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Willa Cather (1873-1947) 

Advice to Rudyard Kipling

Author’s Note

ASIDE FROM FAR-REACHING, rabbit-hole research that makes its way into your dreams for months, the greatest challenge in writing historical fiction is undoubtedly the use of dialogue, specifically the vernacular appropriate to the particular era. The further that one travels back through history – especially if the destination is a day three millennia ago – the more difficult it becomes to bridge the gap between faithfulness to the stylized language of the time and region, and the imperative to make the words familiar and effortless for the reader to comprehend. Consider: “Thy words, though rich in the tongue of old, maketh even the briefest of speech a burden upon the ear, as though each utterance were a trial in itself.” 

Not fun. 

As such, I have chosen a fairly simple mode of modern colloquial English with a slightly “dusty” feel as my characters’ dialect (hopefully free of obvious anachronisms) and have thus, obviously, departed from the languages and syntax of ancient Israel. 

A note about historical accuracy. The beginning of the Iron Age in Israel is a curious era for researchers. While archaeological findings in the Land of Israel provide a satisfying picture of the years immediately before and after this period, the digs dated roughly 1000-930 BCE – the turbulent, transitional time of King David and his son Solomon – yield, oddly, very meager results related to the literal biblical narrative. This gap has led to lively debate among archaeologists and historians studying the period, none of whom can prove conclusively that a particular version of history is more likely than another. Most information about the events of this era, therefore, comes from inferences drawn from the biblical book of Samuel, written sometime after the events they portray – with the author’s specific agendas and worldviews. The sources are brief; the lives were not. No one assessment of the people and the events portrayed will satisfy everyone: the archeologist, the biblical scholar, or the literal-minded religionist. 

The delightful task of historical fiction, as I see it, is to attempt to fill these gaps, to apply flesh to the dry bones. Between what we know and what we guess – this is where the story lives.

J.B.

Efrat, Israel 

Autumn 2025
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“Set aside for yourselves three cities centrally located in the land the Lord your God is giving you to possess. Build roads to them and divide into three parts the land the Lord your God is giving you as an inheritance, so that anyone who [in negligence] kills a man may flee there...

But if a man hates his neighbor and lies in wait for him, assaults and kills him, and then flees to one of these cities, the elders of his town shall send for him, bring him back from the city, and hand him over to the avenger of blood to die. Show him no pity. You must purge from Israel the guilt of shedding innocent blood, so that it may go well with you.”  
Deuteronomy 19:2-3,11-13
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Chapter 1
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The shepherd’s dart is a smooth, sturdy shaft, the length of a man’s arm from elbow to fingertip, tipped with a sharp, finger-long flint. It is heavier than a bowman’s arrow, yet easier to carry than a spear. Thrown with a fair amount of skill, it travels smoothly through the body of an animal, slicing muscles and organs so quickly that death takes a few moments to catch up. A single well-aimed strike will fell a threatening wolf. 

Or, of course, a man.

Like the shepherds eager to reduce the weight of their tools while on long treks, soldiers were just beginning to carry these compact weapons. Given time, they would no doubt become standard issue. In decades to come, they would be used to end the life of King David’s most beloved – but tragically mutinous son – Absalom. Dangling helplessly with his long, wild locks caught in a thicket, Absalom would pass the final seconds of his life watching in horror as his father’s favorite general hurled three at his body with perfect aim. In truth, of course, he only saw the first as it pierced his chest, mercifully sundering his heart.

Now, hiding behind a thicket himself, Meron held four of these long, elegant darts in a sweaty, restless hand. He had practiced with them for days, with somewhat discouraging results. 

Regardless, he had little choice, and would act.

The consequences of failure – his own death being one distinct possibility – were too dark to ponder. In the sixteen years he had walked the earth, he had never felt such a pounding in his head. He closed his eyes and tried to imagine his family in the quiet, green Ginon valley, a mere day’s walk from where he crouched. But just as the idyllic scene began to calm him, it faded, replaced abruptly by a vision of his brother’s stern face, appearing to him as if through dissipating smoke. Meron’s eyes snapped open to escape the image. He was here, now, and he had to keep his mind clear to guide his hand. 

Once again he shifted, this time into a kneeling position. His muscles ached. His throat was dry. He brushed away the angry, frustrated ants nipping at his toes, clearly protesting the intrusion of their terrain. 

The sun was now high in the sky. He had been waiting since daybreak for the Northerner to venture outside the gates, beyond the priest’s sanctuary. 

Twice, the man had briefly appeared in the doorway and then vanished back again into the shadows of the small house. He did not seem to be reacting to anything he saw, perhaps reassuring himself that all was well. That was good. Meron wanted him to relax.

Meron glanced up. The old man under whose protection the Northerner dwelt seemed to be asleep atop the roof, in the shade of the tall trees that formed a whispering canopy above. His daughter was nowhere to be seen, which was a good thing. He didn’t need that distraction. Now was the time, but there was nothing Meron could do. Not yet. The Northerner had to come out, away from the protection of the small altar, of his own free will. It was the Teaching.

Meron considered calling out, challenging the murderer to face him. But that would awaken the old man on the roof and possibly alert his daughter as well. And, of course, such an act would spoil the element of surprise, which he badly needed. It was, indeed, his only advantage. 

The large Northerner – easily a head taller than him – appeared in the doorway, holding an axe and a wide leather strap. It appeared he was setting out to chop wood in the forest, which he would, no doubt, then haul back to the house.

So it was time. Meron tried not to think about the axe.

He felt a trickle of sweat slide down his back, and his breathing quickened. He checked the arrowhead bindings for the hundredth time, then ducked down further as the man trudged across the courtyard and through the low stone gate. He did not seem particularly anxious as he walked right past Meron’s shelter. He was five paces along the forest path when Meron leapt up from his hiding place, planting his feet.

“I avenge the blood of my family!”

It came pouring out of his mouth, and he could not tell if the words were as garbled as they sounded to him. The world was a blur. A fire. A rushing wind.

He raised his fist with two of the short arrows in it. He hadn’t even noticed. Again and again, he had practiced the technique that his brother, Yohai, had taught him: flinging two arrows at once. The victim could not avoid both; one usually hit its mark. Usually.

Meron let the darts fly.

He watched as the first flew clear over the man’s head and into the long-hanging branches of a carob tree. The second buried its head in the soil at his feet.

Paltiel hadn’t moved. There was silence as both looked up into the tree and then down at the earth, and then back at each other. 

“They sent...you?” the man asked calmly, as if this were no more than a chance meeting at the market. 

Meron swallowed as a sickening dizziness gripped him. His enemy was right, of course. His uncle Amiel was gone, plotted against and murdered by the man before him. And now Meron was about to fail as his uncle’s blood avenger, foolishly overeager to grab a weapon – apparently the incorrect weapon, with a hasty strategy, and certainly a poor choice of executioner – to right the wrong. 

Standing there, the echo of Paltiel’s implied insult still drifting through the woods, Meron tried in vain to force Amiel’s face from his thoughts. He had been a good, kind-hearted man who treated his nephews as his own sons. His death had been doubly difficult because his killer was an outsider from another tribe, a man so coarse, so offensive, it was insulting. To die like Meron’s father, Tabel, wrestling a powerful creature of the night, offered a kind of dignity, even in its tragedy. But to die in a dark plot by a soulless scoundrel who had wheedled his way into the family... 

Yohai had sent him as a stand-in; with their father gone, it was, in fact, Yohai’s job as firstborn to avenge their uncle and redeem the family’s honor. But Yohai had to stay to protect his sisters, their mother, and their home, and so had chosen Meron as his replacement. Meron wished more than ever that their brother, Agon, had been home. He was the strongest of them all – even stronger than Yohai – and had killed a bear with his giant sling and then finished her with a knife. He would have succeeded here.

Paltiel dropped the strap and then, surprisingly, dropped his axe as well. It was not a surrender – quite the opposite. The message was clear: I won’t be needing these. Meron stared at the large man’s thick, muscled arms, and his breathing raced.

Meron didn’t have time to ready his next set of arrows. Paltiel leapt forward, arms outstretched, as Meron spun around and began to run. He succeeded in staying beyond the reach of the hulking man’s first swing, but just as he spotted the steep path to his right that might have meant escape, he felt the rough hand on his neck pull him to a stumbling stop. 

Meron braced himself for a hand-to-hand fight, tensing and curling his fingers, ready to scratch and claw. He would die, but he would at least leave a mark. But then, suddenly, a massive force heaved him forward, and he crashed face-first into the trunk of the tree directly in front of him. 

Crumpling to the ground, he did not know if the crack he heard was the tree’s rough bark or the bones of his cheek. Through intense pain and a growing hammering in his head, Meron struggled to turn and face his opponent, pawing frantically at the blood that was pouring down over his right eye. Paltiel stood motionless again, a few paces away. Meron’s tongue probed a loose tooth.

Paltiel took a step closer, a cruel smile on his face. 

“I will be leaving here soon. If you or anyone from your family appears again, you will not return. You have no witnesses to Amiel’s death. I claim it was an accident. We will leave it at that and go our separate ways. Now run home to your sheep and your sisters and stay there. This is over, and you have your life. Understand me: Out here, alone, after what you just tried, this is a gift. I curse the day I joined your damned family.”

Meron stumbled to his feet and fell back down, unable to keep the forest from spinning. As he did, Paltiel bent down, retrieved the remaining arrows that Meron had dropped, and snapped them in two. He took a step toward Meron and kicked at him. His foot swung past, missing Meron’s side by a finger width. Then he turned and lumbered back to the house as if nothing had happened.

Meron crawled to all fours, then steadied himself and stood. Without a word, he crashed through the bushes to his left and staggered away, down the path that led the way to a day’s walk home.
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Chapter 2
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Taga’s Camp

In a clearing atop cliffs just a short walk from Meron’s valley, another fight was taking place, eliciting grunts, cheers, and shouts of advice from rowdy onlookers. This combat was somewhat more balanced, and death was not the goal; this was a melee simply intended to teach a lesson.

There was a well-worn Philistine maxim: On the battlefield, a soldier showing the enemy his back is as good as dead; he is either fleeing in a panic and soon to be run down, distracted by some nearby activity, or desperate to retrieve a weapon to replace his own. 

Whatever the reason, he is a target free of resistance. This scenario was the simple principle behind one of the Philistines’ classic training exercises, failure in which would keep a young soldier-to-be from advancing in rank. It was called Kaf-ki.

An aging Philistine warrior called Taga watched as two Egyptians demonstrated that they clearly had not a drop of Philistine blood between them. They didn’t deserve to try Kaf-ki. 

It was pathetic, really. They were moving warily around the inside of the giant circle that Taga had marked on the ground with the end of his sword. Each man had a strip of fur hanging from the back of his tunic, running along the length of his spine. Each also had one hand tied behind his back – the right hand, to make it interesting – and held a solid stick in the other. The simple goal of the exercise was to use the branch as one would a sword, to disarm the other, and to snatch his “tail.” The only rule was that the struggle had to remain inside the circle. Step outside, and you lose. 

If this were a true Philistine Kaf-ki exercise, the loser would be beaten by the onlookers. Next, he would be sent out of the camp for two nights, shamed, to lick his wounds and to fend for himself as he scavenged or hunted for food. He would then be permitted to return to fight another opponent, and another, until he emerged the victor and his opponent was sent away. For some, the process took months. One result was certain: these warriors would never expose their backs to an enemy on the battlefield. Never.

But these were no Philistines in training; they were part of a ragged, mixed crew of vagabonds, untrained and undisciplined. They would never serve as a military unit of any kind, but they could be useful on the roads.

Taga watched pessimistically, hoping that they were merely pitiable and not completely useless. 

The loser in this fight would not be banished from camp. No, in the spirit of the challenge, the loser would be shoved down the hill and made to claw his way back up the shifting stones, grabbing with bleeding hands at the frail, thorny shrubs for support. Since they had begun the exercise that morning, three men had been forced to make their way up that hillside, cursing and sweating as they climbed, slid, and climbed some more.

The two Egyptians currently in the circle were of very different builds; the bald one was short and stocky but with strong limbs, the other taller, with longer arms for a better reach, but graceless and awkward. 

Clearly, his height wasn’t helping; he was losing. 

Blood was oozing from both his shins. He was breathing hard, repeatedly using his one available forearm to wipe the sweat from his eyes. He was trying to hold his ground as he parried the quick, sharp swipe of the shorter man’s rod. His opponent was hopping from place to place like a lopsided but determined bee, jabbing and swinging high and low. 

In a real battle, fighting an armed foe, thought the Philistine, even the winner here would already be, like his pathetic opponent, long dead. 

Suddenly, the taller man rushed forward, with a roar, his stick held high over his head. Reflexively raising his stick to defend himself, the shorter man did not see his opponent cleverly thrust out a long leg. That was unexpected, Taga thought, and almost laughed, delighted by the man’s guile. 

The taller man’s foot crashed into his opponent’s exposed chest. The shorter man fell backward, his head hitting the ground just inside the circle. As the other man bent quickly to grab the strip of fur and win the bout, the short man’s stick appeared and slammed down onto his attacker’s shoulder. The stick broke, and both men howled in pain as the splinters stung them both.

The whole thing was, for everyone involved, embarrassing. 

“D’ha!” Taga growled in his own tongue. Neither man understood much of his language, but this word was a mainstay. The meaning was clear: Enough. 

They stood, groaning and panting, uncertain who was the victor. He gestured for them to follow him to the edge of the cliff, which they did obediently. Each tried to maintain some hope, neither with much confidence.

After the previous three bouts, Taga had simply brought the fighters to stand at the cliff edge together for a moment, before shoving the loser tumbling over the ledge. This time, he placed a hand on the shoulder of each man, sighed, and pushed them both.

They fell, cursing all the way down the terrifyingly steep hillside. The taller one tried to stay on his feet, but lost his balance as he tumbled. The shorter simply rolled left, then right, then left again, protecting his head as he slid down the steep, stony hillside. 

Embarrassing even in their punishment, the warrior whispered to one of his gods. 

The god, of course, didn’t answer. All his gods had stopped answering some time ago. They had, it seemed, returned to his home over the sea, abandoning this forsaken land to him and whoever had survived.

Taga watched as the Egyptians fell, their cries and groans fading until all that remained was the echoing chink-chank of clattering stones. Peering over carefully, he saw that the men had reached the bottom. The taller one was clutching one of his legs, rocking slowly back and forth. His companion crawled over to him, then, after a moment, helped the man to stand. Both were clearly in pain, and after a tentative step or two, they sat back down.

The stocky man waved his arms and pointed, clearly trying to indicate to Taga that his injured cohort couldn’t easily walk. A climb was, it seemed, out of the question. Taga sighed, then pointed to his right. Though it was a long way to navigate, the men could try to make their way back along the base of the cliff, toward the Israelite settlement at the end of the valley. Just before the settlement, there was a gently sloping goat path that would bring them back up to the camp atop the ridge. With the taller man limping and leaning on the other, it would take almost half the day. The men waved, nodded, and pointed away and back again across the slope toward Taga, making it clear that they understood. They began to hobble in that direction, the taller man leaning awkwardly on the shoulder of his shorter friend. 

The rest of the men watched in silence as Taga trudged back from the edge of the cliff. He snatched a half-eaten goat haunch from one of them. The bone offered only thin, grisly strands of meat, not worth the effort of straining his jaw. Kid goats would roast easily over a fire. Larger, stronger sheep and goats like this one really had to be boiled, and they had neither a large enough vessel nor enough water to do that. What a miserable waste.

He turned and tossed the bone into the fire in disgust. Then he wrenched his sword loose, pulling its blade from where it had been embedded deep in the loose earth. 

Taga stalked back to the edge of the cliff. He watched the two men as they hobbled around an outcropping of stone and disappeared into the distance, toward the mouth of the Israelites’ emerald valley, where they would double back and return to the camp. 

He stooped, shading his heavy-lidded gray eyes as he listened to the men behind him return to their mid-day meal, now that the day’s excitement was over. Two or three of them who had finished – or declined – their portions of wretched goat meat crunched loudly on carob fruit to fill their stomachs. There had been many of these disappointments of late.

Taga brooded over the sorry lot of men behind him. There were eleven in all, few strong or skilled enough that he could consider them a likely mercenary group. Not yet. Right now, he simply needed to survive, to wait, and see how to best live out his days. He would have preferred to spend these months alone, but in numbers came some level of safety and food, however meager. 

Taga still wore his heavy Philistine warrior’s attire, now torn and scuffed. It was what he knew how to wear and, indeed, the only garb he had worn as long as he could remember. His wives had presented him with this new set – tunic, boots, arm bands, sword belt – before the final battle. Sadly, these new, sturdy gifts had not brought him luck. 

Indeed, no Philistine warrior had seen luck that day. 

He had not seen his wives since the day of the battle, and he was fairly certain he would never join them again. His sons had died on that field, as had his brothers, and in the days that followed, his people had begun to scatter. His wives would have to take care of themselves. Ki’ifar would be fine. She was young and attractive and would acquire whatever she needed from whatever men were strongest. She knew how to make them lose themselves in her words, her songs, her herbs, and her body. He never knew if, when they first met, these were given willingly or simply as a way to bind him to her, but it had worked. He was glad that, even in the arms of another, she would find a way to live with a new protector. She was so far from his new reality that he felt not a twinge of jealousy.

Zhir, on the other hand, would not be so fortunate. She had no such skills. She was always, to him, like a valuable, hard-working, but very uninteresting donkey. Though she was strong and had few needs, the mother of his dead sons was older, and weary, and would probably die of starvation as the people scattered. She knew nothing of survival without him and had nothing to offer a man but her service as a slave. Unfortunately, she did not bear the obedient spirit of a slave. So yes, she would die. Such was the way of the gods. Or the consequence of their absence.

To the men he now led, it was clear he was a veteran, a practiced warrior, but they were unaware of his flight from the boy-king’s army. And so it would have to remain if he were to retain his authority. The men who might have told the tales that revealed his cowardice were dead – or would soon fall themselves – by the spears, arrows, and javelins of the Boy’s brutal, wild troops. The young red-haired leader called David was breaking the back of the Philistine forces, for so long dominant and feared by Israelite and Canaanite alike.

He knew that by now, any of his once-loyal troops who had managed to survive would have discovered his desertion and cursed his name to the gods many times. This concerned him very little. He was alive. The gods had other priorities, it seemed, and had lost interest in protecting his people. Maybe they were listening to the curses and nodding in agreement.

The new king of the Israelites served a strong battle-god who silenced the divinities that his ancestors had brought with them as they fled their homes across the Great Sea. The king was today a man, but yet referred to as a boy – a description intended as an insult. Instead, it had become praise, acknowledging his achievements in his youth. His armies were sweeping through the coastland like a giant wave crashing in from the east, routing his people from their five cities overlooking the gentler tides of the Sea to the west.

He glared in the direction of the shepherds’ huts in the valley. The previous day, he had crept as close as he dared and spent hours assessing them. He had to shut his eyes to picture them clearly now, for they were too far away to view. He had counted the reed-and-mud roofs of six houses in the valley, and knew from memory that there were two more around the bend, where the valley ended in a steep, cave-riddled mountain face. A single stream of good, clear water ran down from a giant crag in that mountain, winding its way through the valley and ending in the pool where each of the families watered its flocks before taking them farther beyond the valley’s blanket of shadows to pasture. 

He knew that his men would have to walk carefully as they approached, for the shepherd clan below would not relax its guard. Creeping along the edge of the rocky cliffs, surveying the valley, he had seen children playing with their great dogs in the clearing. Three men, always just paces from their bows and spears, worked on fences between the empty sheep-holds while the animals grazed. 

From a distance, he had not been able to judge the ages or strength of the men, but the homes were separated by fields and spread too broadly across the valley floor to see one another clearly. He could probably take one at a time without raising the alarm.

Or he could have, in his prime. Today, he was not so sure. It would no doubt make for an interesting battle, but he didn’t want a battle. Not anymore. It was not as if he could conquer the valley and settle his family there, in those sturdy homes by the bubbling water. 

He just wanted to rest. He rubbed his eyes in deep, slow circles and opened them again. 

It had been interesting to the Philistine to see a settlement built intentionally in the lowlands rather than on a more defensible hilltop. A small platoon could easily seal off this valley and move in for a trouble-free morning massacre. There was some confidence here. Some notion that they did not require a strategic defense. Which was, of course, absurd. Taga knew that it was dangerous to assume that any tomorrow would be like today. Not here.

Still, he could see clearly that the valley was good for these families. The clan was comprised of able, quick shepherds with many sons among them to protect the flocks from man, beast, and weather. The valley walls were dotted with those large, open caves, ideal for the protection of flocks during the rainy season. And perhaps most importantly for shepherds, the area had a viable water source, a gift so valuable that perhaps it made the risk of living in the secluded lowland valley worthwhile.

It was to this pool, at the valley’s opening, that Taga had sent men to steal both goats and sheep four times in the past two weeks. Each time, they had set out during the third part of the day, when many of the protectors would be away with their flocks, with the remainder dozing after their mid-day meal. Just once, they had been seen and chased away. But the animals were thin, almost bony, this soon after the dry summer, and Taga had seen quickly that the risk of their sorties outweighed the reward of meat to roast over the fire. 

Aside from their quick visits to the valley for these meager thefts, Taga’s band had remained in the hills, occasionally fanning out to accost travelers within a day’s journey from camp. From this, too, the pickings were thin, and the danger was worse: The king’s soldiers moved frequently along the roads that led to the City of David, one from the west – his lands – and the other from the north, passing near to where he now stood.

Times had changed; the boy king’s armies were imparting to the region a different face. People were settling, towns were growing, and there were fewer raids this far east, this close to the king’s stronghold in Jerusalem. Living along the coast, far from the mountain region, he knew of the city only by legend; it was, of course, not a safe place for a Philistine. His people had been forced back by David’s predecessor, King Saul, but Taga had once heard that Israelites today boasted that Saul had struck down thousands of his people, where David had killed tens of thousands.

It was time to move on, perhaps southwest, back toward the Philistine land he knew so well. He would certainly need to avoid the remnants of the Philistine army, any soldier of which would kill him instantly upon meeting him. Perhaps he could cut his hair, use a new name, and exchange his sturdy warrior’s garb for clothing that would attract less attention. 

But then what?

He had been raised to run only toward confrontation, never away. His father, his tribe, and his tradition had brought him up to live with just one simple rule: The spoils are enjoyed only by the winner. He and his brothers had grown up competing in everything important to a Philistine boy: hunting, riding, running, rowing, sparring, and even fishing. His father would reward the winner of each competition and ignore the losers. Such was their way, the harsh custom among his family and his people. He had brothers younger and older, and each had skills that occasionally brought them victory. Even the youngest found favor in his father’s eyes, as his skills in trapping foxes were unmatched.

No, Taga had never been taught to run away. It was an impulse he learned on one battlefield – in a single instant. A Philistine found glory in blood and rage; the skilled, swift cuts of the sword and the axe were reward enough. But fighting a smaller, inexperienced army and watching his comrades nonetheless fall in bloody piles at his feet had introduced Taga to true fear for the first time. It had been an empty, sad feeling that he did not immediately recognize. He had never felt it as a boy, not on his first hunt, nor the first time a knife slashed his flesh in a scuffle. Not even when his older brother, Drik’ad, had not returned from battle one spring. It was so much sadder than watching a worthy army match yours and drive it back. There was something else here, and it had completely changed him between one moment and the next.

Taga had recognized the appearance of this peculiar horror quickly enough to run, fleeing the inexplicable death that waited there, and to set out due east into the hilly expanse that was now their land. He left everything behind. He would survive now, living each day in an attempt to maintain happier memories while struggling to simply endure. He needed only to stay clear of the Israelite soldiers who haunted his dreams – and then became very real when the sun shone. 

All he needed, in truth, was food. His final, miserable hold on dignity had been to surround himself with men to supply him with it. It meant he was still a man, not diminished to a mere animal reduced to sniffing out carrion.

The ancient traditions that his ancestors brought across the sea many years ago taught that a true man would have fought in battle until he fell. Now, looking over the ridge, it struck him that he was deeply envious of the valley men below. Though they were not men of war, they fought each day to tame the earth and clearly had learned to bend it to their will. They bore a pride that had been stripped away from him. They were the victors and would live long, contented lives down there. While he faded, they would blossom.

Taga picked up a small stone and hurled it with all his strength. He watched it vanish down the slope beyond him, then turned and looked over his shoulder. Most of the men around the fire behind him now were Egyptian wanderers, remnants of a time when their fathers ruled the region. The Egyptian dynasties had conquered and retreated a number of times, often leaving behind small clans of warriors, their wives, and children who preferred the rocky hill country to the alternately parched and then river-drenched Egyptian delta. These groups remained as vagabonds, never risking the attention that uniting to build a city would elicit.

There was also a single, curious Hittite with a name Taga couldn’t pronounce. It was not native Hittite, which was close to his own language, but some kind of nickname adapted from another tongue. It was a sound forced from the throat which ended somehow before leaving the mouth. The closest he could come to the pronunciation of the curious name was to call the man Hu, at which the man would chuckle quietly each time. It was an irritant.

Oddly, the band had also taken on two Israelite drifters a few days earlier. 

One was a tall, thin boy of maybe sixteen or seventeen years, who carried an unusually well-made bow, and spoke to no one. The other was a smaller, heavier man with a braided beard and two handsome daggers with handles of carved bone. Taga wanted those daggers and would wait patiently for the right time to take them. The man was fond of mid-day naps, and he slept soundly at night. It was merely a matter of time. There would be no honor in it, but those days were gone. The daggers were worth more than the man.

Taga certainly had no love for these two – or any Israelites. Even these, who traveled with him, outside the law of men, seemed yet to adhere to some of the laws of their god; they seemed to have no interest in eating boar, or for carrying amulets with images of their god. Taga did not understand these laws, and so he did not entirely trust the people who adhered to them. 

As he understood it from their brief explanation – the older one spoke a rough version of his language, acquired as a merchant’s assistant or some such thing – these two had not met prior to joining the group. Indeed, they had appeared separately, one of them in the morning three or four moons ago, the other in the late afternoon the next day. Taga assumed they were from different tribes. While friction between these brother-tribes was well known, they seemed to at least tolerate each other. He was relieved, at the very least, that with their help he could finally understand some of the strange cultic behavior of the local population. He himself could only speak their tongue awkwardly, but was listening carefully, working to improve the modest collection of words he had mastered.

The boy, though still smooth-skinned, was surprisingly skilled with the bow he carried. Taga would keep him over the other, if it ever came down to such a choice. Besides, he had to have the older man’s daggers. 

Even more important than the Israelites was the submissive Hu, who served as an interpreter within the group itself. In addition to muttering to himself in his own tongue, he spoke Taga’s Sea-People language, as he called it, as well as Egyptian. In exchange for food, he had helped the band communicate with each other – and more importantly, translated threats and instructions to the unfortunate travelers they robbed. The band had come together over the course of six full moons, and the first days had been truly difficult as they communicated awkwardly using hand gestures and expressions. The simplest and most functional words in their respective languages had indeed begun to migrate across the group, but until Hu arrived, coordination and cooperation were still painfully difficult and full of misunderstandings and eye-rolling.

Taga was old enough to have been the father of any of these men, and they seemed to respect his war-dress and weaponry. And, of course, none of them carried iron as he did. 

They were aimless wanderers, as if they were born with no other plan or dream. He, by contrast, was used to commanding warriors. He had risen, after a lifetime of practicing the art of warfare, to lead eight troops of sixty-four men each. And now he commanded eleven bandits who had no goals other than to survive at the expense of poorly protected travelers. The pain of this reality was duller than it would have been just a few years ago. He was older now; he had escaped the descending scepter of Kiurr, Black Goddess of All Dust, on the battlefield, and was lucky to have what he did. 

He gestured to Hu. The dark, balding Hittite’s bronze bracelets jingled as he scrambled to his feet and approached. 

“Tell the men we move tomorrow,” Taga grunted, still glaring out at the distant valley.

“The goat is small. They are still hungry, worthy master of men,” answered Hu. The Hittite had been a slave to a wealthy Israelite – a hide merchant with four wives – and still used the Israelites’ formal titles, albeit in Taga’s tongue.

Taga just glared at him, and the Hittite retreated.

Taga lay back against a sun-warmed boulder and closed his eyes to rest, the iron sword so admired by his men propped up next to him. The men would not challenge his orders, and all would be well. They had half a wild goat left. There would be meagre mouthfuls of gristly meat again tonight – he would claim the fatty tail piece so the animal’s butchering and roasting would not be a complete waste.
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Chapter 3
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Overlooking the Ginon Valley

Defeat. It made him want to vomit and cry. To howl at the sun. 

Shame, Meron realized, hurt more than hunger, pain, or exhaustion. He felt as though he was suffering from all of them at once, but shame was the hottest, the largest, the heaviest.

Pulling back a clump of thick, black hair with a trembling hand, he plunged his other palm into the mud to steady himself. He peered down into the stagnant, mossy pond, trying to see more clearly what had happened to his face. The rip in his flesh from where he had smashed into the rough tree, he saw, extended from outside his right eye, up and across his forehead, and ended in an upward hook that stopped slightly below his hairline. A stain, sickly yellow and black, was spreading across the area between the wound and his hair. 

The sticky balm of honey, herbs, and a drop of olive oil – he kept it in a small vial on a leather string around his neck for minor cuts or insect bites – seemed to have sealed up the wound; the well-known healing mixture was, he hoped, already changing into flesh as it mixed with the fluids of his body. Sweating profusely and worryingly dizzy, Meron knelt by the pond as the midday sun beat down on him – judging him, punishing him with the burning lashes he deserved. It was not the sun he knew and welcomed, warm and gentle, good for drying skins and fruits on the rooftops; it was the cruel sun of the desert – this day visiting the hill country, glaring from above and reflected back up from the lifeless dust all around. 

How the High One could share the sky with such a sun, he did not know.

Still balanced on the balls of his feet and stooped forward over the pond, Meron the Benjaminite splashed murky water onto his face. He was careful to keep it away from his wound, so as not to wash away the balm. There was nothing he could do about the loose teeth; soon, he’d have to pull them out, and that would be that. 

Even after his face healed, there would be a scar. He had many already, as did all men he knew. Wounds left scars, and a man rarely lived through more than a few seasons without injury. His father had explained it to him many years ago: Just as a scar yields stronger, tougher skin – improved and made thick by the mending – so does the wound leave a hardier, more vigorous man. 

It did not feel true today. 

How he wished he could see his father’s scars now; could touch the sets of shiny, pink, parallel lines that crossed his hairy arm in two places, one by the shoulder and one at the wrist. They had remained with him as a keepsake, a gift from the creature that had eaten freely from their flock many years ago, every night for over a week. It had come at the end of a night’s third and final watch, as one could sense, but not quite see, the first hint of the sun’s daily return. The clan had finally trapped and killed the catlike thing in the grain pit. Tabel had ventured too close as he speared the animal, and its death throes had given it one last chance to leave its mark on the flesh of its enemy. 

Yes, his father had lived that day, but the glory was short-lived. The next year, its mate, son, or herd leader had returned to complete the job when, in a twist of fate, Tabel was on guard, alone. It appeared to have taken its time, and there was very little left when they found him. It was said, in the Ginon Valley, that the cats had finally exacted their revenge. Indeed, the beasts were never again seen after that night.

Meron and his brothers and sisters were now fatherless. Their mother, Alma, mourned her husband, then watched as her children grew up much more quickly than they would have without the new urgency that the challenges of survival required. 

Meron now recalled the day only two moons earlier when Agon – the second-born, between himself and Yohai in age – had traveled with their mother, who was desperate to visit her family in the North. Yohai, Meron, and Shet, the youngest of the brothers, were left to care for their two sisters, Elban and Ora.

Six children born to one wife was rare. Alma had been lucky to have lived through so many successful childbirths. Few women managed to birth more than three or four children before the bleeding led to a quick death at the birthstones. In addition to those children who had survived, one had been born dead – too early, small, and underdeveloped. Another was born full-size, at the right time, seemingly healthy; he simply never took his first breath. Alma had, each time, bravely accepted her husband’s expectations for another child. Meron had always wondered if it had been in an effort to keep Tabel from considering bringing a second wife into their home.

That she had given her husband six living children was a tribute to her health and strength; her kinsmen spoke well of her. Her children, too, took on these qualities. They were tough, sturdy boys and girls who were happiest when climbing, falling, fighting, and running. They welcomed cuts and scrapes as part of their games and rarely paused to cry. It was as if no one had taught them to sit still.

Tabel’s death had been almost nine years ago, just after Ora’s birth. Yohai had seen sixteen years, more than old enough to take over as the head of the family, but would now have to rely on the advice and wisdom of his father’s brother, Amiel. Their uncle had lived alone for many years in his own house, a short walk from that of his brother’s family. He had married once – his wife had died suddenly in her sleep – and scarred by the grief, he had never taken another.

But he did not turn inward when it came to his family. He visited often, shared their meals, joined them for building or hunting, and watched over the smaller children, making sure they weren’t bullied by other clan children. He needed them as they needed him.

And now he, too, was dead, and had to be avenged.

Standing, Meron began to smear away the blood, tears and grimy sweat that had blended and crusted around his eyes and nostrils. The tang, as he ran his tongue over his top lip, was bitter. He had tasted blood after sparring with his brothers. But this wasn’t like before. 

He looked out toward the horizon, toward home. He knew the stones, paths, and wild, thorny shrubs that blanketed the valley’s bed all too well. He knew them more intimately than the worn pair of sandals he wore every day, a gift from Ora. She was on the eve of her tenth year.

Ora. Elban. What would he say to them? How could he look them in the eyes?

His brother had passed him the heavy yoke of upholding the family honor, but he had not succeeded in his charge. To avenge the blood of a murdered kinsman was not a choice, but the way that men set things right. Rain never falls in summer, goats never leave a grassy plain of their own accord, and a murderer who spills blood must never be left in peace. These were absolutes. But now Meron would be returning home, the arrows they had crafted together unbloodied. Instead, he would present his family with nothing but a torn and darkened face, crusted in shame. 

Amiel deserved more from him. More than him.

His family took great sport in the never-ending challenge of fighting the cats, boars, and wolves that preyed on their flocks, but they had not fought men. Never men. The shepherds’ darts had been the wrong tools. He was a fool not to have seen that. He had no skills in weapons of war, and the darts had proven a poor substitute even though he was accustomed to them as a shepherd. His scar would remind him of that for the rest of his days.

With his mother and Agon away, Yohai and Meron had discussed the plan, assembled and sharpened the darts, and even practiced throwing them through sacks of pebbles. Finally, with his voice flat, in an unfamiliar, bitter calm tone, Yohai had made the task clear with one command: Return carrying Paltiel’s name-seal and your arrows dipped in his gore.

The only gore Meron was bringing back was his own.

Meron still had a half-day’s walk to travel across the final length of the plain and down into the valley, but he knew he would reach home before the stars awoke to begin their silent watch over the land. At least they would chase away the cursed sun and leave him in peace. 

He pulled the last of the stale raisin cakes from the roll of goatskin he used as a belt. Chewing was painful because of his swollen jaw and loosened teeth, but he was ravenous, and tried his best to ignore the throbbing. 

As he set off toward the steep, inevitable descent toward the Ginon Valley, he looked up at the sky, then down at the ground, at his feet. Everywhere, he saw the face of Yohai, his wild-eyed older brother, who would now have to complete the job himself. He would no doubt opt for the familiar short, thick dagger he carried in the straps of his goatskin boot.

Meron wanted so badly to awake and discover that it had all been a nightmare, and his uncle Amiel was waiting, as always, to join him in goading the flocks out for the morning’s grazing. 

A tooth fell out, prodded and pulled by the raisin cakes. He tossed it away and continued to chew on the other side of his mouth as he trudged on.

~ ~ ~
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AS THE SUN DROPPED below the horizon and shadows distorted the landscape, the two Egyptians reached the switchback and prepared to climb. Qatir, the taller man, had realized that some of the pain in his ankle had subsided, and he now walked on his own, albeit with a noticeable limp.

Without a word, the shorter man, Ahri, stopped short and nudged his companion’s arm. He pointed silently down toward the Israelite settlement below, where thin columns of smoke were rising from within the sturdy homes as the women began to prepare the evening meal. 

Qatir shrugged and turned back toward the path, but Ahri grabbed his elbow and pointed more urgently. Qatir couldn’t figure out why Ahri wasn’t speaking. They were too far from the homes to be heard. 

There was a shape, close to the ground, moving across the hill halfway between them and the houses. If it was a stray sheep or goat, they were in luck. Ahri had only a short knife strapped to his thigh, but it would suffice. 

They crept forward silently, their mouths already watering at the prospect. Bringing back such a prize would also help alleviate the shame of being sent down the cliff.

As they approached the hill, they realized the shape was a man, not a beast. From behind, he appeared to be small. Perhaps young. He had stopped crawling and was lying on his stomach, watching the houses below. Was he a thief? An advanced scout for another group of marauders? The men knew that Taga wouldn’t welcome the competition. They exchanged glances of curiosity and confusion, then moved forward carefully for a better look.

~ ~ ~
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LOOKING DOWN AT HIS clan’s settlement, Meron formed a plan. Assuming that Shet was on the evening watch, he would creep down, tell his younger brother of his intentions, and then set off again, avoiding Yohai’s wrath. Having had some time to think, Meron knew that Yohai wouldn’t actually beat him. But their relationship – and his relationship with his entire family – would still be forever tainted by his failure. He felt ill imagining the sorrow that would follow him for many years to come.

He would go back to complete the task, somehow. He only needed replacement weapons – a sling, a bow, or a club that he would find among the tools. His rage would double the power of any weapon he wielded. Paltiel would never imagine he’d return so quickly.

Meron stiffened as he saw movement. Someone walked below. 

He tried to identify the figure stalking across the homestead. As it moved out of the shadow of the house and into the moonlight, he saw the silhouette of Yohai’s thick staff with the mountain lion’s paw carved into its head. The staff had belonged to their father, who had carved its head in celebration of the killing of the first black cat. His eldest son had rightfully claimed the staff, the symbol of leadership in the family.

Meron watched as Yohai peered out into the night for a moment, took a long drink from the water skin slung over his shoulder, and then began again to move, now more slowly.

He knew he would have to wait until his eldest brother had walked the perimeter of their land, perhaps pausing to exchange words with other men from the valley surveying their own fields. When Yohai decided that all was quiet, Meron knew he would sleep. He could then crawl down to wake Shet, tell him his plan, take a weapon, and be gone.

The thought vanished as a cold, sharp blade pressed against his cheek. A coarse hand slapped down over his mouth. A man said something short and quick in a tongue Meron couldn’t quite identify. He felt another set of hands run through his clothing. If they were in search of food or money, they were out of luck. He had neither.

The grip on his head loosened just slightly as two men whispered, hissing at each other in that language he didn’t know. Slowly, trying to avoid any move that would suggest violence, Meron twisted his face, just a bit, to the side and looked up. The man holding the knife was a short, bald Egyptian; in the moonlight, Meron saw traditional Egyptian kohl markings around his eyes, and gaps where many of his teeth should have been. He couldn’t quite see the second man, who seemed to be standing behind him, but this one was leaning over and breathing hard. He stank of carob and garlic. He gestured to Meron, and then covered his own mouth. He wanted silence.

Unsure if the bandit realized he was holding a member of the clan below, Meron quickly considered his choices. He could call out to the house and alert his brothers, but that might get him killed. If it didn’t, he would have to deal with Yohai. The knife might be easier, he thought. 

On the other hand...

He pointed to the sheepfold below and held up both his hands, fingers spread.

The bald man cocked his head, and his friend muttered something.

Eyeing the blade, hoping this would not be his last act, Meron pointed to the sheepfold, pointed to himself, and then to them again, again with the ten fingers.

The bald man was clearly confused. He started rolling his dagger by its rounded ebony handle between his palms.

Unsettled, but trying again, Meron held up both fists and then counted up, finger by finger. He pointed again to the sheepfold. Then he rested his hands in a sleeping gesture, pointed to himself, and finally to the houses below. 

“I live there,” he said, unsure if they would understand the gesture or the words.

In response, the bald man’s taller friend came around to face him, still in the shadows. He held up ten fingers as well, cocked his head to mime a question, and then pointed to himself and the other Egyptian.

It seemed they were making progress. 

Then, without warning, the pantomime ended. The Egyptians grabbed Meron by the arm and pulled him to his feet. The second man, who seemed to struggle with a limp, moved to Meron’s other side. Together, they led him away from the settlement and toward the narrow path that ran at a steep incline up the valley wall.

Confused and frightened, Meron trudged between them without struggling. He was exhausted and knew he’d best save his strength for whatever lay ahead. It was little comfort, but he’d managed to avoid confronting his brother. He couldn’t figure out if his offer had been accepted, but if what he was trying to do had a chance of working, he needed these men to trust that he was resigned to bringing them the animals freely, with no risk to them.

They climbed through the growing darkness, finally stopping in a clearing at the top of the second cliff-step, above the plains that led away from the valley to the west. Meron spotted a handful of men in a circle around a small, smoky campfire, most of them asleep. It was difficult to discern in the dark, but he watched as a large figure, girded with what looked like farming tools across his back, stood and kicked one of the other men awake. As he and the Egyptians moved past the fire, Meron realized they weren’t farming tools, but weapons of war. This was curious, as the other men certainly were not soldiers, in bearing or in dress. And yet it was clear that this military figure commanded them.

They must be bandits, he thought. A small group, probably adopted by this soldier.

The two men – one clearly a leader and the other his subordinate – approached them in the moonlight, stopping a few paces away. The four men spoke among themselves for a moment, and then the smaller, bearded man stepped toward him.

The man spoke native Hebrew. 

“Did you plan to steal from the houses below? Can you assure you’re able?”

Meron suddenly realized that his plan had a flaw. He risked being taken captive and exchanged for sheep. As if his humiliation could not get any deeper.

He did not see an alternative if his idea was to work; he’d tell them the truth.

“No, I live there. I am a son of Ginon Valley. That’s what it’s called. I wasn’t offering to steal, but to freely give.”

“All fingers of both hands...”

“Yes, I tried to promise them ten sheep. I don’t speak Egyptian, if that is their tongue.”

The man ignored the implied question. “This offer – it is for sparing your life?”

Meron knew that this negotiation would now end either very badly, or very well. He took a breath and tried to look confident. Inside, he was trembling. He wondered if his disfigured face made him look ferocious or pathetic.

“No, for helping me with a task. You gain nothing by killing me. I am a poor target for robbery, for I possess not much more than my cloak. Help me with what I need, and I’ll bring you a small flock. Willingly, in gratitude.”

No response. 

He persisted. “You won’t have to try to steal them. No risk to your men. I will go down and bring them up to you. Two would feed you all for days, but I’ll bring you ten, including three she-goats so you can breed them. In return for one small favor.”

The Hebrew speaker – Meron decided he was, incredibly, an Israelite like him – translated for a second man, who, in turn, spoke to the warrior, who then responded with another question. It was an awkward way to communicate, but a foul grin appeared as the soldier spoke.

“Perhaps we will simply trade your life for ten right now, without this additional task you speak of,” the translator replied.

It was, indeed, the response Meron had feared, but during the lengthy chain of translations he had contrived a reply. “You can try,” he shot back, “but there will be a battle. My kin are men of valor – soldiers of David’s army who kept their weapons and are eager to use them again.” 

It was a lie, but a simple one. “And if some of you survive, you will be hunted by the king’s soldiers. My offer includes no such risks. You claim the fat, healthy animals and go on your way. Perhaps we will even agree to let you choose. I cannot promise, but I will suggest it.”

Again, the Israelite translated. Meron realized that the older bandit was either a Philistine or had stolen the equipment and garments of one: he bore a small wooden shield with rough iron studs, and wore the well-known, heavy Philistine sandals, iron breastplate, and thick, engraved armbands that protected the forearm up to the wrist. Then Meron saw that the man wore a worn leather band around his neck, adorned with images of Dagon, the celebrated Philistine god in whose temple the legendary Samson had perished. That confirmed it; these were the man’s own garments. Only a Philistine would wear the symbol of their god. 

The only item missing, he realized, was the peculiar Philistine helmet. Meron had seen one on the wagon of a traveling merchant earlier in the season. The man had brought a collection of booty from the battlefield, mostly Philistine armor, a few broken weapons, and some Amalekite or Hittite jewelry and ceramics. The merchant had quietly shown them a few small statues of battle gods as well, despite the Teaching’s prohibition against owning or trading such items.

The merchant had held up the helmet with the bright feathers, explaining that the Philistines used the feathers to identify each other in the heat of battle. All were dyed blood-red, with black edging. It made some sense that a brigand would decline such conspicuous ornamentation.

“Your animals will slow down our movements, but we’ll eat one and then perhaps sell the rest to travelers for silver. And we’ll take fourteen. Name your task,” demanded the man
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