"Yes Sir," the adviser answered. "He is a god of the sea itself."

"Find a priest of this god," Adonaizidek said. "We'll add them to my court and take them back with us. You never know–if the sea keeps moving inland like this, we may have a beach near Urshalayim soon."

Some of the king's entourage chuckled at this, but most didn't find it a laughing matter.

The king's name, Adonaizidek,  meant "lord of righteousness" in some tongues, and his attire was as gaudy and grandiose as that title. His expensive purple robe was embroidered with white piping. All six fingers on each hand glinted with gold, and gold bracelets adorned his arms and ankles as well. The 17 members of his court were only a little less lavishly dressed for this visit to the coast.

The priest of Hapy, from Mizraim, bowed before voicing his protest. "Lord of Righteousness, live forever. But it is not the fish-god you must appease,"

"It is not appeasement that is required," the priest of Enki declared, with a distasteful glance at his rival.

"Explain," said Adonaizidek.

"It is not that the god of the sea is angry," the priest of Enki replied. "All the gods are vexed. They strike bargains and form alliances with each other, because a war looms and they all have a stake in it. Nergal, Moloch, Chemosh, Dagon, Al Illah..." He pointed upward, where the red planet was visible in a patch of blue sky beyond the roiling storm clouds. "Nergal's concern in this war is plain for all to see."

"A war of the gods?" asked the king.

"By proxy," the priest replied. "Blood will flow like the water below."

"The wise rulers will begin feeding the gods an extra ration of blood before the first battle is joined," added the priest of Hapy, anxious to prove his counsel was just as important as that of his rival.

Adonaizidek frowned. A war would reduce the population of his kingdom, and increased sacrifices beforehand would further strain his manpower. "A proxy war, you say. Who are the players?"

"Just as the gods are joining together," Enki's priest replied, "so must we ally with other cities in Kenaan."

"Who do the gods war against?" asked the king.

"The One-God-of-Many-Names," said the priest.

"The Invisible God? The one stingy with knowledge?"

The priest nodded. "The Great Tyrant. He fights for the Yacovites."

The king sneered. "Those jackals? I know all about that churlish mob of whining cowards. Their ancestor was a conniving mollycoddle and their leader is an old stuttering lunatic with one foot in the grave. Their 'army' is a militia at best."

The king's youngest adviser bowed. "It is true that Moshe is old and feeble. He might indeed die any day. But his successor has been chosen already. The one called Y'hoshua, by all accounts, is a warrior of some distinction."

"A warrior?" Adonaizidek pronounced the word as if it were the punchline of a joke. "We're talking about an 'army' of undisciplined rabble, armed with farming tools. They have no chariots. They don't even have horses! And there's not a Gibborite among them."

The king held his hand out, palm down, at about hip-high–or where the head of an average-sized Yacovite might reach, were one standing beside him.

"I've heard the same reports, o King," the adviser said. "And yet the Emorites fell to that churlish militia, before their cities were put to the sword."

"It is neither the warriors nor their weapons that should concern us," Enki's priest said. "It is their One-God-of-Many-Names." He pointed to the priest of Hapy "The god of Yacov challenged all the gods of Mizraim, and humiliated them in the sight of everyone. They were powerless to stop him."

Though most cities had temples and idols and high places built for multiple gods, each nation was under the dominion of one specific god. The exception was Mizraim, which was ruled by a council of several deities.

"Tell me you don't really believe all those tall tales," the king said.

"Eye witnesses still tell the stories, your Majesty," the young adviser said. "It wasn't just the sea god that was humbled. Their river god; their frog god, their sun god..."

The king turned away from the cliff and inhaled audibly, and, addressing the priest of Enki, said, "Well, it's more than just the gods of Mizraim this time. You said they're all banding together. Maybe the sons of the gods should band together as well. We’ve all had our differences, but the time may be upon us soon when we need to put those behind us."

He glanced up at the convulsing storm clouds that had closed to block the view of the red planet, then added, "We'll see how the Yacovites fare against our combined nations; and their god against our combined gods."
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A Carnal Bargain
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RACHAV TURNED HER FACE upwards so the guards would recognize her as she shuffled through the enormous gateway into Bet-Yariq, a bundle of flax slung over her back and one tucked under her left arm. Her brothers were loaded down with four bundles apiece. Surely they'd both be able to carry twice as much when they grew to manhood, but they were already a big help.

She shuddered as one of the guards, nearly three times her height, ogled her blatantly. Two of the others exchanged whispers and wry grins. One said, "Greetings Rachav. When are you going to be ready for a full-sized man?"

She kept her mouth clamped shut and kept moving.

"I just love those fat little lips," another one called. "They look designed for pleasure."

Her brothers also knew better than to speak. Anwar's face burned with shame, twisting into repressed fury, when the guards turned their attention to him. Their innuendos grew increasingly provocative, and Rachav hurried her pace. She glanced at their brothers, afraid one might protest or lash out with an insult, but with tight-lipped scowls seemingly carved from marble, they hurried along abreast of her.

What if one day the Gibborites did more than just taunt and verbally humiliate? Imagining that dreadful day made it very difficult to sleep well.

Once around the corner from the gate, Rachav pulled her veil into place again. There was no need for anyone else to see her face now that she'd been recognized and admitted. Leaving her face exposed only invited more lecherous men (and some women) to notice and comment about her lips.

She wore baggy clothing when going to the fields for the same reason, lest more Gibborites notice her figure and be inspired.

After the changes first came on her, a few years before, she had initially enjoyed all the sudden attention from men. Her parents noted the attention as well, and her mother was the one with the savvy to know they could capitalize on it for the betterment of the family.

Rachav's mother taught her how to handle men, and arranged the first several encounters. It was much more exciting than braiding rope, at first, but as she grew more experienced and learned more about the nature of men, Rachav decided she would rather just work at the family business.

Her mother wouldn't hear of it–men paid much more for one night with Rachav than they would for an entire week's worth of flax oil, rope or linen products.

Rachav had tearfully petitioned her father, to little avail. Her father never contradicted his wife, and seemed to live in fear of provoking one of her tongue-lashings.

Rachav eventually learned to cope with her situation, though it felt like she lost another piece of herself with every man she took to bed. Once all the seductive play-acting and bartering was done, while in the act of servicing her various customers, she pretended that each time she was giving herself to the same man.

A man very different from anyone she had known.

She took some solace in that she had never been with a Gibborite. It wasn't just their size and deformities that bothered her–there was something else; some unnameable quality which led her to believe that the stories about their ancestors were true.

Only once Rachav and her brothers were past the city square did she begin to breathe easier. They also avoided the bazaar, since they had no shopping to do and Rachav would prefer her brothers not witness any of the abominable rituals practiced there–or be solicited by the temple prostitutes. With Anwar now leading the way, they wove through the narrow streets between houses until they reached the South Stairway.

Nadir ran his fingers over the darker-colored mortar in between the stones of the city wall. For whatever reason, during the construction of the walls, a different compound was used for mortar here, than in every other part of the city. The change in color served as a subtle landmark, confirming that they had reached the section of the wall they called home. They began to climb.

The city walls were enormous, even from a perspective inside of them. Outside they were even taller. It would require three Gibborites standing on each others' shoulders to even reach a hand to the top of the parapet.

A deep trench had been dug for the wall's foundation, and the dirt from the trench heaped inside where the walls would go. The excess dirt was then graded into a level plane upon which Bet Yariq's conventional housing was erected. The stone blocks of the impressive outer wall were so massive that only Gibborites could lift or move them. Against that thick outer wall, an inner superstructure was affixed, and finished off with an inner wall which made the fortification seem to be one enormous monolith. Engineers claimed that it was even stronger built this way than if the entire structure were solid. In any case, Rachav's family and other non-Gibborites in Bet Yariq were relegated to the apartments inside the city wall.

Rachav's family lived in a top-floor apartment and her mother found the climb exhausting. It was no problem for her children, however.

Anwar reached the top of the staircase, strode quickly along the balcony with little brother Nadir trotting to keep up, reached their doorway and stepped right in. Because the weather was warming up, Mother kept all the windows and doors open.

Following her brothers inside, Rachav first went to the store room and took stock of the work space. It was pretty crowded, so she had Anwar and Nadir take most of the new flax upstairs.

From two different rooms there were ladders up to wooden trapdoors atop the city wall. Their family had been storing flax there for years now, and nobody seemed to mind.

Rachav greeted her parents. Her thin, rawboned father, busy separating seeds, grinned with relief and said, "No trouble with the gate guards, then."

She removed her veil, loosened her head covering, and thought about how to convey her worries regarding the guards' increasingly lascivious behavior.

"What took so long?" inquired Rachav's plump mother, who sat at a small table working the seed press over a bowl.

"Nothing, Mother," Rachav replied. "We went straight there, gathered the flax and came straight back. But when we came through the gate..."

"Don't cover for your brothers," Mother interrupted. "I know Nadir likes to dawdle around all the time. Anwar indulges him, and you coddle them both."

"Not at all, Mother. In fact, Anwar..."

"Don't argue with me. Go check on your sisters, then get busy in the kitchen."

"Yes, Mother."
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As Rachav prepared the meal, Anwar and Nadir returned from the top of the wall, talking excitedly back and forth. Nadir came up alongside his big sister and embraced her from the side. She took a moment to squeeze him back.

"GUESS WHAT, RACHAV? We saw an army camped across the river. They're right below Abor. I bet it's the Yacovites!"

"You can see all the way to Abor, hmm? My, what strong eyes you have."

"It's true," Anwar said, leaning in the doorway. "On a day like this you can see for leagues and leagues, from the top of the wall. There's some kind of camp over there, laid out in a strange shape."

"Why would you think it's Yacov?" Rachav asked, turning back to slicing vegetables.

Nadir shrugged. "They're coming, right? Everyone knows they're coming. And that camp is gigantic–like it's an entire nation all living in tents."

"They don't have chariots or even horses," Anwar said, "and yet the Emorites on the East Bank haven't been able to stop them."

"Their general's name is Y'hoshua," Nadir announced, proud of having this news to share.

"I thought it was Moshe," Rachav said, carefully watching what she was doing, but trying to visualize what the boys had seen at the same time.

"He was their chief or something," Anwar said. "But this new leader has taken over. Nobody seems to know that much about him."

"It's not their chief or general that has the king worried," Rachav mused, aloud. "It's the god of the Yacovites."

"The god?" Nadir scoffed. "Who knows if they even have one! Nobody's ever seen him. Nobody is even sure what his name is."

"That doesn't mean he's not powerful," Anwar said.

Nadir held his hands parallel, to about the size of a tomato. "You saw how big Nergal is in the sky. Let's see Yacov's god try bringing a planet so close."

"First of all," Anwar said, "It's not that big yet, though if it keeps getting closer... Anyway, secondly: how do you know it's not the god of Yacov doing it?"

"The red wanderer belongs to Nergal," Nadir said.

"Boys," Rachav said, reaching up to tuck a stray wisp of her hair back under her head covering, "go somewhere else to play or bicker. I've got work to do."

"No time for playing," Anwar sighed as he herded his younger brother out of the kitchen. "We have to help Papa with the seeds."

Once the boys were gone, Rachav shook her head to herself. Nadir's young mind couldn't accept that an invisible god could defeat a god whose image was commemorated by statues, and who appeared sometimes to priests and priestesses.

Rachav had her own sources of news. The Gibborites hated one particular rumor, and she wondered if it wasn't true: that the god of Yacov was the Supreme God over all, who had created the lesser gods and everything else. Indeed, she hoped it was true–the god of Yacov seemed to be just. He didn't require children to be passed through the fire. In fact, he forbid human sacrifice of any kind, along with the mingling of the lesser gods with mankind and animals. He also punished the wicked–even his own people when they did wrong; yet he sought excuses to show mercy at the slightest glimmer of repentance.

But if all that was true, and he was leading Yacov into the land promised their ancestors, then what would happen to her and her family? Would they be slaughtered in the invasion? Certainly the evil debauchery in and around Bet-Yariq was enough to bring down a judgment on them, if the Invisible God was indeed in the punishing business.
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HALFWAY THROUGH SUPPER, someone called a greeting from outside the doorway. Mother nodded at Nadir. He shot up from his seat and rushed to go see who it was.

Nadir returned in a moment to say, "It's that man who was here last month. The king's messenger."

By the way Nadir's gaze bounced between Mother and Rachav , it was clear that the messenger wasn't here to deliver a message.

Mother finished chewing the food in her mouth, swallowed, then gestured toward Rachav. "Go wash and perfume. Hessa, go invite him in and make him comfortable."

"Why do I have to let my food get cold?" Hessa protested. "It's not my customer."

"Because your mother told you to," Father said. "Now go."

The apartment was separated into two sections. The large one included the great room, a kitchen and a private room for the mother and father. The small section was closed off from the rest, except for a single doorway with curtains. It included a closet, a room for the bath, and a room for a bed.

The small section served as an inn for travelers. It was also where Rachav entertained customers.

Supper grew cold for all the children. Hessa ushered the king's messenger inside, brought him wine and a plate. The boys began hauling water inside from the South Spring, then heating it for a bath. Faryel, the youngest daughter, removed the man's sandals and washed his feet.

Once the envoy had eaten, drank, and bathed, Rachav entered the guest chamber. Her attire had changed–no longer meant to conceal, but to display. She wore form-fitting silk; her black hair was uncovered and hung down to her lower back; her eyelids were painted purple, and she smelled of roses. She added a smile to her costume when she saw him reclining on the couch. She sat at his feet.

Some customers preferred her to be bashful or aloof. Some even liked her to be skittish, and resist their advances. This one was pleased to have her be friendly, forward, and engage him with lively chatter for a while. Rachav didn't mind the small talk–it was a chance to learn news, since the messenger traveled extensively as part of his duties.

"Hello again," she said. "Some time has passed since your last visit."

He patted her on the arm with some affection, and sighed. "This is the first chance I've had to rest in the last few weeks. The king has had me on the go, without ceasing."

Rachav raised her eyebrows. "Is something special amiss?"

The customer had no obvious Gibborite lineage. In fact, he was barely taller than Rachav. He wasn't physically repulsive, either. The long treks he regularly undertook kept him from growing fat, and he cleaned up well.

"Possibly," he replied, his gaze crawling down from her eyes to her prominently presented bosom.

She scooted closer and leaned forward slightly to give him a better look, while resting one hand lightly on his leg. "Oh? Pray tell."

He licked his lips, but then frowned as if reminded of something bothersome. "It's the Yacovites. They're getting closer and closer. They're camped below the Abor Mountains right now, and there are rumors they may try to ford the Yarden right across from us."

"Wouldn't that be dangerous at this time of year?" Rachav asked.

The Yarden was running at flood stage. It was hazardous to cross, even in a boat.

The customer nodded. "Not just dangerous–foolhardy. The king believes, if they attempt it, that they'll bog down in the mud and be easy pickings for our army. What's more, Bet-Yariq is the strongest city in Kenaan, and they have no siege equipment. They should want to cross over anywhere but here."

Rachav cocked her head, slightly. "I guess that would be foolhardy. But it seems as though something has you worried."

"Well," he said, gaze shifting briefly to the window, "what if the rumors are true? Their god supposedly opened the sea for them to cross, then closed it back to drown their enemies. What if their god really is Most High, the Creator, over all the other gods?"

Rachav was able to make many of her customers comfortable enough to confide in her. Generally speaking, she could speak freely with them as well. Yet she was careful to adjust her tone of voice so that what she said next sounded purely hypothetical. "If he truly was supreme over all the gods, then wouldn't it make sense to follow him instead of some lesser being?"

The customer's expression soured. "If it was anyone but him, certainly. But he's a tyrant. Intolerant. He allows no worship of any god but himself. And he's selfish–he withheld knowledge from humankind. When Enki shared knowledge anyway, he responded with curses and eternal hostility."

"What makes you think it's all true?" Rachav asked. "About their god's power, that is?"

"There are just too many eye-witnesses," he replied. "The things that happened to Mizraim. Moshe kept the Yacovites in the desert since that day, and they didn't starve or die of thirst. He gave them water from dry, solid rock. He fed them with bread that appeared on the ground each morning. None of them got sick. Their sandals never wore out–in 40 years! And then Sichon of the Emorites, and Og of Bashan...the Yacovites vanquished them both. No Gibborites among them. No chariots. No horses. No iron weapons. And yet that dusty rabble–the spawn of slaves, yet–conquered the two most powerful armies on the East Bank, full of Gibborites who were seasoned warriors. Modern, powerful armies, defeated by goat-herding runaway slaves."

"It does seem rather impossible," Rachav mused, "doesn't it?"

The envoy lowered his voice, speaking in confidence. "The king of Urshalayim is calling for a formal alliance against the Yacovites, composed of all the cities west and south. Frankly, I hope we agree to it."

"Do you think our king will join?" she asked.

The customer pressed thumbs against temples for a moment, eyes closed, then shook his head back and forth. "I came here to forget about all this for a night, not to worry even more."

Rachav scooted closer still, so that her hip was near his waist. She gave him a reassuring caress to his forehead. He captured her hand and kissed it. "Ahh, I've missed you."

He squirmed briefly, produced his purse and opened it to count out her fee for the night.

Before he handed over any silver, an idea struck Rachav. "You know, I've been thinking. Perhaps we could work out an alternate form of payment."

Confusion twisted his features and he froze in place.

"Maybe you could find someone to do some work for us," Rachav suggested. "I need someone to go gather our flax and bring it here. In fact, someone who would handle all our outside work, so that my brothers and I don't have to suffer accosting from the men in town anymore."

"You're...you're saying I should take the money I pay you and use it to hire such a person?"

She nodded, and stroked his arm. "You're well-connected. Surely you know of people who could do it, and make such an arrangement."

He pondered this silently for a moment. "I can probably make it happen." He leaned up and grabbed her arm with one hand, while the other extracted silver from the purse. "It would mean I come to see you on a regular basis. But for now, take this. Come to bed with me and let's forget about gods and goat-herders."

Rachav accepted the payment and blew out the candle.
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The Death Of a Chieftain
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IT WAS A TESTAMENT to his inner strength that, as feeble as he was, Moshe could still climb a mountain...and talking all along the way, no less.

Y'hoshua and Pinchas each took one of his bony old elbows to help Moshe negotiate a steep rise in the rocky trail. Without missing a beat, he continued his story.

"...His father said, 'don't mock me! This idol didn't take the hatchet and smash all the other gods. It's made of stone, formed by human hands. You must assume I'm a half-wit.'"

Y'hoshua chuckled and said, "If the sandal fits, eh?"

Moshe nodded his gray head. "So Avram told his father, 'If it was formed by human hands, why did you tell me it was him who created the world? And if the other gods were incapable of defending themselves from a puny hatchet, why do you worship them?'"

Moshe and Y'hoshua both laughed. Pinchas nodded, grinning. This was the first time he'd heard Moshe tell the story.

Moshe and Y'hoshua sobered quickly when a rumbling tremor shook the mountain. Y'hoshua grabbed a small tree growing up through the rocky soil with one hand, and clutched Moshe's arm tightly with the other, bracing to keep the old man upright should the tremor grow worse.

Pinchas took a short step backwards on the steep incline, waving his arms for balance.

The tremor subsided and all three men looked up at Ma'adim hanging over them in the sky, even closer than yesterday.

"El Elyon prepares for battle," Y'hoshua muttered, with a faraway look and a grim set to his jaw.

They continued climbing until Moshe stopped for a brief pause to catch his breath–which was his habit. When he resumed the climb, he had enough breath for both the effort and for words. "I can't help remembering another time we climbed a mountain, Y'hoshua. When we heard the noise of insanity from the camp, you said it sounded like our countrymen were making war."

Still glancing warily up toward Ma'adim every few seconds, Y'hoshua said, "I was fairly naive, wasn't I?"

Moshe smiled fondly remembering Y'hoshua's assumption more than the behavior of their countrymen–who had resorted to idolatry shortly after El Elyon had freed them from the chains of Mizraim.

Then a frown took hold of his face. "I'm not coming back down this time, Y'hoshua."

Sadly, Y'hoshua nodded.

No more words were spoken until they reached the crest of Har N'vo–the dominant peak of the Aborim. Even the young Pinchas stood panting for a few moments to catch his breath.

There was something different about this time and place–Y'hoshua could feel it. He noticed Pinchas looking round about, and upward, expectantly.

So he feels it, too.

No anticipatory feeling could have prepared them for the voice that thundered out of nowhere...and everywhere. Both Pinchas and Y'hoshua jumped back at the sudden, booming sound.

"Look across the Yarden, Moshe. There is the land I promised to your
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