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	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

[image: COG-Graphic]Prologue


[image: ]


Martinez sat, reading King David’s letter. As he unrolled the parchment, his mind drifted to earlier times, before David was King, when Martinez served as King Saul’s General and David was still a shepherd boy. He recalled his frustration, as his longest friend and half brother King Saul had grown dark and moody in the constant presence of his mistress, the Egyptian witch Jezebel. His sorrow at the old King’s death had been overwhelming, yet it was eased with the pleasure of seeing young David become King. He had liked the boy, liked him a lot. 

David had been young, yet he was strong, wise and full of faith. The time in David’s service had been difficult for Martinez. He had been in mourning over the King’s death and even more so, over the death of his nephew, Jonathan, the King’s son - a fine officer and the only son born of the woman Martinez had always loved. 

Derai’s death had threatened to swallow him into the shadows. So much grief remained unresolved. He recalled now how tired he had felt, so tired and ready for retirement. Yet he had stayed to help David in those early years. He had overseen the formation of the young King’s council. At the time, his grief would have consumed him if not for Francesca, the Priestess who had been the only shred of light amongst all the darkness. 

Now as he continued reading the King’s letter, he looked up briefly to see Francesca’s worried eyes upon him. He had feelings for her, deep feelings. Since he had retired from service, they had spent many happy times together. It seemed that their good times would be coming to an end and sadness touched him.

He thought of David once more, the boy had been such a strong young man, yet Martinez felt the burden of guilt rising. Maybe he had left him to his own devices too early. The grief for both of them over the loss of Jonathan had been great. But when David realised he would not have his young wife back on his return to Jerusalem; that King Saul had already annulled their marriage and given Miriam to another, he had been inconsolable. Martinez knew that Miriam had been with child when King Saul had banished David from the Capital. Jonathan had aided in a quick marriage in order to hide her condition, for if Saul had discovered the truth, the child would most certainly have been put to death at birth. 

When Martinez took his retirement he had believed David was settled—resolved in his grief—ready to lead the nation. Martinez had left his most promising officer, Bartholomew, to take over the role of King’s envoy and General of the Army. It appeared now, that David was not fully settled. His grief or some other pressing matter seemed to be unbalancing his judgement. Reports had been reaching him that the King was becoming distracted from his duties. Some said he was obsessed with the many beautiful women in his midst. 

Martinez’s heart grew heavy as he read of Bartholomew’s death and his fears were confirmed as he discovered that David had taken the young General’s red and golden haired wife Bathsheba as his own. 

The letter was clear, the order had been given and there was no ambiguity. The King was calling him back into service. He did not fully understand why. Surely there were younger men who could lead his army and the King’s own bodyguard could protect his unborn child, the child of Bathsheba; a child conceived while her husband was away at war, or so it was rumoured. He had no taste for serving as the King’s envoy if the hearsay were true. Yet if it were true, he knew he was the only hope of getting through to David, of seeing him restored to the faithful and wise man and leader he once was.
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Jezebel shivered at the memory as she recalled the night her father had joined her to assassinate David. The plans had been set. King Saul was away at war, unlikely to return and even if he did, the priests had lost all faith in him. David was in their favour and he was all that stood in the way of her plans to bring down the Israeli nation and return them to slavery. Her father was the most powerful magician she knew. Yet David had struck him down with the glowing sword, like reaping hay. She had felt her father’s spirit leave her, their melding creating one consciousness between them. He had left her with memories of betrayal. Her own father had manipulated her; trained her to do his bidding. He had claimed she was doing the work of the Pharaoh, her King and God. She was still in that foreboding place now, the place he had left her, lost in the darkness with nothing except her training to cling to. 

The Pharaoh, her uncle had disowned her, casting her aside after the ritual of her father’s burial. All the correct rites had been performed, this she knew. Her father’s insides had been taken out of his body, placed in jars to be buried with his flesh. What remained was wrapped in cloth and placed in an airtight sarcophagus for its final rest. It had taken all her powers of persuasion to arrange for her father’s body, together with the jars of his organs to be brought to her instead of being buried forever in the pyramid of Amun. She would see her father returned to her. He would answer her questions. This time, he would be doing her bidding. Revenge would be hers.

‘You are a pretty little thing.’ She smiled at the girl as she slowly eased her blade into her heart.

‘What are you doing? Leave her! She served you, pleasured you. Let her alone!’ The man was screaming now, his shackles jingling musically in the still night air.

He had been too easy to convince. A man beyond his prime; her body had been too much to resist, so much so that he had offered his daughter into the bargain. She could not have planned it better herself. She was provided with a sacrifice and a host all in one. She traced the words from the black, leather-bound book with her finger. The Book of the Dead had been in her father’s personal belongings. It must have been fated by the god Amun himself. She lined up the canopic jars containing her father’s organs. The man began to weep. His weeping turned to chanting as Jezebel began the ritual. The man was not unlike her father in stature, not a perfect vessel, but she had little time to be choosy. She had revenge to serve; to David, to the harlot Francesca and she thought for a moment. No, not for Martinez, not death, no, her revenge for him would be something entirely different.

****
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Martinez mounted his proud and defiant warhorse, the very same one he had ridden for more years than he could remember. He had neglected his old friend since his retirement. This beautiful, but cantankerous beast had saved his life more than once and seen many battles in many lands. The horse had lived through the final battle that took Jonathan’s life and left his half brother and life-long friend the King inconsolable to the point of taking his own life. Martinez’s heart was heavy at the thought. He looked back to Francesca and smiled, the light in the darkness, he thought to himself as he nudged his mount into a gentle trot. 

Francesca watched as Martinez began moving forward through the gates of his estate, lands given to him by the King as a retirement gift. He had smiled briefly at her, yet the pain in his eyes overshadowed his smile. She knew this journey would be hard, hard for them both. She pressed calves to her horse’s flanks and set off to follow. She trotted up along-side, leaning in to gently squeeze Martinez on the arm. He smiled again and more of the pain dropped away from his face, the smile finally reaching his eyes. 

As they rode, they left each other to their thoughts. The comfortable silence was something they were accustomed to; having spent over a year together, sharing company, sharing life. 

Martinez allowed his thoughts to shift to the work ahead and the return to his position as General. David was a good King, a good man, he ruled fairly on matters of the law. Yet there was something that was troubling in his plan to find the Ark, the Covenant of God. It was even more concerning as to why a new General was needed at all. David had his bodyguard Katzu to look after his unborn child. If Bartholomew had not been killed in such unusual circumstances, a new general would not have been required. A general needed to be above the battle, able to view it from a distance in order to make good decisions. Bartholomew should never have been in the front line. He would know the truth once he saw David again. He knew he was the King, yet he could not help thinking of him as the shepherd boy still. He had been wise beyond his years, endearing to the people and loved by those close to him. 
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As they rode, Francesca looked around her. They were not yet away from Martinez’s lands. The area was lush, the field full of heavy black soils and green crops. The King’s gift had been generous. Martinez owned what was some of the most fertile land in the Kingdom of Israel. He had workers who tended the land for him, yet it was not uncommon to see him out in the fields, side by side with the men, toiling with tools and getting his hands caked in dirt. He would come in at the end of the day smiling, as if life could not get any better. 

The narrow dirt track was lined with small huts where all the workers and their families lived. Modest dwellings, yet no one was hungry and all were cared for. 

Francesca thought again of her first meeting with Martinez, how cold she had been towards him. It had been a new emotion for her, looking into his deep brown eyes and being overwhelmed. She had resisted the feelings for a very long time, instead focussing on her work as a Priestess, her role as aide to the Prophet Samuel. Yet it was Samuel himself who had sent her after the General. At first she thought it was to aid in the battles—to train David—to see his destiny fulfilled. Yet deep down she now knew that God did not need her help. Her battle with the Egyptian Princess Jezebel had taught her as much. Although the temptation to control still remained, she was learning to let it go. There was still one emotion she had not managed to overcome. After being violated and beaten as a young woman at the hands of brigands, she had never been with a man. Her role as a Priestess had occupied her life fully and completely, yet now she was more than fond of Martinez. He had been patient and kind, loving and supportive. He knew she was still not ready for more than their friendship and bond, yet she longed to be.

‘What are you thinking?’ Francesca looked at Martinez, as if seeking to read his thoughts. 

‘I was thinking how beautiful you are.’ He hedged with a smile.

‘I know you Martinez! You are brooding, share your thoughts or they may consume you.’ She returned his smile.

‘We must not let anyone know of our relationship while back in the Capital,’ he said, changing the subject. ‘You are still a Priestess of the One and we might need to leverage that with the politicians and priests at some point. If they start believing there is more to our friendship, they will try to discredit you.’

‘It is not unheard of for a Priestess to take a lover,’ she blushed as the words came from her lips, and then giggled nervously.

‘Not an unpleasant thought, but uncommon none the less. He smiled. ‘I was hoping the rumours were not true, that I would return to find the boy I once knew.’ His defences had fallen away, the true nature of his brooding coming out of nowhere.

‘He is still that boy inside, Martinez. We can help him find his true nature again. He trusts you. He respects you. He knows you. Have faith that what we do is all part of God’s plan.’

Martinez was amazed again at how Francesca had grown in her faith over the time he had known her. She was strong, yet fragile, compassionate and still hardened. Her walls were coming down. He prayed they would continue to do so. 

‘You sound like the old seer Samuel,’ he said as he playfully pushed his mount into hers, then set off at a gallop before she could retaliate, laughing for the first time since receiving the King’s letter.
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David stroked Bathsheba’s face. Her golden red hair lay limp around her shoulders as she slipped in and out of consciousness. The beads of sweat ran down her cheeks into her hair, making dark, wet streaks on the embroidered cushions. She had been unwell for days with a raging fever that could not be broken. 

‘Lord my sins are great, please forgive me. Do not hold Bathsheba or our child responsible for my weakness.’ David was on his knees, praying, begging for forgiveness. The presence of God eluded him, bringing nothing but darkness to his soul, a darkness which evoked loneliness, a feeling he did not enjoy and struggled to endure. 

‘Where is Martinez, why is he not here yet? I sent for him so long ago.’ David was staring accusingly at Katzu, who merely shrugged his shoulders, palms facing the sky. ‘I must retrieve the Ark, the presence of God resides within. If I have the Ark of the Covenant, God will have to be with me.’
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Narayana could have rushed his visit to David by opening a pathway through the In-between, or as some called it the Underworld. Yet he did not feel the need. He was enjoying his freedom from temple life. He knew he should not feel confinement, only joy at his reclusive life of meditation. However the isolation had never completely fulfilled him; something that often raised questions from his Order about whether he really should have chosen the life of a monk at all. In truth, he had not chosen the life. It had chosen him. If the Universe wants you to do something, he reasoned, you really did not have a choice. He lost himself in his memories once more. Very long memories they were. So many years had passed by that he simply had lost track of them. 

As a boy he had been chosen to join the temple when the healer had recognised his talents. Narayana was afraid and had run away. It had not been the wisest of decisions he now recalled with a smile. How foolish the young could be. After many, many years of slavery in Egypt, he had thought life was finally going to improve. The Pharaoh’s Chief Magician discovered him working in the mud pits. At first it had been a wonderful blessing with good food, clean clothes and an introduction to Egyptian magic. Yet his joy had turned to fear quickly as his new mentor became his greatest nightmare. Narayana shook away the memory allowing it to fade back into the fog of his mind. 

He carried on with his journey, his bare feet hardening once more to the wear of travel. His frail little body was quick and agile, belying his age. He was scrabbling through rocks when he heard stones falling from behind him. He did not turn, instead he continued on his way, pretending to have heard nothing. He carried on until the incline was out of sight. Stopping, he squeezed in between some large boulders, removed his carry sack from his staff and waited. His wait was short, as a small-framed boy appeared slipping and sliding uncontrollably down the rocks to land at Narayana’s feet. He held his staff ready for the strike, stopping suddenly when he realised his target was an unarmed child.

‘Are you alone little one?’ he asked.

The boy could not or would not answer. He only starred up at Narayana, hugging his knees, which were bleeding from small abrasions sustained in the fall. Narayana knelt beside the boy, taking his own robes and gently brushing the debris from the boy’s bony wounds. The child made no sound, not even a whimper. Narayana looked up the hill they had both come down. Still there was no sign of anyone accompanying him. He appeared close to starvation, his eyes dull with dark rings around them and his body emaciated. This little boy’s story would take time to learn, yet for now he needed food and water, or the story would die with him.
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Martinez was shown into David’s private quarters. Apparently he had seen no one for weeks. As he entered, he almost gasped aloud, controlling the sound before it was released from his lips. David was covered in ash, drawn in the face with his eyes dull and unfocussed. Martinez saluted to him and waited, saying nothing until spoken to. The wait was long as David took a few moments to realise Martinez was there. 

‘I am sorry my friend, my mind has been elsewhere of late. Please take a seat! Dispense with the formality!’ 

‘It is good to see you my King. It has been too long.’ Martinez was hedging, carefully keeping to formal titles. Gauging David’s response, before moving onto anything personal.

‘I remember when we first met, when you told me to call you Martinez, but General or Sir in public. Please, do me the same honour now. David in private company would make me more comfortable.’ His smile was genuine. Martinez relaxed and returned the gesture.

‘I did not realise I had missed you so much David. Why are you mourning, the ash, the fasting?’

‘Ah, you have not heard? Bathsheba was very unwell.’ The young shepherd boy’s face had returned. His emotions  were in check but they could easily be seen in his expression. ‘The baby,’ he hesitated, ‘the baby was born early and sickly. I have been fasting and in prayer for days. The physicians were not hopeful, even Jerim, my brother could do nothing. Yet I held out hope for a miracle.’

‘Yes your brother, of course. I have not seen him since the battle which claimed Jonathan. He has become quite the surgeon. I am sorry that he could do nothing. How is Bathsheba doing now? Is she well?’ Martinez could see David’s distress in the way he looked around the room distractedly, not making eye contact. He wished there was more he could say, more he could do.

‘I do not know, I have been focussed on my meditation. I have not called on her. In truth, I would have refused to see you, had the boy still been with us, but he died shortly before your arrival.’ He smiled again. ‘I needed to give all my attention to the Lord on this matter. It matters not now.’ He shrugged.

‘What do you mean? I can leave you to continue in prayer if you prefer.’

‘No, it is over now and it is time to get back to work.’

‘I do not understand. Are you not in mourning?’

‘Yes of course, yet mourning will not bring the child back from death. That time has passed. Now, I will wash my pain away with the ash and we can bury my son. It is time I saw Bathsheba.’

Martinez was speechless. He understood the logic, yet he knew he would have been heartbroken if the roles were reversed. 

‘I do not know how you can cast aside your grief like that.’ 

‘I have not forgotten the grief, but my grief will not bring him back. A lesson I learnt after we lost Jonathan and Miriam was taken from me. Life continues; God has his plans in these matters. Who am I to question Him? While there was a chance for God to answer my prayers and spare the child, I remained focussed. Now that hope is gone, the future is all I can focus on.’

Martinez was not sure if he should admire the strength and faith or be shocked by David’s response. He realised it was not his place to judge. Still, David’s attitude served to unsettle him.

‘Very well, I believe I understand. Should I leave you to clean up and we shall meet again when you are refreshed?’

‘No, stay with me. We will bathe. I am sure you could clean away some travel dirt.’ Martinez was unsure how he could possibly share a bath with David. The thought made him uncomfortable. David continued, not noticing the obvious discomfort in his friend. ‘I will share with you my activities since we last met. Katzu!’ David called to the closed door. Within a few moments Katzu was inside the chambers. ‘Ask someone to prepare the large bathing room. We will be along shortly.’ 

‘Since when have you had a large bathing room and what is it anyway?’

‘Since I became a King and took Bathsheba for my wife. Where she is from, the men have big shared hot baths where they meet to bathe and talk over matters, anything from politics to business. She described them to my builders and we now have one in the palace.’ He was grinning like an excited boy.

‘Lead the way.’ Martinez flourished an extravagant bow, returning the mischievous grin.
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Although Francesca wanted to see David again, she had her own business to attend to. Since leaving the Capital over a year earlier, much had changed. During this time away, her work as a Priestess of the One True God had been placed on hold. She had no idea who the Prophet to King David was now and this was information she wished to procure before meeting with the King. The temple was as she remembered it. A large tent, much like the nomadic tribes of the desert used for their community meetings. There were mats on the dirt floor, used to kneel on in prayer. The stone altar with its exquisite carvings and beautiful colouring could be seen at the front of the tent. Francesca made her way there, kneeling before the candelabrum with the seven branches, which had become the symbol of her faith. It was said the Prophet Ishmael had been instructed by God Himself to make this symbol for worship. Francesca lost herself in prayer for sometime, unaware of her surroundings.

‘It has been a long time my dear.’ The old man startled her as he placed his hand on her shoulder. ‘I am sorry to interrupt you, it is just that the worshippers of this temple are not used to a woman worshipping and you are creating a little confusion.’

‘I apologise Rabbi.’ Francesca was unsuccessfully trying to cover up her annoyance. The old man smiled knowingly.

‘Please, join me in the antechamber.’

‘Of course.’ 

Francesca rose and moved along behind the rabbi who was already moving out of the main temple, through the tent flap to an adjoining smaller canopy. She tried to calm herself. The religious leaders had decided at some point that women were not allowed to worship in the temple with men any longer. A ridiculous idea, as a Priestess she was a dying breed. It was becoming more apparent year by year that these men thought that only they should know the mind of her Lord. Considering it was He who had given her the gift of sight, this seemed contradictory. Yet explaining this to egocentric men was simply a waste of her time. This was one of those moments she was simply going to have to trust in God’s wisdom. A very difficult task considering male domination represented her greatest fear. 
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The bathhouse was indeed large, with steam rising from the hot water, making it difficult to see. The lack of vision helped Martinez begin to feel a little more comfortable; bathing with other people was not something he had ever experienced before. He lowered himself into the hot water, slowly at first. The shock of the temperature caused little bumps to appear on his skin, which disappeared as he submerged his body below the water, but not before creating a unique tingling sensation. 

David joined him in the bath, followed by Katzu who was never far from the King’s side. The hot water slowly soaked into Martinez’s muscles. He did not realise the effect the warmth would have on his weary body. He lowered his head under the water, lifting his chin so his nose would not fill with water. As he lifted his head clear, the water beaded from his long hair. Both men were looking at him strangely. Smiling and chuckling at his child like reaction to the water. He returned the grin.

‘This is very unfamiliar to me. Enjoyable, yet very strange.’

‘It took me a little while to become accustomed to the experience.’ David agreed.

‘Not me.’ Katzu grunted. The men laughed together. 

‘How is it you came to know David, I have always intended to ask you Katzu?’

‘I tried to kill him.’ Katzu shrugged his shoulders and pursed his lips, raising his eyebrows as he spoke. Martinez remained silent, a little confused by the answer. It was David who sought to explain.

‘You are always so blunt Katzu. He was hungry, leading a small band of men. Narayana was travelling with me and we probably looked like easy targets really.’

‘Ah, but you were not. Though, if you had not lit up that great sword like a fire flame, I might have killed you.’

‘Not so my friend. God was with me, you had no chance of winning, none at all.’

The banter continued good naturedly for sometime. The King was friendly, yet there was an air of authority he employed when dealing with Katzu. The manner was not unlike directing a wayward child. Martinez had no doubt Katzu was a ruthlessly dangerous man. Something not lost on David it would seem. The conversation dwindled.

‘Where are you from Katzu, you seem very comfortable with the communal bathing? How is it you were travelling with mercenaries?’

‘I think it is time for me to dry off and get some food.’ With that, he was out of the warm water and on his way. No apology, no excusing of himself, not even a bow to the King.

‘I did not mean to offend him.’ Martinez spoke to David as he saw Katzu’s back retreat from the room.

‘He is not offended my friend. He simply does not like to talk about his past. I am not sure what happened to him, or where he is from exactly. What I do know is that his past is painful, so much so that he keeps it very private. 

Katzu heard the conversation finish. He knew Martinez. Yet he did not know him well enough to share his story. He saw no need to explain; his past was his own business. 
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Francesca’s meeting with the old rabbi had gone well. She had discovered that Nathaniel was the new Prophet to David; a young and ambitious man from all accounts. He was an anointed priest and conducted all regular worship in the temple, particularly the gatherings the King attended. Francesca had known the old rabbi Marcus for many years. Samuel had introduced them when she was only a child, shortly after her escape from the brigands. There was a sense of unease with him today, which Francesca could not quite reconcile. When he talked of Nathaniel, he seemed both admiring and concerned at the same time. She was looking forward to meeting this young priest. 

For the moment, meeting up with Martinez was her priority as she made her way from the temple to the palace. It seemed now, that even a day away from him could cause her to feel emotional, somehow empty on the inside. They had agreed they would continue to keep the extent of their friendship concealed from others. Yet since that first discussion, their relationship had changed, their lives were now very different from before. 

The travelling from Martinez’s farm to the Capital had meant a number of nights by the campfire on the road. They could have stayed in local inns and taverns along the way. It was Francesca who had pointed out that they would have to spend enough time apart once they reached the city; that the remaining few days and nights would be their last private time together for the foreseeable future. 

Secretly she had been considering her relationship with Martinez. Her feelings for him had finally outweighed her fears. Being away from others and safe with him had become a burning desire within her. In the past year, they had spent many nights together, cuddling for a time, until Martinez would leave her to her privacy. She recalled now their last night alone before they reached the Capital. Francesca’s time had been running out. Now as she remembered the night, she wondered if she could possibly cope with keeping up the façade of their friendship. Her desire to draw him away, to get him alone was almost uncontrollable.

They had been laying down by the fire, below the stars, hidden deep in the forest. The night air was mild despite the clear sky. They had cuddled and kissed for a while before Francesca reached down and began removing her leggings from under her riding skirt. Martinez had placed his hand on hers, halting her.

‘Are you sure?’ His concern was evident.

‘I am in charge, you understand?’ He had nodded. 

It was then she had pushed him gently to his back, slipped one leg over his lower body. Sitting above him, she leaned in to kiss him, not attempting to do anything more for a time. Her stomach had roiled and knotted, even now Francesca was unsure if it had been nerves or excitement, likely a strange combination of both. Her inner body was screaming to her. She had untied his leather trousers and taken him to her. Her emotions had threatened to overwhelm her in that moment, the fear left behind after her brutal rape returning. Martinez had seen it in her eyes, gently touching her cheek he whispered. 

‘You are in charge.’ 

Tears had begun to run down her face. he had gently wiped them away. Her emotions constantly swayed between euphoria and terror. One moment she was ready to run, the next moment she was pulling her blouse loose from the bindings of her skirt and placing Martinez’s hands on her breasts. She had no idea how Martinez was feeling, as she was so focussed on keeping her own emotions under control. Slowly she had begun to relax. The effect on Martinez was obvious. As she had relaxed he had become more engrossed in the moment. She recalled now how patient he had been. His passion for her was evident, yet he had kept himself in check for so long, thinking only of her, ensuring she was truly ready.

The voice caught her by surprise, jerking her from her memories. It was unmistakable nonetheless. The little Holy man almost skipped when she waved to him. How he managed so much energy for such an old man still amazed her.

‘Lovely to see you looking so bright Francesca.’

‘You are as spry as ever I see.’ She embraced the little man, who was finely framed, yet strong. ‘Join me. I am heading to meet with Martinez and the King. They will both be so pleased to see you.’ It was only then that she realised the little boy walking quietly behind Narayana was actually travelling with him. She eyed him quizzically.

‘He is an orphan. I seem to have adopted him along the way. I do not know his story yet, he will not speak.’ Narayana offered no further explanation.

‘I can likely travel his past if you think it will help. I have not travelled since before we last travelled the Void.’

The little Wiseman could sense Francesca’s shame. She had released her spirit and travelled the futures, seeking answers for all the right reasons, this he knew. Yet she had lost her self in the process. Seeking to control her world, instead of trusting her God to provide her with what was needed. They had talked about it at length during their travels together. He had become her mentor for a time, after the old seer Samuel had passed. Even though their faiths were different, their experiences were similar. 

‘Travelling his past may be one answer. I am a patient man, as you know. I am sure the truth will come to light when the time is right.’ He smiled his all-knowing wise grin. She hugged him again, his smiles turning to a giggle not unlike a child. ‘You have changed much over this time. You must tell me more my child.’ 

‘Perhaps another time, not today though. Martinez will be waiting.’ She headed off to lead the way, avoiding any further discussion. 
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Jezebel was exhausted. The ritual was finally over. She had enjoyed the experience for so many reasons. Yet it had been tiring nonetheless. Now success needed to be measured. Would her father be as he was? Would he remember what he had done, how he had betrayed her? Would she be able to maintain control over him? She looked into his vacant eyes. For now, she would have to wait. Patience was not her strength. Her father’s soul was there within, struggling to control the vessel containing it. There was drool running from the man’s mouth, with shoulders stooped forward, submissively. She placed the man on a pallet bed in the rooms she now occupied and locked the door behind her. Her new home was small and sparsely furnished. The back room, where she had just locked the door, was for sleeping. The remainder of the rough little hut had an open living area with a bench seat and table, similar to those found in taverns. She smiled to herself. How clever she was, leaving the Pharaoh and landing straight on her feet, not unlike one of her royal cats when tossed from high places. The man who was now the vessel for her father’s soul had been a woodsman, with his own home and small land holding. There were a number of workers to tend to her needs. They were fit and healthy young men, who would rise to her call when the need presented itself. She could stay here until her father was well, without raising suspicion. Her father was still the woodsman by all appearances. 

She pondered her plans. To get to David and the others would take stealth, not strength. She had considered raising an army. Yet to do this would take money and power, items she did not have and could not procure just yet. It was times like this she wished she possessed the art of divination, of walking the path of others’ futures. She still had one secret that might come in handy. Derai had betrayed the father of her child in her death. The once General still had no idea he was the father of her only son. Now Jonathan was dead, this was useless unless he had a living heir. She needed to find out if he did and where that child was, and soon.

****
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Jambres was confused. His mind was racing. The last thing he remembered he was with Jezebel, fighting the shepherd boy David. The sword of light had flown towards him; the rest was merely a mist of memories. He tried to move his arms, his legs. Words would not come from his lips. His eyes would not focus. Pieces of his memory were jumbled, coming to him in segments. The Pharaoh? Was it Ramesses no, Amenemnisu; his brother was Pharaoh now. He could vaguely see Jezebel before him. She sounded tired; he tried to reach out to her. He could feel her probing his memories; quickly he tried to guard his mind. Some things she must not know. Not now, not ever.
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Nathaniel loved to lead the worship. He was a prophet, a very good prophet; everyone said so. It was he who had challenged the King on his sinful behaviour. Not just anyone could influence a King. He had used a clever story to make the King see that stealing Bathsheba from General Bartholomew was a sin. The story had come to him from God, this he knew. It was a wise example of what happens when one man steals another man’s property and kills him to cover up the theft. The King did not realise he was the subject of the story until it was too late. He had begged God for forgiveness, prayed for the life of his son, yet as Nathaniel knew too well, you cannot bargain with God. 

He had come a long way from his humble beginnings. As the son of a whore, he had seen hard times. Suffering near starvation before Marcus had taken him in to train him at the temple. Over time he had built relationships with people and taken the time to get to know each person he served. He had always looked for opportunities, which would serve his God. He discovered quickly that if he invested time into people, there was nothing they would not do for him. God had truly blessed him with many gifts and he continued to use them for the good of God. He could be very persuasive, he was gifted with dreams of prophecy and he was a charismatic speaker. Yes, God had truly gifted him indeed.
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‘Narayana, Francesca, you both look wonderful! It is so good to see you. Did you travel together?’ David’s excitement was evident. It was easy to forget how young he still was. His life had been miraculous; a servant to King Saul at seventeen, married a year later, a warrior at nineteen leading his own army, a King himself before his twenty-first year. Now he was barely over twenty-two and burdened with so much responsibility.

‘Francesca travelled with me.’ Martinez interrupted. ‘Narayana, I had no idea you were here.’ Martinez walked forward, grabbing the little man around the shoulder, pulling him to his side. He stood a full head taller than the little Holy man, his shoulders twice the width. Narayana smiled white teeth through his dark brown features.

‘It has been a very long trek indeed. I took the long way.’ He grinned.

All those present understood his meaning. They all knew of the last voyage through the In-between. The memory of the assassin beast that was possessed by Jezebel and her father was still fresh in their minds. It was while still in that dark void, after narrowly surviving the attack of the beast that they had learnt of Jonathan’s death. It had been a sombre time for them all.

‘Francesca, you look beautiful as always. There is something different about you. Are you still a Priestess of the One True God?’ David greeted her with his usual warmth, yet there was a look in his eye. He appeared to be seeking something. Did he know more than he should? She looked to Martinez, questioning him with her eyes. He seemed to know nothing.

‘I still serve our Lord. Times are changing though. The faith no longer welcomes women in the temple. I fear the time of the Priestess is nearing its end.’ 

‘Stupid men.’ Narayana spoke aloud, his expression grim. He was never one to hold his thoughts in check. All eyes turned to him as he merely shrugged. ‘I do not lie. I know I should sometimes keep the truth to myself. Not today.’ 

‘A discussion for another day perhaps?’ David had taken on an air of authority. ‘I thank you all for coming to see me. I am a little confused as I only called Martinez back to service. What has prompted you all to come to me here? Or is this merely a social visit?’ 

It was Martinez who spoke for himself and Francesca. Still attempting to keep the true nature of their friendship concealed. ‘Francesca and I have kept in touch since I retired. Her work was bringing her back to the Capital when I received your letter.’ He could see Narayana’s expression from the corner of his eye. David only nodded, keeping his face passive.

‘Adventure, it is good, I like it. Last time you needed help I came. You need help again so I came. I was getting very restless among the Order of monks. I am not a very good monk. Boredom was setting in, so I was happy for the break.’ Narayana had found a soft cushion, which he tossed to the floor and flopped down onto it, crossing his bony legs in front of himself. He seemed to be waiting for something.

‘I am not sure what I need help with, but I might as well address you all together since you are all here now. You will have heard the rumours I am sure. Bathsheba was Bartholomew’s wife. You recall I was having visions in the darkness of the Void?’ He looked around at his friend’s faces. Francesca and Narayana nodded. 

‘We all had visions in that place David. What of it?’ Francesca could see the agony on the young King’s face. She recalled some of her own visions; one in particular, which only served now to make her blush. No one seemed to notice.

‘My visions were insistent and repeating. They were visions or dreams I had already experienced before the Void. I continued to have them long after we left that place. All the time, the vision was of a beautiful woman with red and gold hair. I could never see her face, yet I was drawn to her like a moth to a flame. Then I saw Bathsheba from my palace rooftop. She had been bathing in her gardens. All I saw was the long golden red hair falling loosely down her back. This was the exact vision I had been plagued with for years. When I realised who she was, I made arrangements to bring her to me. The rest you know, except that Bathsheba was already with child, my child when Bartholomew died.’ 

The visitors all listened silently. All withdrawing to their own thoughts for a moment, while they took in what David had shared. The moment was awkward. It was Martinez who spoke first.

‘I understand the weakness for the woman David. Answer me this though, did you have Bartholomew killed?’

No one needed the answer to be spoken. David’s face spoke for itself, yet Martinez waited.

‘I did. I have no excuse except it seemed like the easiest way to rectify the problem at the time. Bartholomew would not spend time with Bathsheba. Her baby would come and people would have asked questions.’

‘The easiest way, I do not know you at all David. Why not own up to the infidelity? You are the King. No one would have judged you for it. Not so the case now. I am one of your closest friends, yet I am struggling not to judge you. Killing Bartholomew was a mistake for many reasons. He was a loyal soldier, a great General and a devoted friend. If you can betray such a man, how can we trust you not to betray us all?’ Martinez was trying unsuccessfully to control his temper. Francesca had never seen him so angry. She was afraid he might over-step his position with David who was becoming agitated. Katzu had risen from his chair, his expression dark. Martinez had noticed, returning the look with a challenge in his eyes. She did not know what to do. 

‘We all walk the path we have been given my friends. No matter what you believe, we rarely have any control over it.’ Narayana spoke wisdom into the chaos. Martinez’s shoulders sagged as he lowered himself to a nearby chair. Francesca released the breath she had been holding as Katzu took his hand away from his sword hilt.

‘I do not ask you for forgiveness Martinez. I have asked our Lord for this and he has granted it. Nathaniel the Prophet has interceded on my behalf. The Lord took my first son of Bathsheba, yet has promised my seed will continue to reign over Israel. I am sorry. Sorry I did not stop myself before. The reason I called you here is to do that very task. I need your council. Katzu says very little and does what I ask, which serves a purpose and for this I am thankful.’ David nodded in Katzu’s direction. Katzu merely nodded back, seemingly unoffended. ‘However a King needs trusted advisors and my council are spineless.’

‘See, not really in your control.’ Narayana had risen from his cushion and was now hopping from one leg to the other. He looked almost excited as he continued. ‘Dark times are coming. David did not call Martinez back. Your God, or the Universe or whatever you want to believe in called him back. Sometimes you simply must do what you have been led to do.’ The little Holy man looked pleased with his explanation. His mood was contagious.

‘So little Wiseman, what darkness do you speak of?’ Katzu had been quietly listening to the exchange. Now, he was interested. 

‘I have no idea. One minute I am meditating, the next I am on my way here. I simply go where the Universe sends me. The rest I work out when I get there.’ He shrugged.

‘Tell us more about the Ark of the Covenant David. You spoke about it in your letter to me. Why do you seek it? What are you hoping to achieve when you find it?’ Martinez changed the subject.

‘Does this mean you will return as my general Martinez? The choice has always been yours.’

Martinez thought for a moment. Already the letter and its contents were beginning to make sense. David had sinned and he knew it. As Narayana had said, we are often faced with choices that we really cannot control. He was not without sin himself. He had been with a married woman, his half brother’s wife. It mattered not that they had loved each other. Now he had bedded Francesca. She was not his wife. She was still a Priestess of the One True God. He was in no position to judge the weakness of another man, especially when it came to matters of the heart and women. 

‘You honour me with your request. I promised you my sword and shield many years ago. Nothing has changed David. They are still yours.’ He looked to Francesca whose worried expression had relaxed. She was beautiful, with her long dark curly hair, dark eyes and strong features. He would have to rectify his own sin very soon. 

‘Wonderful, can we make plans to return the Ark to the Israeli people then? I am eager to get out of this palace and on the back of a horse again.’ David grinned. It appeared Narayana’s enthusiasm was infectious. Everyone was smiling, except Katzu who never did seem to smile.

****
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Life was so wonderful for Nathaniel. The King and his council always made time to speak with him. The other Prophets and Priests kept telling him how God-focussed he was and how his service was invaluable to the temple of God and its people. He was in high demand to conduct worship services and he was the only one who could do so for the King or anyone in a position of authority. He had shared his Prophecy about removing women from worship with the religious council and everyone had immediately acted to remove the women. Even the priestess Francesca had been taken out of the temple and advised she could not attend worship with the men. 

He had been given another prophecy, one that he shared with King David. The Covenant of God needed a temple
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