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Traders in Nod
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The sound of a fist crashing into a man’s face echoed through the small enclosure. Daphne turned to her papa and lifted her eyebrows. He shrugged and caught the reins of the mules, pulling their wagon tighter in his hands.

Grunts and yelps joined the sounds of men hitting one another. Dust swirled through the sunlight and into Daphne’s nose. She pushed a finger beneath it, vainly attempting to stifle the sneeze it caused. 

“Achoo!” she sneezed.

Two heads rose above the horse stall on her left, one with dark, long hair, pulled back into a tail, the other’s hair lighter by two shades, his tail undone and flopping into his face.

“Who are you and what are you doing in here?” the man with the lighter hair growled.

“Traders. The man at the gate directed us here. Said we could unhitch the mules in here. If now is not a good time, we will leave.” Daphne’s papa clicked to the mules and pulled on the reins, urging them to back.

“No,” the darker-haired man said. “Talo spoke correctly. This is the place for traders to rest their animals.” He stepped around the wall separating them, brushing dust and straw from his clothing. “I’ll help you unhitch your animals.”

“If you are certain it will not interfere ...” Daphne’s papa looked at the two men.

Both men brushed dirt, straw, and stray bits of what must have been manure from their clothing. The man whose hair fell into his eyes growled under his breath at the other man. “This isn’t the end of it, David.”

“Of course not, Kimnor. I’ll be waiting for you when you are ready,” the darker-haired man responded, catching the lead mule’s head and murmuring gentle words into his ear.

“Stay here, Daphne,” her papa murmured, as he climbed from the tall seat. “You know something about mules, do you, sir?”

The older of the two men, Kimnor, brushed past the other, purposely banging into his shoulder before leaving the small building. His twisted lip and frown joined with his snarl as he pushed past Daphne and the wagon. She planned to stay far away from that one—too grouchy for her.

The other man, she thought the other man called him David, interested her. Even with the refuse from his recent battle and red marks on his face, he exuded an air of friendliness and calm assurance as he helped to unharness the team and brush down the mules. It did not take long for her papa and David to be gabbing about mules and traveling as they brushed the mules down and moved them to stalls. They stopped to shake hands and exchange names.

“David.”

“Yosuf,” Daphne’s papa said.

They tossed hay and oats to them and carried buckets of water to the water troughs. 

“Thank you for your help. I appreciate it.” Daphne’s papa said, reaching for David’s hand.

“You are welcome, Yosuf. Now, what is it you brought to trade?”

Yosuf stepped up onto the back of the wagon and opened a basket. “I have baubles and beads.” He threw back a tarp. “Baskets, urns, and other creations, and for a discerning few, I have books.” He tapped his head beside his eye.

Daphne sucked in her breath. Those books were not for just anyone. Papa did not share the books until he was certain about the customer, and here in Canaan, in Nod, the center of wickedness and hatred for Adam’s children, sharing the books could be dangerous.

“Oh,” David said. “We like books here. I’m certain my father will be interested. But it is time for a midday meal. Join us. We will look at your baskets, jars, baubles, and beads after we eat.”

Yosuf agreed and pulled one basket out, then covered his wares and tied them tight. “My goods will be safe here?”

“Yes. I’ll close the door. No one will come in here. We have honest people who leave other’s belongings alone.”

Yosuf held up a hand to help Daphne step down from the high seat.

“Oh, ho. I did not see you, Mistress.” David bowed. “How did you manage that?”

“I sit quietly on the seat until it is time for me to be seen,” Daphne answered. “I was high enough up, you would not see me.”

“It worked. I didn’t see you.” David smiled and offered his arm to escort Daphne into the house.

“I have friends joining us for lunch,” David called as they entered the dining room. 

Several women and men turned to greet Daphne and Yosuf. One man gripped Yosuf’s arm. “I am Crites. Talo sent word from the gate that you arrived. Did you get your animals settled in the small barn?”

“Hello, Crites, I am Yosuf. Yes, I did. The animals are settled with David’s help, thank you. My daughter, Daphne, and I appreciate your hospitality.” 

Crites gestured toward the buffet table. “We are informal for this meal. Help yourselves to the food and come sit at the table with us.”

Daphne ducked her head. She had not been among so many people since they left their home after her mama’s passing. David took her elbow and directed her toward the food. An older woman greeted her, then hugged David.

“David,” she grabbed him and whispered in his ear.

Red rushed up from his neck to fill his face. “Excuse me, Daphne. I need to wash the remainder of my dispute away. I’ll be right back.” And he was gone.

“Welcome to our home, Daphne. David usually comes to the table with less dirt on his face. I’m Ziva, mother of this brood. Come sit down with us. He’ll be back soon.”
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Marcella looked across the room at the trader’s daughter, a pretty little thing, in her own way. Taller than Marcella by a hand span, with her long red hair and blue eyes, the contrasts between the two young women were remarkable. 

Marcella shifted back in her chair with coyness. Kimnor preferred women like her, dark-skinned with dark hair and eyes. Not that it mattered. Kimnor, the eldest of this family and heir to the property had mated her, Marcella.

She glanced around the room, looking for him as David left and Kimnor entered, brushing past David with exaggerated courtesy. He stared around the room and frowned when he saw the trader and his daughter. Marcella suspected only she saw the darkness cross his face for in an instant before it disappeared. 

He spoke to the trader, then his eyes found Marcella, and he lit up. Yes, she had nothing to fear from this newcomer. 

As he sat beside her, Marcella noticed a bruise darkening below Kimnor’s eye. “What happened to your eye?” she whispered to him under the noise of people finding food and being seated at the long table.

“Had to show David who is the boss.”

“How —”

Kimnor shook his head to silence further questions. “Not now.”

As they ate, Marcella glanced at David, who sat across and down the table from them. She searched for indications that perhaps her mate had bested his brother. A bruise developed on his jaw. Nothing else. It didn’t look much like Kimnor had taught him much. She would watch him move. Sometimes the beatings hurt more in the body, but David didn’t seem to move any more slowly. 

Kimnor had reported his brother’s changing attitude toward him in the last week. David no longer rushed to do his bidding as he had done since they were toddlers in the nursery. Somehow, he had decided that Kimnor had used him for his own benefit, and that was not best for David. 

Marcella suspected there would be more of these “lessons” taught in the next weeks. Not a man to allow others to escape his grasp, Kimnor would attempt to force his brother back in line behind him. 

Kimnor elbowed her. When she looked up at him, he directed her attention across the table.

“I’m sorry, Ziva. What did you ask? My thoughts were elsewhere.”

“I noticed. Are you interested in seeing what these traders have brought for us to purchase? I love to see what others in far-off lands are making today.”

“Yes, I look forward to the opening of their packs,” Marcella answered. Like I’m interested in the baubles created like a child. No. I don’t want to see what they brought, but I must. She smiled at her mate’s mother. “Perhaps they will have something I can place my dirty clothing in?”

Ziva shook her head. Marcella doubted she had covered her disinterest well. It didn’t matter. She would outlive the old woman and be mistress of the Casa Alegre. Kimnor had promised it would not be many long years before that happened.

“I have a few things we brought in to tempt you. Perhaps some of these things will make you want to make the trek out to my wagon to view everything else we brought with us,” the trader said.
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Everyone in the room gathered around Ziva and Crites as Yosuf opened the basket he brought inside with him. Ziva noted the exquisite design of the basket and the fine workmanship. If the items inside were as nice as the basket, there would, indeed, be something to tempt her.

They rarely welcomed such traders into their home. If they were even allowed within the gates, the members of the family or the servants flocked out to the wagon to paw through the baskets and barrels. 

For some reason, Talo had invited them to rest their mules and lock their wagon in the small barn. Crites trusted Talo’s judgment. For that reason, Talo often protected the gates of Casa Alegre. 

Ziva leaned forward to view the goods Yosuf brought out of the basket. Small pots and jars of a distinctive black and red, other bowls of varying colors, beads, needles, and pins, and a small pot of natural bees honey. Among them was a string of orange and black beads. She fingered the beads at her neck, now strung on a fine gold chain. Nat had made it for her long ago in Shulon. Nat had been about four, she but a toddler, maybe a few months past her first year.

She held a small packet of pins in her hands as she watched Joyanna lifted the beads, strung on hemp, as hers had been so long ago.

“Mother, are these like ...?” she held them close to her mama’s beads. “They are just like your beads! I didn’t think I would ever see beads like yours. We don’t have clay like this in Nod.”

Crites took the bead and compared them to Ziva’s. “These are just like the ones you wear.” He turned toward Yosuf. “Where did you get these beads?” He handed them to Yosuf.

Yosuf looked at them, then handed the string of beads to Daphne. “Do you remember where these came from?”

“We traded for them a few years ago when we passed through a small village called Shulon, I think. The neighboring village threatened them as we traded. We did not stay there for many hours.”

Ziva sucked in her breath, louder than she expected. “Shulon?” 

Daphne nodded. 

“Do you remember any of the people there?” Ziva set her teeth on the outside of her lower lip.

“I remember a few. A woman traded these with me for a pot of natural honey. As wife of the spiritual leader, she feared the Shemites would attack soon, and they needed all the food they could get. Papa left a large basket of beans and a small basket of herbs with them before we left.”

“The wife of the spiritual leader? Would that be Rebecca, the wife of Enos?” Ziva almost stuttered as she struggled to say the names Nat had shared with her.

“Why, yes. Rebecca gave me these beads and asked that I only trade them to one in Nod who may know the name of Shulon.”

“She thought of me.”

Daphne stared at her hands. “She thought I may find one of her lost children. I did not believe it would happen, but I kept them where I could share them, if we ever made it into Nod.” She glanced at her father. “Usually these beads are not available for others to see.”

“We are in Nod, are we not? A prompting came to me that I should include these beads in the initial basket today.” Yosuf shrugged.

Ziva struggled to maintain her seat and dignity. She swallowed, then swallowed again, seeking to regain her self-control. “Your prompting came from God,” she whispered. 

Crites saw her turmoil. “Why don’t the rest of you go on out to the small barn and see if there is anything there you would like to trade for? Mama and I will be out in a short time.” As the others rose and moved toward the door, Crites touched Daphne’s hand. “If you would wait with us a small time, please.”

Daphne sank back down on her knees. “How can I help you, Master Crites?”

“My mate, Ziva has something she needs to know of you.”

Daphne turned toward Ziva and gazed into her face. “How may I help you?”

“Your prompting came from ... from ... Do you know the God of Adam?” Ziva asked.

“A god who has no images made of him,” Crites added.

“Yes. Many who live outside the boundaries of Canaan worship this god.” 

Ziva knew Daphne needed to be as wary of her answer as she was of her questions. Admitting to worshiping Jehovah, the God of Adam and his sons could bring one to the notice of the governor, and cause them to be evicted from Canaan, or, worse, killed. She and Crites had danced around this from the beginning. 

“There is one thing more at the bottom of the basket,” Daphne said. “Something Papa usually hides deep in a basket or barrel. It can bring death to us.” She breathed in deeply. “He must have wanted to share this with you. You are wise to speak with me alone. If I am mistaken, I will deny everything I have said.”

Ziva and Crites nodded.

Daphne reached into the basket one more time, moving things around and playing with something at the bottom. At last, she gently lifted out a stack of pages of calfskin bound with thin leather ties. “This is sacred to those of us who worship the God of Adam. It is a copy of the commandments given to Adam by Jehovah, copied from the original.”

“I was right. You worship Jehovah,” Ziva breathed.

“We do. And you do, too?” Daphne said.

“We do.” Crites and Ziva said together.

“I learned of Jehovah from Adam and Enos many years ago, when I was still a boy.” 

“And Rebecca is my ... is my ... mama.”
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Daphne stood to leave Ziva and Crites inside to read through the book. “We can decide on what to trade for the beads later.”

They barely looked up to nod an answer. 

“Mistress Ziva?”

She looked up.

“Be extra careful not to let anyone else see this book. It would be terrible to lose it, and I do not want anyone to die because of it. Jehovah is a God of peace.”

“We will care for it. Thank you.” Crites lifted his head to answer.

“I will take it back with me. It is our only copy. Enjoy it while we are here.”

She walked out the door to join the others in the small barn to help her papa show their goods and make good trades. She had walked but a few steps when David joined her. “That was a pretty set of beads you showed my mother.”

“They are beautiful. I have carried them for many years, waiting to find the right person for them.”

“And you found her?”

“I did.”

David gestured for Daphne to enter the small barn first. “Let’s see what other beautiful things you brought to trade.”

Kimnor and his wife, she was called mate here in Nod, were walking away from the wagon. “Nothing I want here,” she said. “I can purchase better in our market.” 

The wife lifted her nose as Kimnor took her by the arm. They barged past David and Daphne, shoving them into the doorjamb. David growled, but refused to respond to his brother’s behavior. 

“Daphne, show me some of the fine goods you and your father brought with you,” he said in a voice louder than he had been using. 

“We have some lovely items here you may be interested in. Here are some knives made in Ephah and Geba. We have sharpening stones to sharpen your knives and swords, as well as lengths of hemp, flax, and cotton. We have dyes from Neum and salt from the sea. Is there something that might entice you, Master David?” Daphne led David to the wagon.

“May I see your knives and sharpening stones?”

The two looked at the knives and sharpening stones and then at the other goods. David stayed close to Daphne as she showed others the goods in their baskets and barrels. They traded for bits and bobs of sewing, food, and dried fruits and vegetables. 

“We will want to speak with the Master and Mistress before we leave,” Yosuf said after everyone had left from the trading.

“I will show you the way to them,” David said.

He led Yosuf and Daphne and out of the small barn and across the yard to the house and on into the sitting room. There they found Ziva and Crites still reading from the book Daphne had brought from the depths of her basket. 

“You like that book, do you?” Yosuf asked.

Crites and Ziva looked like a startled animal as they looked up into Yosuf’s eyes.

“Yes, we do. This fills in many gaps in the information I remember from when Adam and Enos taught my mother and me. As a young boy, there is much I didn’t remember correctly.”

“And I haven’t heard the words of my grandfather since I was tiny.” Ziva said. “My brother shared with me the things he learned and remembered. As a child of six, how much did he have to remember, and how well did he remember it? I am amazed, for he remembered much, and he remembered it accurately.”

Yosuf and Daphne sat in seats across from Ziva and Crites. David sat silently in a chair next to Daphne.

Yosuf nodded. “I should have known you were followers of Jehovah. You have shown us kindness today. I did not expect to discover followers of Jehovah in this wicked land.”

“It’s not unheard of,” Crites said.

“It is out of Nod and Canaan.” 

“Actually, it is among the people of Nod. Our leaders outlawed any mention of Jehovah or Adam. It’s forbidden to talk of them.”

“And worse to worship the God of our Fathers.” Ziva stared into Yosuf’s eyes.

Yosuf held his hands up in front of him. “We, too, worship Jehovah. That is why we carry that book with us. We need to be reminded of His great love for us and his commandments, that our obedience may be more perfect.”

Crites pointed at the small idols on a nearby table. “We keep these here for protection. When others come to visit, we must have proof that we serve one of the cult gods of Nod. These are for show.”

“We have nothing to teach us of Jehovah, only Crites’ memories and those of his mother,” Ziva’s voice broke and she wiped away a tear. “Sometimes we see my brother, and together we share the things he remembers. Nat would be ecstatic to hold in his hands the words and teachings of our God.” 

“Your brother? Did you say his name is Nat?” Daphne leaned forward.

Ziva sat up straighter. “Yes. I have a brother. Until a few years ago, he was enslaved by the vilest man in all of Nod.”

“And now he is free?” Yosuf asked.

“He is.”

Yosuf turned to stare at his daughter. “Nat and Ziva. Those names are familiar. Why?”

“They are the names given to us by Rebecca, wife of the religious leader we met in Shulon.”

Yosuf ran his fingers through his beard. Daphne knew he did this when he worked to remember something important.

“Aha! I know the meaning of those names,” Yosuf cried. “Nat and Ziva are the names of the children stolen from the Prophet Enos. Traders across the face of the earth seek these children. But they are not children now. They would be ...”

“Grown. I heard that term for the first time as a young woman. I did not know they spoke of me for many months.”

“It is you, then,” Daphne said, almost jumping out of her seat before she regained control and settled herself back in the chair.

“I am that Ziva. My memories, though they are few—how many memories can a child of three have? But I remember Mama and Papa. I remember the love they shared with me, my brother, and each other.”

“So sad.” Daphne bowed her head a long breath.
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Ziva leaned back in her seat, the book a comforting heaviness in her lap. “I would appreciate the opportunity to read this to the end, Yosuf. Can you stay with us through the night before you travel on?”

Yosuf scratched the back of his neck. “I had planned to go to the market tomorrow with my wagon. It would be nice to make some trades beyond trading for your coppers and silvers. I will need goods to trade along the trail to our home in Bashan. Trading is how we survive.”

Ziva glanced at Crites. “Stay here. Use our home as a place to stay. It is safer here than in any of the inns near the market. We will trade with you. A place to stay for the opportunity to read your book longer.”

Yosuf gazed at the ceiling, then at his daughter. “What do you think? Will we be safe here?”

“It seems to be safer than the places we have camped in the wilderness, Father. I feel safe here.”

David smiled and took her hand. “I will keep you safe.”

“That is what I am afraid of,” Yosuf growled.

“And what can I give you for these beautiful beads?” Ziva pulled the string of beads out from under the book. “They are much like the ones my brother made for me when we were little.”

“Those beads were made for you. I cannot take anything from you for them. Rebecca gave them to me a few years ago, with tears in her eyes.” Daphne crossed her feet at her ankles. “She gave me a commission to find you, telling me that if I ever did, I was to give you those beads.”

“How would you know when you found me?” Ziva asked.

“Rebecca believed you would wear another small set of beads similar to these. She told me you would recognize them.”

“And if you had met Nat first? He would have recognized the beads and the clay from which they were made. He is the one who made my beads for me.”

“Rebecca gave me ways to know if I found her son.”

“We will have to invite Nat and Liana over tomorrow evening. They will want to hear of your mother,” Crites said, holding Ziva’s hand.

“I will send a message.” Ziva glanced from Crites to Yosuf. “You will stay? Will you allow us to share with my brother, Nat?” She knew her words carried a plea.

Yosuf scratched his beard for many long breaths. “You will protect the book? Keep it from the knowledge of your servants? I think you must keep it from the knowledge of your other children.”

“Why?” Crites sat straight in his chair. “Our children worship Jehovah.” 

“Do they?” Yosuf asked. “It is hard to tell when listening to the way they treat a trader and his daughter. Especially your oldest son, the one you fought with, David.”

“Kimnor,” David said.

Ziva stared at her guests, then turned her gaze toward her son. Something had happened she didn’t know about, but the camaraderie that had existed between her sons had ended. David no longer followed Kimnor around like a little lamb following his mama. And the bruises now showing purple on his face indicated something more.

“You fought with your brother? I wondered where all that dirt came from.”

“I will not do his bidding like a slave. He demanded that I brush down Midnight and clean his saddle and riding gear. I refused. He can and should do those things for himself. I will not do them anymore.”

“And Kimnor didn’t like that?” Crites asked.

“No. I have done this many times over the years. He didn’t believe I would not today. After caring for Choice, I did not want to be stomped on by that devil of a horse, Midnight.”

“Can’t blame you for that. That horse can be mean,” Crites said. “What did Kimnor do?”

“I did my chores. Kimnor could do his. He is the one who rode his horse harder and longer than the rest of the company. He needed to care for him. I walked from the stable toward the small barn to get Choice a bucket of oats. Kimnor jumped me. We fought. Until we heard a little sneeze and realized we weren’t alone.”

David and Kimnor had fought before. David had learned that his brother suffered his presence so he could order him around and feel big. He had stomped in to his mother’s workroom, where she wove a rug on her loom, all dusty and dirty from the dried manure. 

“I won’t be his slave another moment,” he had cried.

“Whose, dear?”

“That pig, Kimnor. He thinks he can order me around. I am his brother, not his slave. It ended today. I won’t take orders from him again.”

“And what if he is assigned to be the leader of your guard unit? What will you do then?” Ziva had asked.

“I will petition Leo or Father to have me moved. Kimnor is cruel to me and some others. I will not be part of his plans to aggrandize himself. Not anymore.”

And David hadn’t. Leo separated the boys. He put them in different training sections. But, every now and again, Ziva saw indications that Kimnor hadn’t accepted David’s determination that he would no longer follow his brother around and do his bidding. On those days, bruises and dirt appeared on both young men.

“We stopped a brotherly fight?” Yosuf said. “I am sorry.”

“No, don’t be sorry. It needed to end. I don’t like to be near him. Thank you for stopping it. Will you need an escort to the market tomorrow?”

“An escort? No. I am a trader. I go where I like. No one bothers me. They like to trade too well. They know if word got out that a trader was hurt, no other trader would arrive from outside Nod. As it is, few dare enter.”

Ziva raised her eyebrows. “Why is that, Yosuf?”

“This is a wicked city. We have been warned.”

“And you would still go to the market alone?”

“I would. But as I think on it, I think I would rather not have my daughter be subjected to your market. May she wait here for me? She can answer any questions you have about what you read in the book.”

Ziva gazed at the young woman across from her. David stared at her. It might be a good thing to keep her here. Yosuf didn’t know the dangers of Nod’s market. She smiled. “You are welcome to stay in our home while your father makes his trades.”

Daphne protested. However, Yosuf put a hand up. “These people know their market. I will leave you here as well. I do not want to lose you, too.”

***
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“How can your mother and father accept filthy traders into our home?” Marcella grumbled to Kimnor as they settled in to their sitting room that evening. “They are traders from another country. Are they here to spy on us? What do they want?”

Kimnor turned from the bookshelf and stared at his mate. “What do they want? They want to trade and make money. Why else would traders come to our city? We have a need for the goods they bring in from outside. Our merchants cannot provide everything our people want. You know that,” he huffed as he sat in a chair next to a tall candle.

“But, Kimnor, why are they staying here? There is something going on. I have not heard them leave through the gate. I hope Ziva put them in the guest rooms outside.”

“Who knows? I will check on it later. Now I want to read this book. There is something I need to find out about.”

Marcella let out an enormous sigh to be certain Kimnor knew how she felt.

“It will wait, Marcella. I need to read this now. Do your needlework or find a book of your own to read.”

“What are you reading?”

Kimnor lifted the book so she could read the title on the cover, Merchant Guide to the Support of Balg.

“Balg? Why are you reading about Balg and merchants? You are not a merchant.”

“You forget, Marcella. I will take over Father’s businesses someday. I want that to be soon, not late. I need the assistance of the priests of Balg. To receive that aid, I need to know more about the cult god.”

“Oh.” She glanced at the titles of the books on the shelf and found nothing she wanted to read. She sat in her chair and pulled her needlework basket onto her lap and dug through the mat of yarn. Groaning, she dumped it onto her lap and sorted it out, winding each color of thread into a fresh ball.

Two spans later as she wrapped the last ball and set it into her basket, she was startled as Kimnor growled and slammed the book he had been reading shut.

“How can they expect a man to believe such nonsense?” He stood and shoved the book back onto the shelf. “Father warned me that these were nonsense. I didn’t believe him. Bah.”

“But priests of Balg performed our mating rite,” Marcella said.

“And we go to their festivals because we are required to attend some festival. Bunk. All of it is bunk.”

Marcella allowed her jaw to drop. “You don’t believe?”

“No. I’m going to see where Mother put those dirty traders. I don’t want them inside the house.”

With that, Kimnor stomped out the door and down the stairs.

Marcella picked up her basket and found the needle and thread. As she worked, she thought about the things her mate had said. Did he not believe in any of the cult gods? Of course, they were made of stone and gold. How could they respond to her needs? But they represented actual gods, did they not? She dug to the bottom of her basket and retrieved the little cult goddess figure Ibis. 

A round little figure with no face, Ibis represented the goddess of fertility. Many of Marcella’s friends prayed to the little figure. Some prayed for a child. Others prayed no child would find purchase within their womb. Little offerings of wine and left-over bits of meat were offered in the small, private altars set up in the women’s quarters. Marcella had one in the back of her wardrobe where Kimnor would not find it.

“Please, Ibis,” she prayed, “help me understand this man who is my mate. If any can understand men, it must be a goddess. Give me your understanding.”

Marcella wanted to tie Kimnor closer to her. A child would do that. What would it take? He had done his part, bruising her thighs and womanly parts. If her womb had not been filled with a child, she couldn’t blame him. She had done her part. Why had it not happened?

“Oh Ibis. Fill my womb with the child of my mate. I desire a child.”

She listened for an answer. Her stomach gurgled. Was that the answer? Maybe she needed to find another goddess. “Forgive me, Ibis. I did not mean that. Please help me.”

Kimnor burst into the room shortly after. She shoved her idol back into the bottom of her basket.

“I cannot believe my parents,” he roared. “They have put the trader in a room near the kitchen and his daughter in a room in the women’s servant’s section. In the house. I cannot understand them.” 

“In the house? It is not to be stood.”

“There is nothing I can do about it. I already protested in a loud voice. Father reminded me the house belonged to him and he would invite whom he wished to stay in his home.”

Marcella shook her head and sighed. “It is his home. Must we live here?”

“For now. I must be here where I can continue to remind my father that I am his heir. If I am gone from his home, he may forget me.”
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Daphne woke up late the first morning she slept in a bed in the women servant’s quarters. They gave her a bed alone in a room, a luxury she rarely enjoyed. She stretched and glanced out the window. The sun had risen three spans above the eastern mountains. How had she slept so long?

She pulled her robe over her head, splashed water over her face, and pushed her feet into the indoor slippers a servant, Aja, had found for her. Her outdoor shoes sat on the porch by the kitchen door where she could put them on when she returned to the small barn where her father’s wagon and trade goods waited to be traded. 

She ran out into the hall and through the kitchen. 

“Where are you going, Mistress Daphne?” Aja asked.

“To help my father with the trading. I am certain he will wait for me.”

“No, Mistress, he won’t. He left for the market spans ago. He left a message for you.” Aja searched through her pocket and found a piece of paper. “Here it is.” She handed it to Daphne.

Daphne took the paper and sat at the table to read her message.

Daphne, my beloved daughter,

Crites warns me that the market of Nod is a dangerous place, especially for women. He agreed you should stay here. 

Crites says there is an element here that abducts women and bargains for them. I do not wish for you to receive such treatment. It would break my heart if cruel men took you.

You can help the servants here while I am gone. I do not want you to be hurt, but I would not want to take advantage of our hosts.

With love,

Your Papa

Daphne stared at the message and read it twice more. How did Crites convince Papa to leave her behind? She shook her head.

“You must be hungry,” Aja said. “You have not eaten this morning. May I give you something to eat?”

“If you will allow me to help clean up after I eat?” 

“You are a guest in this home. I could not allow it.”

“I am a guest, but I can help with the cleaning up of the kitchen. I do it when we are on the road. Where is your well?”

“I have water sitting on the stove. We heat our water here. It helps us clean the dishes better. You will enjoy washing dishes in our hot water.”

Over the next three days, Daphne stayed in Casa Alegre while her papa traveled each day to the market. Sometimes she saw David, who always smiled and spoke kindly to her. After midday, she met with Ziva to read and discuss her book. She spent evenings with her papa organizing the trade goods and preparing for the next sales day. Sometimes David joined them, sorting and organizing.

On the fourth day, she kissed her papa goodbye on the doorstep and watched their mules trot out the gate, pulling the wagon behind them toward the market. The wagon traveled faster than usual, as it now carried less from other parts of the world. 

He had left enough goods in the shed to more than fill the wagon. As they made their way home to Bashan, they could have enough to stay there for many months, maybe enough to never have to leave home again. 

Daphne turned to help in the kitchen before meeting with Ziva to discuss the writings in the book. As they sat and discussed together that afternoon, a messenger entered the room with a message for Ziva. She opened it and read it. Daphne watched her face lose all color. 

“What is it, Ziva?” Daphne reached to touch her arm.

“There has been a problem in the market. I need to take this message to Crites. Please excuse me.”

Ziva swept out of the room, leaving Daphne with her mouth agape. What could have happened in the market that would cause such a reaction?

She sat back in her chair. The market, what was going on in the market? Papa is in the market!

Daphne ran from the room. She remembered Crites sat in his office this time of day, reviewing his books. She had to find out if the message shared information about her papa. As she ran down toward Crites’ office, he rushed from the office and out the door, bawling for Leo and the guard to meet him in the barracks stable. 

She stood, mouth open, as Crites, David, Kimnor, and another brother, Peter, barreled past her toward their apartments. Soon they returned dressed in their Red Guard uniforms and out the door, fastening on red capes. Ziva came to stand beside her at the top of the stairs. 

Daphne stared at her new friend. “What is going on? Has something happened to my papa?” 

“We aren’t sure yet. I received a message,” Ziva nodded toward the study. “We were warned that something would happen to our ‘trader friend.’ Crites and the others are on their way to the market to investigate. We hope the message is false. This message came from a gang. They demand fifty golds for your father’s return.”

“I want to go there. I need to find my papa.” Daphne whirled around and started down the stairs.

Ziva grabbed her by the arm. “You can’t go to the market. They will take you as well. You must stay here where it is safe.”

Daphne pressed to escape Ziva’s arms. “I cannot stand here and do nothing.”

“I understand, dear, but if you go running off, you will make things more difficult for your father.”

“How?” Daphne stopped fighting and stood, shivering within Ziva’s arms.

“One of the secret gangs has taken him. If you run down to the market and are abducted by them, it will make it worse for Yosuf. They want you. I don’t know when they saw you. You haven’t wandered off to the market in the last few days. Have you?”

“No, we rode through the city to your home when we arrived. Someone in Rezla told us you may want the things we had to sell. We did not stop after we entered Nod until we reached your gate.”

“Perhaps someone saw you on your ride through the city. The gangs have spies everywhere.”

Daphne’s eyes widened, and she sat at the top of the stairs, set her head in her hands, and sobbed.

***
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Marcella had expected Kimnor to spend the afternoon with her. She wanted to go to the market to find some flowers and fabric for a new dress for the Growing Festival, which occurred in three weeks. She liked her mate to shop with her. She appreciated his taste in clothing, fabric, and flowers. More than that, she enjoyed showing him off to the other women who went to the market.

While Kimnor pulled on his red leather tunic, which fit tight across his muscles, and red leather trousers, then grabbed his red cape, he gave her explicit instructions. “Stay home. This is no time for you to be wandering around in the market. We can go later when the guard is available to protect you. Go find out what this is all about. Mother will know. She knows everything.”

With that, he darted out their door and pounded down the stairs. Marcella heard David and Peter’s feet running down the stairs beside him. The men sounded like a cattle stampede she had once seen from the window of her room in the governor’s house. Cattle being herded to market had been frightened by something and ran amok through the city. Marcella shook her head and pulled on her indoor slippers before walking silently down the stairs after her mate.

Ziva and that trader’s daughter sat on the top step of the second floor. What was her name? She scrunched up her face in thought. Oh, yes. Daphne. Dawdling Daphne. 

“What ever is going on here?” Marcella asked as she stood beside Kimnor’s mother. “With all the bellowing and stomping and tears, you would think we are attacked.”

“We are, in a way.” Ziva nodded a welcome to her. “Join us?”

Marcella crinkled her nose at the thought of sitting on the dirty stair. But Kimnor had told her to find out about this, and Kimnor got what he wanted. She dusted the step with her hand, then gingerly sat down.

“We received a message from one of the secret gangs,” Ziva said. “They have taken Yosuf for a ransom.”

“Why ever would they expect us to pay a ransom for a trader?” Marcella drawled.

Daphne’s sobs increased in volume for several breaths, then stopped. 

“The man has been under the protection of our house. They assume he is part of our family,” Ziva said, patting Daphne’s back.

“They are mistaken.” Let them have him. We can divide his trade goods out in the small barn. “How long do you think this will take?”

Ziva lifted a shoulder and an upraised hand. “Who knows. If they have had him long enough to send a message, they will have him hidden in some safe house.”

“Then he is lost?” Daphne dropped her hands from her face long enough to ask. 

“Crites knows of some of the safe houses. The Guard is good at finding the right people and helping them see the error of their ways.” Ziva shook her long curls and frowned. “They will regret they took one from our family.”

The women sat staring down the stairs for several long breaths before Ziva stood up. “We cannot see what is going on any better from these stairs than we can from my sitting room. Besides, it is more comfortable on my old bones.” She rubbed her bottom. “Come.”

Ziva marched to her sitting room, followed by the trader girl, Daphne, and Marcella, who made faces in disgust. The last thing she needed today was to spend an afternoon locked up with the trader girl and Ziva. Ugh. But she had instructions from her mate and did not want to accept the consequences if she did not follow them.

“Excuse me, Mother Ziva, while I retrieve my sewing. If we are to be together while we wait, I would like to keep my hands busy,” Marcella said as they reached the door to Ziva’s sitting room. 

Ziva nodded and Marcella trudged up the stairs to the apartment she shared with Kimnor. She picked up her sewing basket and slowly returned, in no hurry to spend more time with that dull trader girl.

“... have fought them off myself,” Ziva said as Marcella entered. “Oh, good. You have returned, Marcella. Have you heard of these bands who try to abduct people for a ransom?”

“Ransom? Father talked of it often. People came to him, as if he could do anything for them. He could not find their family member and he had not enough men to chase down every person abducted in the marketplace. Perhaps people should take their guard to protect themselves.”

“That sets them up as a target for the abductors, too. As I was telling Daphne when you came in,” Ziva waved her hand toward the trader girl, “I have been called on to fight them off while they fought with my guard. They can attack with a ruthless single-mindedness.” 

Marcella had heard the story many times before this and put on an interested face, though she stopped listening. Ziva had ever been one to fight for herself, rather than depending on her guard. Why have a guard if you can’t depend on them?

“Marcella’s father is the city governor, Leddicus.”

“Oh.” Daphne cooed, suitably impressed. “You would never have to worry about them stealing you.”

“No. Every time I go to the market, I must be surrounded by a company of a guard. Father does not want to be forced to pay for my release. He would, though.”

Ziva glanced at her son’s mate. “No one wants to pay for that. I have heard stories of what happens to the women who are abducted. Few return home unharmed.”

Daphne stared at her hands in her lap, her eyes red. A tear slipped down her face. “My poor papa!”

“He will be found before anything happens to him. The Red Guard are known for resolving these kinds of problems.” Ziva patted the girl’s leg.

“Just the thought of being chased by them keeps most of the gangs away from our family,” Marcella added. “Although we rarely go into the city without a guard.”

“Why did my papa not have a guard to protect him?” the trader girl stared at Marcella through her tears, then turned to Ziva.

“You know Yosuf wouldn’t accept a guard,” Ziva said.

Daphne picked at a thread in her lap. “No. He would not want a guard to draw the attention of the people. Too many would stay away from his wagon. They would drive away customers.”

Marcella picked up her sewing basket and found her needle. “I’m going to do something while we wait. I can’t just sit here staring.”

“No, there are things we can do while we wait.” Ziva walked to a corner and found her overflowing work basket. “Daphne, would you like to help me with my mending? I have more than I can manage today. The boys don’t rip their tunics and robes like they did as children, but I still have mending to do.”

“Of course. I will be happy to help you. I need something to help keep my hands busy.”

Ziva set her basket between them. Daphne found a tunic that needed a seam replaced. Ziva found something else. Marcella didn’t care what. Soon the three women were sewing. Their talk shifted away from the fear of Daphne’s missing papa.

***
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Joyanna heard the men racing down the stairs. Why did they always have to run on those noisy stairs? She shook her head and continued painting. Dust swirled into her room as the guard clattered out the gate. Something serious was happening. Not her business.

To keep herself occupied during the long spans of the day, Joyanna had learned to draw and paint. She carried a little book in the pocket she wore over her shoulder. Unlike most books, the pages in her book were blank, except for those pages she filled with her sketches.

She sketched while sitting with the family. She had learned to draw the things that were going on around her while she joined the conversations. Looking back on the sketches at the end of the day, Joyanna realized she saw more of the events of the day than she thought. Sometimes she caught Peter and David with their heads together, conspiring. Or Kimnor and his new mate, touching each other. 

She now painted a scene from the night before. Her mother and father sitting with heads together, gazing at something in their lap. She hadn’t quite pulled the something into her sketch. She would have to figure out what it was or just paint a blurred image in its place. How did she not see what they held between them?

The trader and his daughter sat near her parents, talking softly about the purchases and sales he made that day. At least, that’s what she thought he spoke of. They spoke in hushed tones, and Joyanna didn’t hear their words.

Without thinking, her hands dipped into the dark brown paint and brushed along the lines of what was in her mother’s hands. A book! This book differed from the other books they had in their library. She didn’t know how, but she felt it to be so. She had to ask her mother.

Carefully, but quickly, Joyanna cleaned her brush and covered her paints. It would do her no good to spoil her colors or her brush. She set the painting against a vase in the middle of her table to dry and washed the paint from her hands. Then she pulled off the apron protecting her dress. At last, she was ready to leave her rooms. She checked her dress. No paint on it. Good thing she always covered it with an apron. Sliding her slippers onto her feet, she opened the door and walked down the hall to her mother’s sitting room, thinking of the things she wanted to ask.

Always courteous, Joyanna knocked on her mother’s door. She never knew when her mother would be involved with accounts or discussions with her father. The door opened and the trader’s daughter peeked out.

“I’m here to see my mother. Is she available?”

The door opened a bit more and Ziva called out to her. “Come in, Joyanna. We are in the middle of mending. You are always welcome to join us.”

Joyanna scrunched up her face. She disliked mending almost as much as she disliked carrots. She smoothed her face and smiled. 

“Of course, Mother. You know how much I love to help you with the mending.” She hoped her mother heard the sarcasm in her voice.

She followed the trader girl into the room, closing the door behind her. Father insisted the doors stay closed. Something about fire, she couldn’t remember. Inwardly, she groaned. Not only did she have to face mending, her brother’s mate sat there, calmly sewing. The trader girl, yes, she had a name — Daphne — sat beside her mother, leaving only the chair near Marcella to sit in. There were others, but they weren’t as comfortable. 

“Mother, I had something to ask you, but ...” For some reason, Joyanna could not remember what she wanted to ask. “I forgot. I guess I needed to help with the mending.” 

She lifted the basket to her lap and searched through it for something small that needed attention. Finding one of her robes with the hem loose, she dragged it from the basket and found needle and thread.

“Why are all of you in here? You don’t usually meet on an afternoon to mend,” Joyanna asked.

“No. Normally we mend in the morning and in the afternoon and whenever we can find time for it.” Ziva glanced up to meet her daughter’s eyes and smiled. “I’m sorry. We wait for news from your father and brothers. While we wait, we decided to do something useful. No need to stare at each other.”

“Where are they? I heard them stomp down the stairs in a hurry spans ago. And still you wait for news? Of what?”

Ziva’s eyes turned to Daphne, who set her sewing in her lap and stared at it. 

“I received a message from one of the gangs. They say they took Daphne’s papa from the market. They want 50 golds to return him. You father, brothers and the Guard have gone to find and rescue him.”

“They want 50 gold coins? They must think he traded for gold instead of other goods!”

“My thought,” Daphne said. “I helped him count the coins last night. He had 50 coppers, a few silvers, and a few leads. I do not remember golds. I cannot give them that much, even if your mother would let me.” 

Ziva put her hand on Daphne’s arm. “You know it would not help. They will ask for more or hurt him. We must leave this in ... Crites and the Guard’s hands. They will find him. Do not fear.”

Big tears dripped from Daphne’s chin. She grabbed a square of linen from her pocket and wiped them away. “I know. But it is taking so long. Why are they gone so long?”

Joyanna leaned forward and touched her knee. “They are good at what they do. They will be back soon.”

In a flash, she knew the word her mother had left out. Marcella did not know about Jehovah. She and Kimnor had a priest from Balg perform the mating rite. She could say nothing about Jehovah in her presence. No wonder she forgot what she wanted to ask her mother. The book held information about Jehovah.

“I ... I guess I know. Ziva has shared those words with me many times in the past spans, as has Marcella. I have not had the experience of trusting others to rescue my papa or me from trouble. Usually we do that ourselves. This is much more difficult.” Daphne’s hands fluttered with her words.

Joyanna saw Marcella’s eyebrows climb toward her hair and realized hers had risen as well. 

“You have had to rescue your father before?” Marcella asked.

“Many times. Men always think traders have something they want. Usually we do not. I have had to sneak past men drunken on wine to untie my papa. Our mules have learned to walk silently, to prevent those drunken men from waking and hurting us. Jack does not like others to be near his tail. He will kick anyone who tries to bother Papa when they are near him. I am surprised he did not do his part to protect him.”

“He may have tried. Those men are vile and wicked. They wouldn’t get close to the mule.” Joyanna shrugged. “Too smart. I’m certain they found him with a customer, away from the mule, for them to capture him.”

“Papa sometimes does that.” Daphne smiled. “He gets caught up in telling stories of the purchase of each item in the pack. He likes to make them seem important in the eyes of the new owner, so they will be impressed enough to purchase it.”

“Sounds good. I remember him telling me a story about the brushes I purchased the first day you came.” 

“That would be Papa.”

Joyanna glanced at Marcella in time to catch her ugly grimace. Daphne had no friend in that woman.
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