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Even though the bright sun shone overhead, Aleeza felt a cloud of fear shroud her soul. 

Peace had filled the land in the fifteen years since the cult priests had sent their army to attack Limhah in an attempt to force them to pay donations for the temples of Nod.

Until now.

Dust clouds billowed in the distance — and not from Nod. It came from far to the south, across the valley where their little city lay next to the river Shiz.

The river flowed through the valley, dividing it along the length, flowing out the west side of the valley near the other end.

It appeared that those who caused the dust cloud had crossed the river at the ford near the southwest edge of the valley. 

Aleeza stood on the walkway at the top of the wall used by their guard to fight off the enemy. It also gave the people of Limhah a place to observe the valley outside their small city. She shuddered at the lines of men who were becoming visible in the distance.

Would she be able to fight if they attacked her city?

Joshua came to stand beside Aleeza on the wall. “That’s a lot of men out there,” he said surprising Aleeza.

“I thought you were on the other end of the wall guarding with your partner,” she said, staring at him. She hit at him playfully.

He shrugged. “I was until I saw you here. Are you afraid?”

“Afraid?” Aleeza shook her head and felt the quiver that rushed through her body, exposing her lie. “Maybe a little.”

“I am. Taveon tells us honest men admit their fears. We need fear to stay  live.”

“I’m never afraid when I spar against you.”

As next door neighbors, Aleeza and Joshua had been close friends since they could walk. It had surprised no one when they began to practice fighting with the woman’s weapon, the staff, as soon as they could lift a shortened staff.

Their friendship had chilled when Joshua knocked her over several times in a row, then taunted her about it. Aleeza allowed her frustration to sow, and he taunted her more. Since then, they hadn’t spoken to each other. 

“Is that why you are still angry with me — because I knocked you down the last time we sparred? It’s been a long time. When will you be ready to spar with me again?” he poked his lower lip out in a fake pout.

Aleeza grabbed at his lip. “Stop pouting. You know I haven’t accepted your challenges because you cheated.”

“Cheated?” Joshua cried. “How did I cheat?”

Aleeza turned toward the oncoming dust cloud and held her hand over her eyes to shade them. “You laughed at me.”

“Laughed at you? That isn’t cheating.”

She rolled her lips inward. “No. I don’t like to lose so many times in a row. Your taunting of me hurt.”

“I’m sorry.” Joshua touched her elbow. “Will you forgive me?”

She turned to gaze into his eyes. “I suppose I should. I’ll win next time we spar.” She grinned.

“You think you will,” he said with a little laugh.

“We have to find out next time. What is happening out there? Who is coming our way? That’s a lot of dust.”

“It is. It means there are a lot of people out there. I hope they don’t plan to attack us.” He leaned on the wall next to her and gazed out at the oncoming dust cloud. 

“Would they?”

He shrugged. “Why else would they come to Limhah? We don’t send out invitations for visitors. I hope the armory has stockpiled enough arrows.”

Aleeza turned to him with wide eyes. “Stockpiled arrows? Why is that a problem?”

“I hope we have enough arrows to fight off that horde.” He continued to stare into the distance.

“Is it even possible there aren’t enough arrows to fight off an invader?” The quiver returned.

Joshua stared out into the distance. He sucked in a deep breath and noisily let it escape. “Papa tells me that during the last battle with the cult priest’s army, they almost ran out of arrows.”

Aleeza scrunched her eyebrows together. “I never heard of that.” 

“Papa says if Jehovah had not sent the whirlwind, the priest’s army would have destroyed us.”

Aleeza moved her eyes from the dust cloud to stare at Joshua. “Mama and Papa talk about that day. They have never mentioned a shortage of arrows.”

“Papa says there was one.”

Why wouldn’t Mama and Papa talk about a shortage of arrows? Joshua’s papa is an honest man.

“Perhaps they haven’t told us about that because Papa was injured and didn’t fight in the final battle.”

Joshua continued to stare out at the dust cloud. “My papa did. His quiver held less than ten arrows, and some men in the squad were scrambling to find arrows. Their quivers were empty.”

Aleeza shook her head. “I didn’t know about that. How can we be certain there are enough arrows?”

Joshua rubbed the back of his head. “How many arrows are enough? We won’t know until we know how big that army is. Will we be strong enough to fight them off? I want to go ask Oved if he considers he made enough.” He sighed again. “We are a small community. How can we stand against a large army? That looks like a large army with all the dust they are kicking up.”

Aleeza turned to stare at the oncoming dust cloud. “Are you concerned about fighting a large army? Can we not depend on Jehovah?”

He shook his head. “We cannot depend on Jehovah to fight all our battles. He may choose not to fight this one.”

“Do you not trust him? Jehovah loves us. He will protect us if we show our faith in him. Do you not believe?”

Joshua stared at the ground far below. “Mama and Papa talk about the whirlwind that took away our attackers.” He shook his head. “It is hard to believe Jehovah would do that for us. Especially now.”

Aleeza grabbed Joshua’s arm and tugged. “Why not now? Do you not believer He continues to love and protect us?”

Joshua turned his stare to her. “Have you considered the number of people who worship on the Sabbath? DO you see everyone there?”

She remembered back to the past few worship service meetings. Although more people now lived in Limhah than in the early days, even Mama questioned why there were so many empty seats. Many of their friends found reasons to stay home in bed rather than rise early to worship.

Her face warmed. “No. There are too many empty seats.” A breeze blew up, pulling strands of her long red hair loose to blow into her face.

Joshua pushed it back and tucked it behind her ear. “How can Jehovah protect us if we don’t all worship him as we should?”

She bit her lip. “I don’t know, but I know I trust Him to help us when we show our faith in Him.

“Do you really think Jehovah will bless all of Limhah if we don’t all have faith, obey, and believe?”

Aleeza brushed back the loose strand of hair back again. “I believe those who haven’t been as honorable will repent. I have to believe they will do what they must to earn Jehovah’s support.”

How can I convince everyone to attend the coming Sabbath Day meeting? I can’t force anyone to come. That would be too much like the Destroyer. Grandpapa Tiqvah teaches us that. Grandpapa Tiqvah looked sad at the last Sabbath, when fewer people than the week before sat inside the tabernacle.

Joshua stood up and turned toward the man at the other end of the wall. “I hope you are right. Until then, I hope Oved has enough arrows. If we must fight, with our without Jehovah’s help, we will need sufficient arrows.”

Aleeza ducked her head. “I hope he does, as well. And I hope our people repent.”

“As do I, Aleeza. I want Jehovah to fight for us.”

They stood silently for a breath before Aleeza turned to descend the stairs, deep in thought. What could she do to encourage the people of Limhah to repent? Perhaps she could think of something to do.

Her black dog, Ebony, greeted Aleeza at the bottom of the steps with a lick on the hand, and walked beside her to her front porch, where she sank into a chair. Here she found peace. 

The breeze didn’t reach past the city walls. She shoved the loose lock of hair back and closed her eyes to pray silently. She begged Jehovah to bless her home and its people. In her love for Limhah, she did not want to see them attacked or overthrown by an enemy. Tears trickled down her nose unheeded as she prayed.

Ebony lay on the floor beside her, waiting for her to move inside.
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Joshua watched Aleeza as she strode across the green toward her parents’ home with Ebony loping beside her. The dog had been by her side since she took her mama’s place. Mud had died at an old age. Ebony had stayed by Aleeza’s side when Mud grew too old and tired to run by her side.

Aleeza had sobbed when Mud finally gave up the battle. Joshua had wrapped his arms around her, while Ebony had licked their hands until Aleeza dropped to her knees and hugged her. Since that day, Ebony never left Aleeza’s side.

He liked Ebony. He envied he hadn’t spent as much time with Aleeza as he preferred. As he watched her walk away, he noted the stray hairs blown out of her bun glowing in the sunlight. He loved the halo of light surrounding her.

Had he said too much to her about his concern for arrows? He thought everyone knew they had run ran short all those years ago. 

But Aleeza was right. Not everyone would know or remember. Although her papa had led the squad that protected the south wall, his injuries had taken him to the healing hall before the end, and he must not know of the shortage. That would explain why he hadn’t included that in the story he shared with Aleeza and his other children.

He finally lost sight of her as she passed between houses. He sighed. What am I doing, watching her like this?

He walked back to the other corner of the wall and joined his friend, Urim.

“She’s talking to you again.”

“Yes. We’ve been friends for too long for her to stay angry.”

Urim lifted his eyebrows. “Three months isn’t too long?”

“Well, I guess it is. She hasn’t stayed angry this long before.”

“You two have been friends as long as I know.”

“Since before she could walk, I think. I can’t remember not being her friend.” Joshua leaned on the wall and stared out. That horde isn’t moving fast.”

Urim shrugged. “Perhaps they are in no hurry?”

“I remember when we were little. Aleeza knocked down a block tower I spent forever stacking. She giggled and ran away. Even now, her giggle fills me with joy.”

“Do you remember our papas lining us up close to those round targets and shouting at us to hit the center?”

“How can I forget? Papa insisted that I use a bow and sword too big and too heavy for me. He told me it was good for me.”

“I’ll never forget the day they changed our targets to the outline of  a man. It horrified me.” Urim quivered.

“I couldn’t believe they would force us to shoot at men,” Joshua agreed, ignoring his friend’s response.

Joshua gazed at the army that smudged the edge of the horizon. Even as he had grown and strengthened, he couldn’t send an arrow to the far end of the valley. No one could shoot that far.

“Perhaps they don’t plan to attack Limhah. They may pass by our small city, hoping for greater wealth in an attack on Nod,” Urim mused.

When Joshua had expressed this hope the night before at the table with his parents, brothers and sisters, his younger sister, Nissa, laughed.

“Limhah is a small, weak city. Why would this enemy pass us by when they believe they can overcome our walls and take what they want with little resistance?”

Others had joined in, teasing Joshua for his innocence. His face warmed, his muscles tensed, and his heart pounded.

“You don’t know!” He had said in a hard voice, louder than his mama allowed.

She had raised her eyebrows, and the heat in his neck and face increased.

Joshua had quickly murmured, “I apologize, mama.”

She had nodded.

“Joshua is not suggesting a new challenge,” his papa had said.

The titters of his sisters and the guffaws of his brothers had suddenly silenced.

“No!” Shelomy, his younger brother had said.

“How did that happen?” Tova, his sister, had asked.

“Tell us!” Nissa had begged.

Papa had glanced at Mama. She had lifted an eyebrow.

Urim jabbed Joshua in the ribs with his elbow. “Taveon comes.”

Joshua’s heart beat faster as he stood and let his memories go.

“Has anything changed out there?” Taveon, his squad leader, asked.

“You seemed lost in your thoughts, Joshua.”

“No, sir ... Well, yes, I was. I—” He wondered if he should share the discussion with his family the night before or the conversation he had had with Aleeza. He didn’t want to look bad in front of his squad leader or his friend.  He chose neither. “I fear we won’t have enough arrows to fight off this horde.” Joshua stood tall waiting for his squad leader to laugh.

“Why would that concern you?” Taveon asked, leaning against the wall beside him.

Joshua and Urim joined Taveon, leaning against the wall beside him. “I heard the stories. The ones about the battle with the cult priests’ army. Papa told me he and the men on his wall used almost all the arrows before Jehovah sent the whirlwind.”

“Ah. I understand. You are concerned about the numbers of arrows we will have if that horde attacks.”

Joshua nodded.

“Our armorer and fletchers have been busy working on making arrows through the years since that battle. Have you looked in the storage sheds behind Oved’s workshop?”

Joshua turned to glance at his squad leader. “No. Oved has not invited me to view his workshop or his storage shed. Papa keeps me busy making barrels. He wouldn’t like it if someone came asking to scrutinize our stores of barrels.”

Taveon grunted. “No. Dace would not approve of another snooping in his shed, seeking to discover how many extra barrels you have made. But barrels and arrows are different. We use your papa’s barrels every day and come to him when we need more. He always has barrels for us.”

“And Oved’s arrows? We carry them in our quivers and practice with them each morning.”

“But we don’t break or use them up.” He lifted a hand to stop Joshua’s argument. “Nor are your papa’s barrels. But Oved makes arrow and spear heads each day. You joined the boys in gathering feathers for him to use in fletching many times over the years.”

Joshua twisted his head to gaze into his quiver. He grinned at the stiff feathers that decorated his arrows. “Yes. I probably gathered some of these. It was one of my favorite activities.”

“You have a need and a right to know if there are enough arrows in Oved’s sheds. You helped gather the feathers. You may face an attack by the enemy. You need to know there are enough to protect you and your family. Go there now. Go to Oved’s workshop. Ask him to see how many arrows he has made to prepare for the coming battle.”

“Now, sir?” Joshua asked. “My guard time does not end for another span.”

“I will take your last span. You need to know see all the arrows Oved made in the last fifteen years.” Taveon gently pushed Joshua toward the stairs. “Go, now.”

“Me, too?” Urim asked as Joshua hurried toward the stairs.

“You didn’t seem as concerned as Joshua. You can stay here and keep me company,” Taveon replied.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Arrows


[image: ]


The jog across the green and down the street to Oved’s workshop gave Joshua time to think about Taveon’s words. He helped his papa make barrels for many purposes over the past ten years, since Papa had allowed him to follow him to his barrel making shop. He had given his first small practice barrel to Aleeza.

People used their barrels for many purposes. Some were water tight and held rain water for later use. Others were used to store grains and seeds. He had scooped seeds from his papa’s barrels in Ormh’s shed near the fields in the beginning of the growing season each year. Each family had several barrels in their homes and workshop.

The barrels were well made. Papa insisted they make them as perfectly as possible. Still, men needed new barrels, for some warped and others misused, keeping his papa, brothers, and Joshua stayed busy creating barrels.

Even though every man and boy had a quiver full of arrows to practice with, they lost few of them. They were careful to retrieve each arrow when it missed the target. Occasionally an arrow would hit a rock and shatter. But that didn’t happen often.

Oved had been busy making arrows and spears in the past fifteen years since the attack by the army gathered by the cult priests. He should have more than a few stacked up in his storage sheds.

Joshua sucked in a shuddering deep breath. Perhaps he had been hasty in his concerns about the number of arrows that would be available to those guarding Limhah’s walls.

A tightening filled his chest. Would Oved be angry with him for asking? He arrived outside Oved’s workshop. He paused at the door.

The door opened from the other side. Afra stopped to speak to someone inside. “You will have them ready by tomorrow?”

Oved’s muffled voice came from somewhere in the back. “Remember to send someone to help.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll send a man right over.” He turned to close the door and saw Joshua standing there. “Ah. Did Taveon send you over to help?”

Joshua gulped. “Uh, yes. Taveon sent me, but —”

“Good. Oved requires your assistance.” 

Joshua stood staring at the commander of the guard.

“Don’t just stand there. Go on in and help him.”

Joshua shoved past Afra and allowed the door to close behind him.

Oved pushed through the back door with arms full of arrows. “Are you here to help me?”

“Uh.” Joshua cleared his throat. “Yes.”

“Good. We have to sort these arrows to get them to the warriors who will defend our city.”

Joshua stood staring at him, amazed Oved would invite him in.

Oved set arrows on a table in the middle of the room. “Well? Are you going to help or just stand there?”

Joshua shook himself. “Yes. I’m here to help. What do you want me to do?”

“I am tasked to divide up these arrows. You are to count them into sets of ten.”

Joshua stepped to the table. “You want me to start dividing these?”

“Not yet. You are Joshua, Dace’s son?”

Joshua nodded.

“Good. Come with me. We’ll bring in a few hundred arrows before we start.”

Joshua followed Oved out through the back door toward the shed. He didn’t expect to get in to see so easily. 

Oved opened the storage shed door and stepped in. He removed arrows from a box and handed them to Joshua until his arms were full. “Take these in and put them on the table with the others. Then come back for more.”

Joshua marched inside. He thought about just dropping the arrows on the table, but some of these would be for him. He couldn’t take a chance on damaging the arrows he needed.

After carefully setting them on the table, he turned, expecting to see Oved entering with more arrows. The door stood open and empty. 

Joshua sighed and returned to the shed for more. Inside the storage building, Oved stood rummaging through barrels.

“Are those barrels we made at our shop?”

Oved glanced up. “Yes. Didn’t you think we could use them for storing arrows? The water barrels help keep moisture away from the arrows.”

“I never knew.” Joshua stared at all the barrels packed into the storage building. 

He did a fast count. It looked like fifty barrels, and most of those had a second barrel stacked on top of it. Close to a hundred barrels. How many arrows were in each barrel?

“Open the one over there,” Oved pointed to a barrel. “Take as many arrows as you can carry.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to take the barrel in?” Joshua asked.

“They are too heavy to carry.”

“We can roll them.”

“They don’t roll through the door.”

“I’ll see what I can do. We can move more if we take the barrels.”

Joshua carefully tipped the barrel on its side and rolled it toward the door. Oved was correct. The barrel was too wide to roll through the door. 

“How did you get the barrels inside?”

“We brought them in empty and filled them. We couldn’t move them later. They are too heavy.”

Joshua tipped the barrel back on its end. He wobbled it and rocked it until he had scooted it past the door and into the sunshine.

He rolled it to the back door of the workshop, then walked it inside.

“Afra chose the right man to send. You understand how to move these barrels. I would have tried to lift and carry them from the storage building to the workshop.”

“Rolling them is much easier,” Joshua said with a smile.

“I see.”

Oved worked to scoot the barrel he had rolled to the workshop inside. Joshua hurried to help him.

“That was easier than I expected. There isn’t room for all the barrels in the workshop, but we if we bring in one more barrel, we can start dividing them up.”

Joshua hurried back to the storage building for another barrel. Oved helped him lift a barrel off one that sat on the floor. Together, turned it on its side and rolled it to the door. Joshua stood it upright and wobbled it through the door. He turned it onto its side again and rolled it to the workshop.

Behind him, Oved had rolled another barrel of arrows to the door of the workshop. “It will be easier to get them from here.”

Joshua nodded. He opened the barrel and removed an armful of arrows. He set them on the table. “You said ten arrows in each set?”

“Yes. At least until we have emptied one barrel. I don’t know how many arrows we have in total.”

“I can do that. How do we bind them together?”

“I’ll cut some rope and tie them. You count, I’ll tie.”

Over the next span, they emptied three barrels, counting fifty sets of ten arrows in each barrel.

“Five hundred arrows in each barrel. There seem to be that many in each barrel. How many barrels are there in the storage building?” Joshua wanted to check his count.

“I believe ninety-five, another one is half-full.”

“That is a lot of arrows,” Joshua said, allowing his eyebrows to raise. “I hope that is enough to fight off the enemy horde that is marching toward us.”

Oved chuckled. “Nearly 48 thousand arrows should be a good start. There is another storage building with about half that many spears in it. Between the arrows and spears, we should have enough.”

“I hope so,” Joshua murmured.

He helped Oved put the sets of arrows back into the barrels, resealed the lids,  then moved them outside.

They brought in more barrels and counted out more sets of ten. He glanced at his quiver. It held ten.

They pulled another barrel into the shop and opened the lid. Joshua pulled out more arrows and started the count once more.

As they counted arrows from the new barrels, Dusan and Kyrell entered the workshop. “Are you being careful with the feathers on those arrows?” Dusan growled.

“Yes, we are,” Joshua replied. “I may need to shoot them. I want them to be perfect for me to shoot.”

Dusan opened a barrel and pulled out a set of ten. “These are good. I hope they all are.”

“They are,” Joshua said. It bothered him that Dusan would continue to question him along this line. As he had been taught to respect more experienced men, he swallowed the sharp response that pressed against his lips.

“Good for you,” Kyrell said, clapping Joshua on the back.

Joshua stabilized his feet in time to avoid a fall forward from the slap. He ignored the new men and continued to count out sets of ten arrows.

When Kyrell and Dusan saw they would not get a reaction from him, they joined him in counting and binding the arrows into sets. Soon they worked together in smooth unison, pulling arrows from barrels, counting out ten, tying them into bundles, and returning them to a barrel.

In three more spans, they had counted out arrows from eighteen more barrels. They still needed to empty and count more than fifty barrels.

Ovid’s wife quietly entered the workshop. “It is dark outside. Your dinner is waiting. I’m certain your families,” she gazed at the other three men, “wait for you, as well.”

As Oved closed the shop, he turned to Joshua. “You are a good worker. Come again tomorrow?”

Joshua rolled the knots out of his shoulders and nodded. “I will check with my squad leader.”

“Bring another man or two so we can get this finished tomorrow.”

“I will pass that on to my leaders.” Joshua strode away toward his home. He hoped the mass of arrows would be enough.
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Aleeza did not hear any voice. However, a calm filled her. The fear brought on by the dust cloud in the distance had increased when Joshua spoke his concern about arrows. Would there be enough?. 

“All will be well,” she whispered as she stood and hurried in to help her mama to cook dinner and help with her younger brother and sister. Ebony’s toes clicked on the floor beside her.

“You look pensive,” Mama said. “What have you been doing?”

“I looked out over the wall to the oncoming horde. It frightened me. Then Joshua said in the battle with the cult priests, there would not have been enough arrows if Jehovah had not swept away their army. He said his papa had less than ten arrows left in his quiver.”

“I never went up onto the wall during that attack. We stood on the ground, watching and waiting in case an attacker slipped past our men on the wall. I did not see how many arrows they left.”

“Has Papa ever said anything about the shortage of arrows?”

Mama shrugged as she kneaded the flat bread for the evening meal. “He spent spans in the healing hall before Grandpapa Tiqvah called for the prayer meetings. Men assisted him to the sanctuary to participate. I had to help him climb up to view the whirlwind blow away our enemy.”

“That is what I told Joshua. It surprised him we didn’t know there was a shortage of arrows.”

Aleeza’s mama glanced up from her bread. “Each of us experienced that differently. I spent the time fearful that one of them would make it past the men on the wall and we would have to defend ourselves. So many of our children were with us.”

“Was I there?”

“You were, for a span or two. But you little ones grew tired and whiny. We sent three women with the little ones to the sanctuary. Each team sent three women to care for the little ones. You played with Joshua and the other children and slept there in the sanctuary during the worst of the attack.”

“I was too little to remember?” Aleeza asked as she stirred the food in the pot.

“Much. You did not even talk yet.”

Aleeza pulled the dishes from the cupboard and set the table. “Where are the little ones?”

“Playing in their sleeping room. Would you go be certain they are safe?”

“Gladly, Mama.” Aleeza walked down the hall toward the sleeping rooms where the little ones slept and played.

She found Lucina cradling her little doll that Mama had made from rags. Lucina loved that baby doll and held it gently in her arms.

Bora sat on the floor, stacking blocks. “I’m trying to build another tall tower,” he said.

Aleeza sat on the floor between them and watched them play. Ebony lay beside her, her head on her paws, as the block tower grew. It grew many blocks high before it tipped and fell to the floor. Bora shouted his laughter. Aleeza chortled, absorbing his joy. Even Lucina giggled softly.

“Mama will call us to eat soon. You two should go wash your hands. Papa will be home. You should pick up your blocks, Bora. And then you should go wash your hands,” Aleeza suggested.

Bora pulled the basket close and put blocks inside. “Will you help me?” he asked, smiling up at her.

Aleeza grinned at him and helped gather the blocks into the basket.

“Now, Bora, you will need to help me up from this floor,” she said with a chuckle.

He took her hand and tugged her to stand. She allowed him to pull awhile before she stood. Then she shooed the little ones off to wash, then returned to help her mama finish preparing the meal.

When Lucina and Bora ran into the kitchen, the other girls had come into the kitchen.

Papa entered through the back door, after washing the dirt of the fields from his hands and face. Aleeza’s brothers bounced in behind him. The level of noise increased. Ebony softly woofed. Aleeza beamed at her family.

She smiled at the familiar family noise. When the horde arrived, this joy would become fear. Until then, her family would trust Jehovah and be a family.

“Have you seen the horde?” Eythan asked.

Aleeza frowned. She didn’t want to think of the danger they presented. It would ruin her joy.

She nodded. “I climbed up onto the wall walkway today. They seem to be far away, still.”

“Perhaps they will pass us by?” Ester suggested.

“We are a small city,” Papa said with a grimace. “They will think we will be easy to overwhelm.”

“They don’t understand, do they?” Shared said.

“What should they understand?” Mama asked.

“Jehovah is with us. He will protect us.”

Papa sucked in a deep breath. “Jehovah always protects those who are obedient. You, my children, are obedient to his commands. But there are too many who choose not to obey.” Papa bit his lip and turned his gaze toward Mama.

“That is what Joshua says. He says he fears Jehovah will not protect us this time,” Aleeza said. The tickle of disquiet returned as she realized both her parents and Joshua shared the same concern.

“I fear Joshua is correct,” Papa said. “We have too many who forget that only Jehovah can protect us from our enemies. No army has attacked us for many years. They have become complacent. It is not safe.”

“I have seen boys who stay in bed rather than attend Sabbath services in the sanctuary,” Eythan said. “They laugh at those of us who regularly attend.”

“They will not be laughing when the enemy across the valley reaches our walls and attack,” Mama said. “Women stay away from morning practice, claiming they have better things to. Jehovah blessed us years ago. With the size of the enemy coming our way, they may be sorry.”

“What will you do with the little ones if they call on us to fight?” Aleeza asked, glancing at Lucina and Bora.

“When you were small, all except the  youngest children learned to be part of the protection. We have not continued that practice. We may have a problem this time.”

“More than one,” Papa murmured.
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After helping her mama clean the kitchen, Aleeza took the urns to the well to refill them. Evenings at the well were a time she looked forward to, a time she could visit with her friends, the other young women of Limhah.

As she stepped out the door, she noticed Joshua dragging his feet as he walked toward his house.

“Are you just now coming home from your duty on the wall?” she asked, glancing at the setting sun. “They should have relieved you a long time ago.”

Joshua raised his head and lifted his lips into a tired smile. “I was. Taveon decided I needed to go see for myself how many arrows Oved has gathered together in the last years. And then, Afra assumed Taveon had sent me to help. He asked me to help divide all those arrows up into sets of ten. I’ve been there for spans, and we have barely started.”

“Hard work, dividing arrows into sets, huh?”

“Not so much that it was hard work. It was mostly monotonous. But I moved heavy barrels from the storage building into the shop and back.” He rolled and stretched his shoulders. “I am tired.”

Ebony sat on the path beside Aleeza. Her black tongue hung out as she panted.

“Did you get your evening meal yet?”

He shook his head. “Not yet. Oved just called it a day. I suppose I’ll be back tomorrow to count out more arrows. It takes a long time to divide ninety-five barrels of five hundred arrows.”

“It sounds like there will be enough.”

“If it isn’t, it won’t be because Oved and Dusan haven’t been working hard.” Joshua rebalanced his weight on his feet. “I really must go, I’m hungry and tired. Now that I’m not working, I realize how tired I am.”

He shuffled off toward his house.

Aleeza watched him go, fearful his dragging feet would trip him. She watched until he disappeared inside.

What would the men be like if they had to fight for more than a few spans? What would the women do if required to join in the battle for their home?

Aleeza lifted her urns to her shoulders and strode toward the well with Ebony trotting beside her. She looked forward to meeting her friend, Malina. She and Malina had played together since they were young. They had gathered with their mamas at the well each evening for years. The little girls had run around the well and sat listening to the older women.

“You are late,” Malina called as Aleeza turned the corner and could see the well.

“I am. I ran into Joshua as he returned from a special project.”

“Oh,” Malina teased. “You are talking to him again.”

“He lives next door to me! I see him often. I don’t want to be rude.”

“But you said you weren’t talking to him anymore after the last time he defeated you in sparring.”

“I didn’t talk to him any more ... or any less. He is my neighbor.”

“Admit it, Aleeza,” Malina taunted, “you like him.”

Ebony whined and sat staring at Aleeza.

“Yes. I have always liked Joshua. We have been friends since we could walk.”

Malina giggled. “I know. You are fun to tease. However, you must like him as more than a childhood friend.”

“Why do you say that?” Aleeza felt her heart leap. She turned to draw the bucket from the bottom of the well.

“You always blush when you defend your friend.”

Aleeza poured the water from the bucket into her urn. “No, I don’t.” Her face heated as she spoke.

“No? Why are you blushing now?”

“Am I?” Aleeza set a hand against her face. It burned. “I am. I don’t know why I blush so easily. I don’t blush when we speak of David or Jonathan. Why do I blush when I think of Joshua?”

“Maybe you like him more than you are willing to admit?”

“But he is arrogant. He thinks it is funny to beat me. Why did he get a staff, anyway?”

“You know why. His papa wouldn’t give him a sword and your mama gave you a staff. He didn’t like being left behind.”

“But he got both a staff and a bow and a quiver full of arrows. That isn’t fair.” Aleeza kicked a rock away from the well.

“It isn’t fair? Did you want a bow and a quiver of arrows, as well?”

Aleeza gazed down at the well, unwilling to admit she wanted to learn to shoot arrows and swing a sword.

“He’s a man. He needs more than one weapon to help protect Limhah. Aleeza! You aren’t this excited by other young men.”

Aleeza lifted her hands and opened her mouth, then closed it and dropped her hands. “You are right. Joshua sets me off sometimes.”

“I know. I am your friend,” Malina said.

“You are, Malina. Thank you for helping me. I don’t know what I’d do without you to keep me stable.”

“You need to stop worrying about it. If Joshua wants to be closer friends than you already are, he’ll make sure you know.”

“He has been nicer to me lately. I went to the top of the wall earlier to see how close the enemy horde has come. Joshua stood guard. We had an interesting visit.”

Malina’s eyes opened wide. “What did you discuss?”

“Not everyone is joining us for worship services on the Sabbath. He fears Jehovah won’t protect us against this horde,” Aleeza said. She chewed on the inside of her cheek. “How can Jehovah help and protect us if we don’t remember he is our God? We have to repent.”

“Not protect us? Would Jehovah do that?”

“Do we deserve his protection?” Aleeza stared at her friend. “You see the empty seats in the sanctuary each Sabbath. Where are is everyone? Not in the sanctuary.”

“No. I’ve missed a Sabbath or two. I stayed in bed to sleep.”

Aleeza lifted her eyebrows. “To sleep? That is the reason you missed?”

“I stayed up too late the night before.”

Aleeza kept her eyebrows up and said  nothing.

“I’ll be there next Sabbath.”

“And every Sabbath. Everyone needs to be there every Sabbath.”

“I can’t bring everyone with me,” Malina said.

Aleeza stared at her for two breaths, then she laughed. “No. We can’t force the others to repent. But we can invite them to come tomorrow.”

“Grandpapa Tiqvah would like that. I’m sure he misses those who don’t come.”

“How do we invite everyone?”

“We can ask others to help, then go to every door and ask.”

“It’s late. Will we have time?”

“We will have to have enough time,” Malina said. “You are correct. Everyone needs to remember Jehovah.”

“I can ask Ava to help.”

“And I can ask my sister to help. I’ll take my water home and ask her.”

“I’ll ask Ava when I get home with my urns.” Aleeza picked up her two urns full of water. “Meet you on the corner in half a span.”

***
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A knocking on the door to Joshua’s sleeping room door woke him from a deep sleep. He had eaten the food his mama had saved for him from the evening meal, then he fell into bed and immediately slept.

He shook his head and wiped the sleep from his eyes as he trudged to the door. He slung the door open, expecting it to be one of his younger brothers.

It was not a brother.

Taveon stood on the other side of the door. 

“Sleeping?”

“I worked hard after I left you. Come in.”

Taveon quirked an eyebrow up. “Worked? For your papa?”

Joshua waved his squad leader to the only seat in his room and sat on the bed. “No. I did as you ordered I went to visit Oved.”

“Does he have enough arrows?”

“I hope he does,” Joshua crunched his eyebrows together, thinking. “There are about ninety-five barrels with five hundred arrows in each.”

Taveon grinned. “That is a lot of arrows.”

“How big is the horde of men coming our way?”

Taveon’s grin slipped from his face. “We can’t count them yet, but that is an immense army. The dust from their feet rises high into the sky. I hope all those arrows will be enough. Our men will need to be careful not to waste arrows.”

“I know my friends,” Joshua said with a grimace. “If they find out there are ninety-five barrels of arrows, they will shoot without thinking.”

“Then we won’t tell them how many barrels of arrows there are. We won’t tell them know the arrows are in barrels.” Taveon stood to pace across the small space.

Joshua tucked his feet under the bed
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