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‘Delilah! Where have you been?’ The plump woman with kind eyes pleaded to her daughter as she came rushing through the front door, breathing heavily.

‘The temple mother.’

‘You know I do not like it when you go to that place. It is foreboding, with the darkness of evil gods.’ The woman wrung her hands, concern evident in the creases of her brow.

‘Better than chasing the boys though, right mother?’ The young woman had the look of mischief on her face and her mother scowled at her brazen behaviour.

‘You will be the death of me child. Can you not settle down and find yourself a husband? Your father cannot possibly offer you to anyone if you keep roaming the streets looking like a peasant.’

The woman studied her daughter’s bare feet, covered with ground-in dirt and filthy toe nails. Her threadbare tunic was virtually see-through and fell far too low as it crossed her cleavage.

‘We are peasants mother. Father lost his position in the palace months ago. Remember! That is what happens when you do not simply agree with everything the King wants.’ The girl took a deep breath, puffed out her chest and placed her hands firmly on her hips. 

‘Hush Delilah.’ The woman looked over her shoulder apprehensively. ‘You speak treason. Are you trying to get us both killed?’

‘That is right mother. They will not kill father, just his Hebrew whore and half-breed daughter.’

‘By all that is Holy child, keep your voice down.’ The woman’s eyes grew wide with fear and she looked around the room as though a spy or soldier could fall upon them at any moment.

‘Next you will be saying for Yahweh’s sake. Now that could get us both killed.’ Delilah grabbed a shrivelled and dry bunch of grapes from the wooden bowl on the worn table and studied them for pests and mould before throwing them one by one greedily into her mouth as she made to leave.

‘Where are you going?’ Her mother moved as if to bar the doorway. 

‘Some place where I do not have to listen to your ranting of course.’ The girl squeezed past and looked over her shoulder smiling casually to soften her words. She took one look back over her shoulder as she cleared the doorway of the rough, sun baked adobe shelter she now called home.

********
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‘I have this. You cannot possibly win. You should just give up before I break your arm or worse.’ The veins were bulging on the man’s neck, but his breathing was smooth and he had barely broken a sweat as he challenged his adversary. 

‘You better listen to Aviv my friend. He is mighty strong.’ The handsome broad-shouldered Israelite alongside the wrestler smiled as he goaded Aviv’s opponent. 

‘I am not your friend. You... Israelites.... are all the same. Over... confident....’ The soldier grunted out each word as sweat beaded on his brow. The combatant’s fists were clasped as they arm-wrestled on a weathered wooden table.

Onlookers from the market had stopped to watch the spectacle, and many had placed random bets with the tavern owner and were now beginning to shout words of encouragement to their chosen victor.

Aviv’s knuckles were white with the strain but he was winning, slowly, until something exotic caught his eye. It was only a heartbeat before he saw his mug of ale fly into the air as his fist rammed through it and onto the table with a thud. 

The crowd exploded with a mix of cheers and angry growls. A fight broke out beyond the dining area and everyone moved to place another wager.

‘Ah, there. I told you that you were over confident.’ The Philistine soldier jumped up from the bench and held his hand out to collect his winnings. 

The big man ignored him. ‘What happened Aviv? You had him!’ 

‘I did Samson, until I saw her.’ Aviv nodded outside the tavern courtyard to his distraction. ‘Pay him Samson, I have better things to do.’ Aviv moved out to pursue his prey.

‘What? No, this was your wager.’ Samson pouted after his friend as disgruntled punters began to protest that the Israelite had thrown the fight and they wanted their money back. 

Samson merely scowled in their direction and they quickly dispersed, thinking better of the challenge.

‘Pay up big man.’ The soldier demanded, undeterred.

‘Double or nothing? I bet I can take you!’ Samson grinned, but his eyes followed his friend’s distraction, her hips swayed seductively making it difficult to focus on the task at hand.

‘I do not think so Samson. Your reputation precedes you. A Judge of the Israelites should not be betting in any case.’

‘Ah, gone are the days when I could enjoy myself and remain anonymous.’ Samson opened his small drawstring pouch and pulled out the payment. ‘I should have known better than to bet on Aviv.’

The Soldier laughed as he collected his winnings. ‘Lucky for me he is easily distracted by a pretty woman.’

‘Yes, good point. I had better catch him before she slaps him, or worse.’ Samson set off after Aviv at a quick pace. He caught up to him in the main market square as his friend valiantly bartered with a fruit vendor on the woman’s behalf.

‘Fruit? That is unlike you Aviv.’ Samson pushed through the growing crowd and drew up alongside his friend.

‘Nonsense. I love fruit.’ Aviv looked the young woman in the eye and smiled charismatically as he lied.

‘Excuse my friend’s bad manners. I do not believe we have met?’ Samson bowed and waited for an introduction.

The girl batted her eyelashes and opened her mouth to speak, just as Samson was pushed forward, almost landing in the fruit stand. It rocked precariously for a moment before he steadied it with a strong hand.

‘What on earth?’ The big man turned around to complain.

‘Get out of the way, you, you big oaf.’

Aviv and Samson exchanged confused glances and Samson stepped back out of the way of the young woman who had in all reality barged into him.

‘I do apologise. I failed to see you there.’ Samson bowed to emphasise his apology.

‘Hmm!’ The woman shrugged and put her hands on her hips defiantly. Samson could not help but notice her tunic was almost sheer. Her nipples were practically visible through the fabric and it was extremely difficult to keep his eyes on her face.

‘No harm done I guess.’ She moved on quickly and Aviv returned his attention to the woman with the pretty eyelashes.

Samson moved away from his friend, his eyes following the young woman as she wove her way through the thickening mid-day market crowd.  

Sorek was a remote, but bustling trading town in the valley of Sorek and Samson seldom visited the area. If not for the local disputes he adjudicated over, he would never have found this beautiful place with its stone streets and white painted buildings. 

The aroma of cooking meat and fresh fruit flooded Samson’s senses and the market was full of merchants, soldiers and local orchard workers making it difficult to stay focussed. 

He lost sight of the woman, but her dark eyes and pert nipples remained ingrained in his memory. He shook his head to force himself back to the present as Aviv’s voice invaded his daydreams.

‘Samson, can you pay the merchant for the fruit?’ Aviv nodded toward the fruit stand owner and grinned, winking in a way that left no misunderstanding who his friend was trying to impress.

Samson reached for his bag of coin and felt nothing. He frantically patted himself down, seeking the coin purse. Within seconds his eyes had darted to the ground as he began to retrace his steps back to the tavern.

‘Where are you going?’ Aviv called after him.

‘My coin! I have lost my coin.’ The fruit merchant reached out and snatched the basket of fruit as the woman with the pretty eyes lifted her chin, huffed and moved on as though she had never met Aviv.

Aviv sighed and pouted before chasing after his friend, dodging around stands and merchants as he caught up.

‘Where did you last have it?’ 

‘When I paid your wager.’ Samson did not attempt to keep the contempt from his voice.

‘You sure you tied it back when you finished?’ Aviv struggled to keep up with Samson as the big man took long, quick steps, his frustration evident in every footfall. 

‘Of course I..... No! She cannot have!’ Samson lifted his head and peered into the crowd once more. His eyes scanned the vast array of brightly coloured foreigners that flocked to trade in this border town. Finally, ceasing his search as realisation sunk in... ‘She took it. That little minx took my coin purse.’
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Delilah ducked into the darkened alley away from prying eyes and untied the cord of the thick canvas purse. She poured the contents out into her hand and studied the coins a moment, almost shocked at her good fortune. She let out a low whistle as she counted the five gold, ten silver and a handful of copper pieces in the palm of her hand. 

She scanned her surroundings protectively and hastily replaced the coins in the bag, before tying it around her inner thigh. She smirked as she smoothed her tunic into place and left the alley.

The smell of fresh flowers and urine drifted to Delilah as she moved down the weaving pathways that littered the town. 

When her father had first moved them to Sorek, Delilah had been mortified. Gone were her splendid clothes and the fine banquets of Philistine royal society. Instead she was faced with dirty streets and sheep markets. 

There would be no more high ranking officers or men of means trying to win her hand in marriage. She had been depressed and sullen for some time but now, she found herself relishing the adventure and adrenalin that came with the life of a pauper. 

The street ahead continued to wind around almost in a circle it seemed and Delilah wondered if anyone had intentionally designed this town or it had just expanded randomly with time. She decided the latter was most likely as she wove her way down yet another alley to eventually find the temple before her.

As the young woman entered, the Acolyte near the altar winked in her direction. Delilah licked her lips in response and the Acolyte with the handsome face and neatly manicured side-burns pouted his lips seductively. 

Delilah laughed quietly and returned her attention to the business at hand. The Sorek temple was not as large as the one in Gaza, where Delilah had once resided, but it was relatively unregulated and Delilah revelled in the freedom. 

‘What offering do you bring the lord Dagon today Delilah?’ An old balding man with hunched shoulders approached the young woman who bowed reverently in response. He gazed longingly at the gap in her tunic as she dropped down, her head raised so as not to interrupt his view. 

‘A coin purse Lord, with a generous speckling of gold for a change.’ Delilah lifted her dress unashamedly, smiling at the young Acolyte who was cleaning candle sticks nearby craning his neck for a mere glimpse. The old priest pursed his lips and resisted the urge to reach out and touch her bronze thigh.

‘Did you keep any for yourself child?’ He asked not taking his eyes from her leg.

‘Of course not Lord.’ Delilah knew she needed to be convincing and she had practised the look of innocence. If the old man suspected anything he would think nothing of searching every orifice of her person just to ensure she kept her word. 

The Priest opened the bag as he walked over to the thick stone altar and scattered the contents on the rough surface. The coins rolled until they struck the blood channels and well-worn knife marks. Delilah resisted the urge to cringe as she saw a speck of blood had been forgotten by the cleaners. 

‘Hmm. Three gold pieces, fine indeed. You are right; we do not see many of these. Eight silver too. You did well Delilah. The lord Dagon will reward you in this life or the next.’

The girl dropped to her knees before the altar to accept the Priest’s blessing and tried unsuccessfully not to shudder at the touch of his shockingly cold hands. 

********
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The woman greeted her husband with a hug and made her way to the hearth to stir the meal she had been preparing. 

‘Where is Delilah?’ He asked as he poured water into a chipped clay bowl and washed his hands before splashing his face. 

‘Out again. We had another argument.’

He shook his hands as he looked for a cloth, finding it waiting in his wife’s outstretched hand. 

‘We must find her a husband Amariah, before she grows too reckless and there is only one profession left to her.’ The man sighed as he wiped the water from his face and tossed the cloth onto the closest surface. 

‘Never Fajer. How could you ever consider handing her over to the temple like that?’ Amariah poured a watery broth into a wooden bowl and placed it before her husband on the table, avoiding the long crack that ran down the centre. 

‘Do not be blind woman, she is already serving them. It is only a matter of time before they put her to work for some rich noble.’ Fajer sat carefully on the rickety bench. He ensured he was stable before pouring the thin liquid over the spoon mournfully and placing some in his mouth.

Amariah stifled a cry at her husband’s callous words. It was his fault they were in this forsaken place. ‘Why did you have to disagree with the King, Fajer? Why?’ She tried not to cry, but the tears rose unbidden.

The man stopped himself from retaliating as his wife broke down again. ‘Come now Amariah. We will find her a husband. She is a beautiful young woman.’ Fajer rose from the seat and wrapped his arm around his wife. 

‘Yes,’ the woman sniffled, ‘far too beautiful Fajer.’ Amariah leant into her husband’s arms and they consoled each other for a moment.

‘Surely the King will allow you to return. A time in exile, then an apology?’

‘I do not think so Amariah. Besides, our time is near, returning to the service of the King now would only prove dangerous. Your people are growing restless with the yoke of the Philistines and we are in no man’s land here. We need to tread carefully. Philistines and Israelites were not supposed to wed for just this reason. Our people will never know lasting peace.’

‘There are prophecies that would argue with you, husband. Our people hope for a messiah, from the line of Kings.’

‘Preposterous, Israel has no King. Blind faith from Priests who know nothing of the real world; too busy reading ancient scrolls and kissing their fists to dribble on their own foreheads in prayer.’ Fajer returned to his broth and forced a spoonful into his mouth.

‘Let us not turn this into a fight of the faiths. You know Delilah is worshiping at the temple and Dagon is dangerous. The Israelites might be blind with their faith at times, but they do not sacrifice virgins to their god.’ Amariah’s cheeks grew flushed at the thought of her daughter being chosen for such a rite.

‘Nothing but an old wives’ tale woman. When was the last human sacrifice held in the temple?’ Fajer swallowed another spoonful and sighed his discontent.

‘I hate to consider it. I am sure we do not know of them. They would be held in secret like everything that goes on in that temple. Why else would Delilah be so absorbed in being there every day? You mark my words Fajer, you ignore this, and we may very well lose our daughter to Dagon, one way or another.’

‘I hear you Amariah. I will find her a husband. I promise.’ The man sighed in resignation. There was no point arguing with his wife when she got these silly notions into her head. 

Fajer adjusted his position on the precarious seat and lifted his bowl to his lips, ignoring the wooden spoon. 
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‘Why would she take my coin Aviv?’

‘Did you see her tunic Samson? Hunger might have something to do with it?’ Aviv offered good-naturedly. ‘You hold no jurisdiction here my friend. This is a Philistine matter. If she was an Israelite, maybe you could do something’

Samson mulled over Aviv’s words without comment. ‘Tell me you brought coin with you?’ 

‘Yes, of course I did.’ Aviv raised his hands, palm upwards. ‘How stupid do you think I am?’

‘Then why was I paying for everything?’ Samson stopped walking and looked at his friend in confusion.

‘Because you are a Judge and I am shepherd.’ 

‘So!’ 

‘You get paid more than me and since I am your closest friend—no make that your only friend—you know you do not exactly attract many friends—I thought you could foot the bill today.’

‘Well it seems your plan was not the wisest.’

‘The plan was fine; you just needed to keep your eyes on your coin purse instead of that girl’s chest.’ Aviv elbowed Samson in the ribs and grunted as he hit what felt like solid rock. He reached up and gently squeezed his friend’s bicep admiringly as they continued making their way toward their lodging.

Aviv was considered a strong man, but Samson was another level of strength no one really understood. He was tall with rippling muscles but none of that truly explained his phenomenal power. 

‘Seriously! You cannot exactly talk. If you had not had a roving eye we would have won that arm-wrestle.’ Samson pulled his arm from his friend’s hand and frowned uncomfortably at the attention.

‘True. I will give you that, but she was beautiful.’

‘Who?’ 

Aviv thought for a moment as one eyebrow rose and his eyes glazed over. ‘Both really, in different ways. Mine was refined, splendidly dressed and that eye-liner she wore. Prrrr!’

‘Well mine was naturally beautiful. Besides you could never afford to keep yours.’ Samson nudged his friend in the ribs and Aviv nearly lost his footing. Samson reached out and clasped his arm before he landed in the dirt. ‘Sorry about that.’ 

The two men rounded the corner before the inn they had taken lodgings in and Samson stopped so fast, Aviv nearly slammed into him.

‘What is it?’ Aviv asked as he leant around his friend’s bulking frame to get a view.

‘Soldiers!’

‘They do not look happy.’

Two soldiers stood guard while four more paced back and forth obviously waiting for something or someone.

‘No, they must have found out I am in town. That damned soldier you wrestled with, he knew my name but he was so calm and courteous that he did not seem interested in causing trouble.’

‘I should not have used your name. He was smart enough to not challenge you alone. It looks like he got reinforcements. There is no way any Philistine soldier is going to let you walk out of Sorek after what you did.’

‘That was twenty years ago and they deserved it.’

Aviv pursed his lips and nodded his head from side to side as he considered Samson’s words. ‘Well I guess you can say some of them deserved it but you did go a little berserk you know.’ 

‘I only had a donkey’s jaw-bone. Seriously! They had swords.’

‘Yes, that they did, but you probably did not need to kill every man there, especially those who had cut and run.’

‘They deserved it even more.’

‘Why?’ Aviv spread his hands and shook his head in confusion.

‘Because they ran.’

‘I rest my case. Only one friend for a reason and I am still not sure why I hang around.’

‘For the women.’

Aviv raised his eyebrows in momentary thought and nodded. ‘Yes, there is that.’

‘We need to find that girl.’ Samson changed the subject and turned to leave the inn but he was too late. 

‘There he is! Get him!’ Soldiers ran from the cobbled stone square in front of their accommodation. 

‘Damn’ Aviv muttered. ‘Try not to kill anyone Samson.’

‘I will do my best.’

Aviv stepped back to give the warrior room. He had seen this scenario unfold too many times to remember them all. 

The first man met Samson’s fist with his jaw. The sound of the crack sent shivers down Aviv’s spine and the man fell to the ground unconscious. The second soldier raised his sword against the unarmed Israelite but he wore leather bracers on his forearms and repelled the weapon before lifting the man from his feet with an upper-cut.

Four more assailants jumped on the warrior together, hoping to weigh him down and subdue him. 

‘It has been tried before my friends.’ Aviv smiled at the soldier on top from the sidelines, fully aware of the outcome of this well used strategy.

The soldier had no time to answer before all four men flew into the air, ejected from Samson’s back with ease. They fell about the street like knuckle bones and did not rise.

‘Time to leave my friend.’ Samson started to run without further explanation. We need to find the girl.’

‘How?’ Aviv called after him, as they sprinted down an alley and around a corner, hoping to lose any further pursuers.

‘I have no idea. What about you?’ Samson called back, smiling with the excitement despite the danger.

They took two more quick side alleys, climbed over a low wall and rushed by dozens of market stalls before taking another side alley. Confident they had lost their enemy, the men stopped to catch their breath.

‘No money and no way of getting any. A shepherd and an Israelite Judge are not exactly in high demand in Sorek you know. You already did what you came for.’ Aviv considered their options.

‘Yes, but I might be able to get a very small advance from Nesta and if I can, maybe you can wrestle someone for a win?’ The big man did not even seem to have broken a sweat and his breathing was already returning to normal.

‘All brawn and no brain. How did you become a Judge anyway? Really!’

‘What?’ Samson shrugged his confusion.

‘I think a bribe to find the girl might be a better use of the funds if you can raise them.’ Aviv looked out from the alley. Samson nodded toward the soldiers who were milling around the market square, asking questions. 

There was a window to a raised walkway above their heads, but well out of reach. Samson smiled and Aviv shook his head. 

‘No, not again. Last time you hoisted me that high I broke my arm.’

‘True but you were distracted. This time, you need to focus. Spot your landing Aviv.’

Samson held out his hands and Aviv shook his head, giving up on the argument. He placed his foot into the big man’s hand and held his shoulders as Samson counted.

‘One.....two....three.’ With that he released his friend into the air. 

Aviv tried not to squeal but the sound escaped his lips involuntarily. The balcony was high and Aviv was ultimately scared of heights but he was not about to admit it to Samson. 

He reached for the stone railing and clamoured up to safety. As he turned around, he saw Samson take a run and jump at the walkway. He managed to reach a pillar of the balustrading and pulled himself easily to the landing.

‘We should take the long way around to the temple and find Nesta. Soldiers will be looking for me.’

‘Alright, when it comes to battles you might be brighter, but when it comes to finances I think I have you.’

Samson frowned at his friend. ‘But you just finished saying I make more coin than you.’

‘Yes, you do but it is not how much you make my friend it is what you do with it that counts. I have two houses you know.’

‘What! Only because you make me pay for everything.’ 

Aviv suddenly realised he might have shared too much. ‘Yes, of course, but you are welcome in either anytime Samson. You know this. One in Gaza and one in Jerusalem. Anytime!’ 

Samson shrugged and moved on. ‘Gaza you say?’

‘Gaza.’

‘The weather is fine in Gaza this time of year.’

‘It is.’ Aviv sighed in relief and patted the big man on the back as the temple came into view.

********
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The Priest replaced his robe and collected the coin from the altar leaving Delilah still on her knees. He enjoyed such blessings. They were two-fold. The girl was now blessed by Dagon and he was refreshed for the evening rituals and arduous work of training stupid young Acolytes.

Delilah rinsed her mouth and spat the contents into the blood drains on the altar before collecting her copper coin from the stone surface. ‘So generous you old pig.’ She spoke aloud without realising anyone was near.

‘You are too beautiful to be serving the Priest when you can be serving Dagon himself Delilah.’

‘Wait, let me guess, you are Dagon in disguise as an Acolyte and I can service you, instead of that old balding priest.’ Delilah did not try to hold her disdain as she wiped her mouth on the back of her hand and spat on the ground. 

She took a breath to compose herself. It was not the Acolyte’s fault the priest wanted to ‘bless’ her. Besides, he was handsome and if she were to give up her virginity soon to avoid the sacrificial altar then he was as good as a peasant girl could expect. 

‘No, that is not what I meant Delilah. You come here with coin and you hand it to the Priest but you do not pray to Dagon. You do not know him.’ The Acolyte’s face was so innocent, even with his striking jawline and carefully manicured facial hair.

‘What is your name?’ Delilah changed the subject, preferring not to talk of matters of faith. Dagon’s temple was a means of survival and nothing more. Yahweh had deserted her family, she was not about to launch into swearing fealty to another god or religion.

‘Kaamill, my name is Kaamill and I am at your service Delilah. You are as beautiful as the goddess herself.’ The Acolyte looked wistfully into the young woman’s eyes.

‘Which goddess?’ 

‘Dagon’s wife, Asherah.’

‘Asherah... she sounds beautiful.’

‘Oh, she is.’

‘How do you know? Have you ever seen her?’

‘No, of course not, but there are statues and engravings in the temple. Here, I will show you.’

Kaamill moved away toward the far wall and Delilah followed. She had never wandered around the temple, always focussed on delivering her coin. 

No one stole in Sorek without either the approval of the temple or the Guild of Thieves. It always amazed Delilah that thieves could be as organised as politicians and kings, with their own society and leadership to keep the ‘rules’. Delilah believed she had chosen the lesser of two evils, but each visit to the temple made her questions that choice.  

‘See, here she is. This is Asherah.’ Kaamill pointed to a carving in the stone depicting a tree shaped like a woman, with heavy bosom and rounded hips, a baby birthing at her feet.

‘What makes you believe she is Dagon’s wife?’ Delilah traced her hand over the depiction of the goddess and smiled as her fingers tingled.

‘Here, see this.’ Kaamill ran his hand from the image of Asherah to a tree at the water’s edge. In the water, the image of Dagon, half-man, half-fish held out his hand to the tree.

‘I think that is just Dagon being wishful.’ Delilah laughed aloud as the Acolyte gasped. 

‘That is blasphemous.’

‘Only if you can prove that Asherah is Dagon’s wife, then it would be, but you cannot, not really.’

‘I always thought it to be true.’ Kaamill smiled shyly and dropped his eyes.

‘A romantic then. Why do you aspire to be a priest of the temple?’ Delilah was suddenly genuinely curious. 

‘Men like me are no different from women like you Delilah. I am not built to be a farmer or a warrior. If I do not become a priest, I will be offered as a concubine and women in Sorek cannot afford such services. I have no wish to be in the service of men.’

Delilah shuddered as she understood the young man’s plight. ‘At least the beautiful can be well paid for their service, unlike the poor wretches who live in the dirtier part of town where I now reside.’

‘You are a princess amongst peasants Delilah. You will find a way. Dagon will take care of you, just ask him.’

‘Maybe I will,’ The young woman placed her hand on Kaamill’s and grinned mischievously, ‘but then again, I might choose to worship Asherah.’ The Acolyte gasped once more and then smiled as he understood the jest. 

‘I must go Kaamill, but thank you for showing me this wall. I think I will spend more time here on my next visit.’

The Acolyte bowed reverently. ‘My pleasure. Truly Delilah, I am at your service. Anything you should need, simply ask of me and if I can deliver it I will.’

‘Thank you.’ Delilah’s cheeks grew uncharacteristically red and she lowered her gaze, moving away with haste.

She rushed from the temple, stepping out into the large paved square that was the only one of its kind in Sorek. The temple of Israel stood stoically on the opposite side, as though fighting for acceptance amongst what was predominately a Philistine strong-hold, but being so close to the border and full of travelling merchants, the temple had begun to thrive. 

Kaamill watched the girl leave and smirked. ‘You are a beauty Delilah and you have no idea what I have in store for you.’ The Acolyte’s body began to shimmer as dark charcoal-coloured wings extended from his back and his form doubled in size. The one tattoo on his forearm grew as more ornate designs appeared all over his now bare back. 

‘Lord, I had no idea you were attending today.’ The Priest heard more than felt Dagon’s wings flex in agitation.

‘It is obvious you did not know, or you would not have had my beautiful Delilah on her knees before you.’ Dagon moved forward, a sharp finger-nail extended aggressively under the Priest’s chin as the man struggled to lift his head high enough, resorting to tiptoes in order to avoid a severed jugular.

‘It will not happen again my Lord Dagon. You have my word.’ The Priest gulped slowly, trying to maintain his balance. ‘I did not know you had chosen her.’

Dagon retracted his nail as his expression became a sneer. ‘She is not to be sacrificed you imbecile, I have a special task I need of her. All you need to know is she will not bow to you again. Do you understand?’

‘Yes my Lord. It shall be as you order.’
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Asherah rolled her eyes and took a long, deep breath that made her nostrils quiver. ‘Can you believe the gall of him? His wife! How dare he?’ The goddess floated above the temple, her hair drifting behind her as though the wind were blowing.

‘He is a dark angel Asherah, cast out for eternity. I doubt he cares who he offends.’ 

‘Anath, you cannot possibly take his side in this?’

‘I would not dare sister. Do you want me to cut off his head?’ Anath drew her golden sword and presented it to Asherah. ‘You have only to ask.’ Her lips curled in an almost feral manner. 

‘For Father’s sake Anath, you cannot fix everything with that blade.’ Asherah sighed, pushing the still glowing sword toward her sister. 

‘I am fairly certain I can, but if you are sure?’ Anath sheathed the weapon reluctantly. 

‘Dagon is up to something.’ Asherah rubbed her chin and frowned. 

‘He is always up to something. We are not supposed to meddle Asherah. These are not even your people.’ Anath’s protest was weak. She wanted nothing more than to break her boredom with a battle and Dagon was always a great source of entertainment.

‘But that poor girl. He is taking advantage of her.’

‘I am sure she will not be the last. It is the plight of the peasant women in the earthly realm.’

‘It is the plight of the wealthy ones too Anath. Father has no idea what Dagon is up to. When the Watchers fell, it left no one to report the dark angel’s mischief to Him.’

‘He has other matters to deal with Asherah. Moloch has finally shown his hand and war is coming to the heavens.’

‘Try not to be so excited. The Prophecy is yet to be fulfilled. The bringer of peace will come and when he does, the heavens will be restored.’

‘Yes, but we have a long wait before us and personally, I am happy to bide my time with a battle. So, leave Dagon to do whatever it is Dagon does and let us focus on gaining support for Father here, now, before Moloch brings about a revolt in heaven as well as down there.’ Anath released her silver wings, preparing to take flight. 

‘You go. I will stay sister.’

‘Your heart bleeds for them, always Asherah. They have to grow up eventually you know.’ Anath secured her shield by her side before gracefully disappearing through the fold of space between Heaven and the world below. 

‘Now where are you Samson?’ The goddess closed her eyes and felt for the essence of the gladiator for God. 

The man was a Nazarite, born to serve the Lord with zealous power and serve he did, yet so many had already died at his hand and Asherah often wondered if her father truly understood the fragility of human life. 

Asherah found Samson waiting outside the temple of Yahweh. His back was to Dagon’s temple, but
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