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JOSIAH

"Some are born great, some achieve
greatness,

and some have greatness thrust upon 'em."

Shakespeare, Twelfth Night,

Act II, Scene 5.


Chapter 1

Amon glanced idly at the shadows that reached
across the floor of his palace and yawned. Two more hours of
hearing requests by courtiers, governors, and common people before
he could go eat. Well, nobody said being a king would be easy.

He turned to Shaphan, his court scribe. "Who's
next?"

Shaphan heard the tone of the king's voice and
smiled through his graying beard. "Eliahaz, governor of
Lachish."

Amon rolled his eyes. "What do you suppose he
wants?"

Shaphan grinned. "Were I not the king's humble
servant, I would suggest a wager on it."

Amon laughed quietly. "That's a wager I wouldn't
take. Send him in. We may as well get it over with."

Behind a curtain to the left of the throne,
Jedidah watched her husband, the king of Judah. She held her
eight-year-old son by the shoulder to keep him from running out
into the throne room, but her restraint was unnecessary. The boy
stared intently at the proceedings, absorbing every move, every
word. Periodically he would whisper, "That's my father, the king.
Isn't he great?"

Shaphan motioned to the armored guards at the
huge wooden doors. They opened one door and a man dressed in the
colorful robes of a city official stepped in. Seven soldiers
bearing swords and bows followed him.

Amon gazed into the man's eyes. "Is an armed
escort really necessary?"

Eliahaz returned the stare. "As you know, O
King, we still have some trouble with Philistine raiding parties in
our district. The guards are a habit. Please forgive your
servant."

Amon nodded. "I understand."

"May I say, O King, that you fill the throne
handsomely for one so young."

Amon grinned. "And may I say that an awful lot
of flattery fills your mouth for one so old."

Shaphan suddenly turned away. Eliahaz grimaced
and said, "I'm not that much older than my king. I am only in my
thirties."

"A good ten years older then," Amon said. "What
do you want, Eliahaz?"

Eliahaz took a scroll from a pouch that hung at
his side. "The priests who minister at the temple of Baal in
Lachish are hungry, my lord. They need greater rations."

Shaphan whispered, "You were wise not to
consider my wager."

Amon forced down a smile and shook his head.
"I've told you before, Eliahaz, they'll have to make do. There are
only so many rations to go around, and Baal seems to need an absurd
number of priests and prophets. I've been more than generous
already. If your contingent needs greater rations, you'll have to
find a way to obtain them yourself."

"Our people won't stand for any more taxes."

"And where do you suppose I would get more
rations? Perhaps you should move to the mountains, Eliahaz. I think
the proximity of the sea air is clouding your brain."

Eliahaz frowned. "It is not necessary for my
lord to insult me."

Amon leaned forward on the massive throne that
Solomon had built centuries earlier. "And it is not necessary for
you to come here month after month and waste my time with the same
request. Go back to Lachish and make do with what you have."

Shaphan whispered in the king's ear. Amon
clenched a fist for a second, then relaxed it and nodded. "Forgive
this outburst, Eliahaz. But my answer is still the same. I can't
give you any more."

"My lord has been king for only two years, and
is still a bit of a youth,” Eliahaz nodded. “All of Judah makes
allowance for such things. But I cannot make allowance for this
refusal of my petition."

"You'll have to, because it's the only answer I
can give you."

Eliahaz' eyes narrowed. "This is your final
answer?"

"Yes, it is. Now go. Other people are
waiting."

Eliahaz nodded to his soldiers and turned as if
to go. Before anyone could move, the soldiers fitted arrows to
their bows and fired. In the space of a breath, the king slumped on
the throne with seven arrows in his chest.

Palace guards screamed and moved toward Eliahaz.
Four of the archers dropped their bows and drew swords. The other
three turned their bows toward the guards. The guards stopped and
waited, uncertain what to do.

Eliahaz glanced around the throne room. "The old
man! Where is the old man?"

One of the soldiers said, "He disappeared. He
probably fled the room."

"We'll round him up later, then." Eliahaz
marched to the throne and ascended the steps. He turned and said,
"Amon is dead, and I assume his throne. I am your king now, and I
command you to put away your weapons." He pushed Amon's body off
the chair and sat down.

Jedidah bit back her scream and clamped a hand
over her son's mouth. As quietly as she could, she dragged him
through a passageway behind them, away from the throne room. The
boy wrestled himself away from her and bellowed, "My father! What
did they do to my father?"

"Be still and run!"

"But my father!"

"We can't do anything for him now. Keep running,
or they'll do the same thing to you."

The boy nodded and ran. They took a long flight
of stairs to an upper level of the palace and found a chamber that
looked out on the palace courtyard. Jedidah forced a huge bar into
its brackets on the door and sat to catch her breath. Her son went
to the window. "That man’s coming out onto the balcony."

Jedidah nodded. "I know what he'll do next."

Dozens of trumpets sounded a flourish that
echoed all over Jerusalem. The boy looked at his mother. "What's he
doing?"

"The trumpets will summon the people of the city
to the palace. Once they get here, he'll declare himself king."

"He can't do that! My father is the king!"

"Your father is--" She slumped on the couch.
"Your father is dead."

The boy stared at her. "That man killed him,
didn't he! That man murdered him."

Jedidah gave a wry smile. "In royal circles,
it's called 'assassination,' not 'murder.' But it amounts to the
same thing."

The boy's eyes widened. "And once he becomes
king--what about me and you?"

Jedidah stood. "Let's try not to think about
that right now. Are the people arriving?"

"Some. I can see more coming up the
streets."

"It should take about half an hour. Perhaps this
is a good time to pray for protection."

The boy nodded. "Who should we pray to?"

Jedidah's face clouded, but cleared instantly.
"There's only one God worthy of our prayers, my son."

"Oh, right. You mean Baal, the one Father prayed
to."

"No, I mean Yahweh, the God of our fathers."

The boy looked up at her. "I don't
understand."

"Your father followed in the way of his father,
Manasseh.” She gazed out the window while she talked. “Do you know
how our people came to be in this land?"

The boy thought. "I suppose we were always
here."

"You're wrong. A long time ago, the God of our
father Abraham brought our people out of captivity from Egypt. They
were slaves there for 400 years. Yahweh freed them and brought them
to this land and gave it to them."

"Then why did my father pray to Baal?"

"When our people arrived here, Yahweh told them
to destroy all the people who worshipped other gods. But they
didn't do it. They intermarried with them, and wandered away from
the one true God to serve the idols of the land. Your father
followed their example, as did his father." She pointed to the
north. "That temple that you see every day? Solomon, son of David,
your ancestor, built it for the worship of Yahweh. Now, it holds
shrines to Baal, that hideous pole for Asherah, chariots dedicated
to the sun, altars to the moon and stars--our people don't know
what they worship any more. I'm often afraid that knowledge of the
true God has been lost."

"But if it's wrong, why does Yahweh allow… Look!
He's coming out again!"

They leaned out over their own balcony as far as
they dared and looked down. A carpet of humanity covered the palace
courtyard, murmuring. Eliahaz, flanked by his soldiers, moved to
the edge of the balcony he was on and raised his hands for
silence.

"Citizens of Jerusalem, I give you your former
king, Amon, son of Manasseh!" Two of the soldiers hoisted Amon's
body and dropped it from the balcony. Josiah choked down a cry.

"I, Eliahaz, son of Ethbaal of Lachish, am your
new king! The old king is dead! Long live the new king
Eliahaz!"

He stepped back and waited for the people to
echo his declaration. Silence hung over the courtyard for several
seconds.

Finally, a voice from the crowd asked, "Are you
of the house of David?"

Eliahaz stepped forward again. "What does that
have to do with anything? I control the palace. I am your king! Do
honor to me!"

The same voice rose from the stillness. "Then
you're not of David's line."

"I told you, that doesn't matter."

Another voice said, "It does matter. The old
prophecies say that a son of David will always rule over us."

Eliahaz trembled. "I am your king now! The line
of David is eradicated! You will accept my rule, or I will send the
palace guards to teach you obedience!"

The first voice said, "Do we want this upstart
to rule over us?" An ominous rumble drifted up from the mob.

Eliahaz shouted, "Guards! Find that one and
arrest him! Disperse this crowd! I am your king! You will do as I
say!"

A dozen palace guards marched into the
courtyard. The crowd shifted a little, but stood firm. The guards
turned and looked up at Eliahaz. Their captain said, "May it be
done to you as you have done to our rightful king." They surrounded
Amon's body and made a lattice-work of their spears. Four guards
gently lifted him onto the makeshift litter. The leader called to
the crowd, "We will see that the king gets a proper burial. As for
the usurper up there, we stand with the people of Jerusalem,
whatever they decide."

Jedidah caught her breath as a resounding shout
rose from the crowd. She could see Eliahaz screaming and waving his
arms, but nobody could hear his words.

He motioned to the soldiers behind him. Two of
them fitted arrows to their bows and fired at random into the mob.
People screamed and the shout subsided.

"I am your king! You will obey me! The house of
David is gone! Accept my rule or more of you will die!"

Jedidah took a deep breath and shouted, "The
house of David is not gone!"

Eliahaz wheeled and twisted his neck, trying to
see where the voice had come from. The crowd murmured again. The
boy whispered, "What are you doing, Mother? They'll find us!"

"Perhaps not," she whispered back. "This is a
big chance, but we have to take it. We have nothing to lose, and a
kingdom to gain." She leaned over the balcony railing. "I said the
house of David is not dead. The son of Amon is here, with me."

The voice from the crowd said, “It's the
queen!”

"Yes! I am Jedidah, wife of Amon, the murdered
king of Judah. I have his son and rightful heir with me.” She
pulled a large pot over to the railing and had Josiah stand on it
so the people could see him. “Deal with this imposter, and I will
bring him to the throne room. Jerusalem will have a king of David's
line once more."

Before Eliahaz could speak the leader of the
palace guards shouted, "She's telling the truth. I recognize her
voice. The king's son is alive. Long live King Josiah!"

The people took up the chant until it seemed to
shake the palace walls. "Long live King Josiah! Long live King
Josiah!" Eliahaz directed his archers to fire into the crowd again.
A few people fell, but the mob increased its volume and surged
forward toward the palace doors. Eliahaz motioned to two of his
soldiers and they vanished from the balcony.

"Here they come," Jedidah whispered. "Are you
prepared to do whatever is necessary to get out of this alive?"

Josiah's head reeled. "How can I be king? I'm a
child. I don't know anything about being a king."

"We can worry about that later. Right now we
have to concentrate on living long enough to worry about it. Come
here."

She put a long dagger into his hand. "Do you
know how to use it?"

"I think so. Father taught me a little--my
father--" His voice cracked.

"I know. But we don't have time to mourn him
right now. Here's the plan."

Several minutes later a fist pounded on the
door. Jedidah held her breath and waited. The hand pounded again,
waited, and footsteps trotted away.

Josiah said, "Maybe they won't come back."

"They'll come back," she whispered. "It sounds
as though they've narrowed it to three rooms here. When they don't
get any answer from any of them, they'll start kicking doors. You
remember what to do?"

"I remember." To his mother, the hard lines
around the boy's eyes seemed horribly out of place on his tiny
face.

The waiting dragged on until Jedidah thought she
would lose her nerve. When the footsteps returned she whispered,
"Get ready."

Josiah assumed his position. The hand pounded
again. A voice said, "Open up. We know you're in there."

Mother and son bit their tongues. The voice
said, "Break it."

There was a loud thud. The door shuddered. The
bar bowed in slightly. Another crash. The bar held. Josiah shifted
his position an inch to his left. At the third crash, the bar
cracked. Jedidah whispered, "The next one will do it." Josiah
nodded.

The door burst inward. Two men stepped in over
its remains and stared at Jedidah. The young queen lay on a couch
across the room, dressed in virtually nothing. She smiled and said,
"Welcome. How can I help you?"

The two stood speechless for a second. Jedidah
blinked twice.

A huge silver bowl crashed against the lead
man's head and knocked him cold. The other man turned and looked
up. Josiah sat perched on top of the door jamb, one hand clinging
to a torch holder that was set in the wall. He screamed and let go.
The man saw too late that the boy's other hand held the dagger.

By the time the palace guards reached them,
Jedidah had dressed again. One man lay bound and gagged on the
floor, while the other appeared to have been stabbed at least a
dozen times. The leader of the guards knelt and said, "My lord, the
King."

Josiah trembled and said, "Please rise. I don't
feel much like a king right now."

Jedidah said, "Eliahaz and his men?"

The guard stood. "In custody, awaiting the
king's orders. You are safe now, my lady."

Jedidah's voice shook. "Truly safe? You have
them all?"

"All except these two, and you seem to have
taken care of them."

Jedidah whispered, "Thank Yahweh." Her body
trembled violently for a few seconds.

"What's wrong, Mother?"

The guard stepped forward just as Jedidah's eyes
rolled upward and she collapsed. He placed her on the couch and
turned to Josiah. "I'm glad I saw it coming. This was a rough
ordeal for a woman."

Josiah nodded. "I feel a little like fainting
myself."

The guard laughed. "I understand, my lord. But
it would be improper. After all, you're the king."

Josiah looked out the window. "Yeah, right. I'm.
. . the king." He shuddered and sat down next to his mother.


Chapter 2

Josiah stood at the top of the palace steps and
waved mechanically as people filed out of the courtyard. He did his
best to avoid eye contact with everyone.

"They love you," Jedidah whispered. "You're
already more popular than your father was."

"But I don't know how to be a king."

"I'll be here with you and help you until you
reach adulthood."

Josiah clutched at his mother's hand and pulled
her back into the palace. Shaphan walked at his heels. "I will
still be your scribe and I'll do everything I can to help you in
your reign."

Josiah turned to him. "Where were you during all
this, Shaphan?"

Shaphan smiled. "I'll show you, my lord." He led
Josiah to the space behind the throne. While Josiah and Jedidah
watched, he removed a panel on the back of the chair and revealed a
hollow space. "I ducked in there as soon as the arrows started to
fly. I suppose I should have stood with my king, but--"

"But nothing," Josiah laughed. "I'm glad you're
one of my advisors. This tells me you have a lot of wisdom."

A voice behind them said, "Or cowardice, my
lord."

Josiah turned. "Who are you?"

He faced a man in his forties with a steel-gray
beard and piercing eyes. The man said nothing.

Jedidah said, "This is Jochim, your senior
advisor."

Jochim bowed. "I am at the king's service."

Josiah smiled. "Happy to meet you. Where were
you when all this happened?"

Jochim reddened. "I was on an errand for my lord
the former king. In Tekoa. I arrived back in Jerusalem only this
morning."

"I see. Well, welcome to the new court. I assume
you served my--my father well." His hands trembled.

Jedidah put an arm across her son's shoulders
and drew him closer. Jochim said, "I mourn his loss, and I am sure
I cannot feel it as deeply as my lord the king does. I offer my
sympathies."

"Accepted," Josiah said. "Welcome to the new
court."

"You already said that," Jedidah whispered.

Jochim held back a smile. "May I suggest that my
lord offer a sacrifice to Baal to make sure his reign gets off to a
good start?"

Shaphan took a step forward. "He'd do better to
offer it to Yahweh."

Jedidah said, "I agree. It's time this nation
turned back to the true God."

Jochim stared at Josiah. "The people worship
Baal. Do you want the king to have another uprising?"

Josiah held up both hands. "Stop right there,
everybody. This is too much too fast. And kindly stop arguing about
me as though I'm not here."

Jedidah patted him on the shoulder and led him
to the throne. Jochim said, "Of course, my lord. Shall we begin the
day's business?"

Josiah climbed into the huge seat and squirmed
to get comfortable. "Might as well. What's the first matter?"

Shaphan consulted a scroll. "The first order of
business is--" He glanced down at the king. "Forgive me, my lord.
The first order of business is to record the official disposition
of Eliahaz and his men."

Josiah set his jaw and let his feet swing a
little. "Bring them in."

Shaphan shook his head. "I'm afraid we can't do
that, my lord."

"Why not?"

"The mob got hold of them yesterday after they
stormed the palace. They dragged all of them out--except one you
killed--and quite literally tore them to pieces."

Jochim nodded. "The dogs of Jerusalem feasted
well last night. There was nothing left but fragments of some robes
and a couple of skulls."

Josiah sighed and turned sideways in the chair,
drawing his knees up under his chin. "A pity. I would have
preferred doing it myself. What about the one I conked on the
head?"

"They got him, too."

Josiah sighed again. "Oh, well. What's
next?"

Jedidah whispered in his ear. Josiah made a sour
face and resumed a normal sitting position.

The shadows cast by the setting sun seemed to
leap across the floor. Josiah yawned several times. He sat sideways
again, feet hanging over the head of one of the carved lions that
formed the arms of the throne. He looked up at his mother. "Does
everybody who comes in here want something?"

Jedidah smiled. "Pretty much. About eight tenths
of a king's job is saying yes or no."

Jochim said, "And you've seen where saying no
can get you."

Shaphan gripped his quill tighter. "But we don't
have limitless resources. Somebody has to be told no."

Jochim nodded. "I agree. You just have to be
careful who it is. Amon said no to the priests of Baal. That was a
mistake. The priests and prophets of Baal are the single most
powerful political group in the kingdom."

Shaphan clenched his teeth. "Now that we have a
new king, perhaps that can change."

"Don't be a fool. Do you want to get him killed,
too? Nobody can stand up to Baal."

Jedidah flared. "May Yahweh strike you blind for
that remark."

Jochim grinned. "Let him try. Yahweh is the
least of the king's worries."

Josiah stood up on the seat. "You guys are doing
it again."

Shaphan bowed his head. "Forgive me, my lord.
How did you like your first day?"

Josiah sat again. "Bo-ring. My father was right.
Flattery pours out of these people like water out of a broken
cup."

Jochim smiled. "Baal makes you wise beyond your
years, my lord."

Jedidah said, "Baal makes him nothing. Baal is a
brainless piece of metal."

"When drought and famine come, I'll tell the
people Baal is angry about your remark."

"Jochim, have you ever heard what Elijah did to
Baal's priests at Mount Carmel?"

"A myth. Baal is--"

Josiah leaped up again. "Enough! Mother, let's
go get something to eat. I'm hungry enough to eat this stone
lion."

At the dining table, a girl about Josiah's age
joined them. She wore a light veil, but Josiah could see that she
was attractive.

He tapped his mother's arm. "Who's she?"

"That's your betrothed, Zebidah, daughter of
Pedaiah."

"My what?"

"Shh. She's to be your wife in a few years."

Josiah put his face in his hands. "Marriage.
Just a couple of days ago I was playing in the corridors of the
palace, hiding from my teachers and playing pranks on the guards."
He looked up into Jedidah's eyes. "Why can't I be a child any
more?"

She cradled his head against her chest. "I
understand. I really don't have an answer for you. But don't fret
right now. Our laws don't allow you to marry until you're 13."

Josiah sneered. "Now there's a relief. Well, can
I meet her?"

"Not yet. For now, you merely observe one
another and get used to each other's presence."

"This is weird."

"It's the way of our people."

"Some days I wish I'd been born a Cushite."

Jedidah laughed and motioned at the plate.
Josiah nodded and kept eating. Every few seconds he glanced at the
girl. He thought several times that she smiled at him.

He looked at the piece of meat in his hand and
glanced at her again. He muttered, "This is stupid," tossed the
meat aside and trotted to where the girl sat. "Hi. I'm Josiah. I
hear we're supposed to--uh, I mean--"

The girl lowered her eyes. "I know. I'm pleased
to be betrothed to my lord the king."

"Forget that title stuff. Do you like to play
tag?"

Her eyes brightened. "I don't know how, but I'm
sure I would like it."

He quickly explained the game and tapped her on
the shoulder. "You're it."

Zebidah leapt up from her cushion and gathered
her robes together as Josiah raced out of the room. In seconds,
their laughter rang throughout the corridors of the palace. Jedidah
opened her mouth to call the guards, then thought better of it. She
returned to her meal with a smile and a slight shake of her
head.

Jochim cleared his throat. Jedidah turned and
said, "Enter."

He came in and stood across the table from her.
"Does my lady the queen mother feel it's wise to let the king run
about the palace like a common child?"

Jedidah slapped the table. "He is a common
child, Jochim! A common child who's been thrust into a position
that no child should ever have to face! If you don't like the way I
raise him--" She took a deep breath and spoke in a quieter voice.
"You will not address this subject any more. Is that clear?"

Jochim glared. "Yes, my lady. It is quite
clear." He wheeled and left the room. Jedidah let out a long sigh
and let her head slump to the table.

**************

Shaphan walked up the steps slightly behind
Josiah. "I'm happy to see that my lord is growing so well these
past three years."

Josiah laughed. "I can climb the steps without
using my hands now, right?"

Shaphan laughed with him. "We'll be just in time
for the morning sacrifice to Yahweh."

"Why haven't I been in this place before?"

"Because there hasn't been time before. You've
been too busy learning the ins and outs of being a king."

"Well, I hope this is more interesting than the
daily business. When my father was alive, I would have never
guessed that his job was such a bore. If it wasn't for my daily
military training, I'd probably end up outside the city gates with
the lepers and lunatics."

Shaphan smiled. "You like that part of the job,
my lord?"

"I love it. The swordsmanship drills are really
fun, and I can't wait until I get big enough to see over the front
of the chariot."

Shaphan moved as if to pat him on the shoulder,
then drew back. Josiah stopped at the huge doors to Solomon's
Temple. The doors were made of wood and showed gigantic scars and
cuts across their beams.

"These look as if they'd been through a war.
What happened to them?"

Shaphan nodded. "In a way, they have. Hezekiah
tried to do some repairs on the temple during his reign. He got as
far as overlaying the doors with gold."

"What happened to stop him?"

"The Assyrians." Shaphan bowed his head and
muttered a curse. "After they destroyed the Northern Kingdom, they
marched into Judah and laid siege to Jerusalem. Hezekiah cleaned
out the temple treasury and the royal treasury, and finally had to
strip off the gold he had put on these doors to buy them off and
get them to leave him alone."

Josiah looked about at the crumbling stones, the
tarnished bronze of the pillars in front of the doors, the soot
stains all over everything. "How long has it been since this place
had any maintenance?"

"I'd have to consult the records, but it's been
at least a century."

Josiah shook his head. "This is ridiculous."

"I agree, my lord. We'd best get inside if we
want to observe the sacrifice."

Josiah stepped in the doors and stopped again.
His mouth dropped open and his eyes bulged. Shaphan stood behind
him and waited.

People milled all around the inner court. Altars
of every shape and size lined the walls, and several sat in the
open space near the massive bronze altar in the center. People
carried or led animals from one altar to another. A handful waited
at the foot of the steps leading up to the big one.

"What in the name of common sense is this?"

Shaphan fought to control his voice. "Starting
at the king's left, that altar is to Baal. That one is to Asherah.
That one is to Molech. That one is to the moon. That one is to the
star Rigel. That one is to the constellation--"

"Stop," Josiah cried, covering his ears. "You
mean every one of these altars is to a different deity?"

"Correct, my lord. Many of the people make
offerings to as many as they can afford, just in case they didn't
get the right one the first time."

"This is all very confusing." His eyes lit on a
tall object behind the big altar. "And what is that?"

Shaphan spat on the floor. "An Asherah
pole."

"That certainly tells me a lot."

Shaphan smiled in spite of himself. "Symbol of
the goddess Asherah. She's a goddess of fertility."

"That thing must be two stories high."

"Two and a half, actually."

Josiah nodded. "I know it sounds crude, but it
looks like a big, uncircumcised--"

"That's exactly what it's supposed to be."

Josiah turned to his scribe. "These gods can't
all be real, can they?"

"Only Yahweh is real."

"Which one is he?"

"The Ark of his Covenant is behind a curtain in
that building just ahead of us."

"Let's go see what he looks like."

Shaphan shook his head. "Nobody knows what he
looks like."

Josiah looked at the building again. "Doesn't
anybody go in there?"

A group of people, chanting something about
Baal, passed in front of them and drowned out Shaphan's words.
Josiah stared at them for several seconds. To his right, a lamb
gave a desperate bleat before a priest cut its throat. Josiah
shuddered. "I'm sorry, Shaphan. What did you say?"

"The high priest, Hilkiah, goes before the Ark
once a year on the Day of Atonement. But the Ark isn't a
representation of what Yahweh looks like. Yahweh is spirit, and
can't be seen. His commandments specifically forbid making images
and worshipping them. Look. The sacrifice is starting. Let's move
closer to the altar."

A priest stood at the top of a long staircase
next to the altar and chanted some words that Josiah couldn't hear
over the commotion at all the other altars. Two men in white
brought a lamb to the priest.

"Did Solomon build this altar?" Josiah
whispered.

"No. He built that one over there in the corner.
But during a trip to Damascus, King Ahaz saw an altar that he liked
and had his metal-smiths make one for him. This is it."

"I wondered. You said Yahweh didn't like images,
and this altar is covered with them."

"It's just one more example of the blasphemy of
some of your predecessors, my lord."

The priest waved a knife in the air, then in one
smooth motion cut the lamb's throat. One of the other men held out
a cup and caught the animal's blood in it.

"What are they going to do with that blood?"

Shaphan pointed. "See the smoke rising from the
altar? The priest will pour some of the blood on it and use some to
anoint the horns on the corners of the altar. Then they'll butcher
the lamb and burn the fat on the altar."

"What happens to the rest of the meat?"

"The priests will eat it later. The meat of the
sacrifices constitutes their daily provision."

Josiah stared. "They don't get paid, like the
Baal priests?"

"Not as much. Their wages come out of the
offerings people bring to the temple."

"Who are the other men?"

"Levites. The tribe of Levi has served before
the Lord since Moses' time. It's a great honor."

The noise of the crowds rose. A man staggered
toward where Josiah and Shaphan stood and shouted, "Hey, up there!
I could have shown you something a lot more fun to do with that
lamb!"

The priest ignored him. Shaphan grabbed the man
by the sleeve and said, "Watch your tongue in the presence of your
king, fool!"

The man wrenched himself away. "Okay, okay.
Don't get so excited, my lord." He bowed unsteadily and veered away
into the mob.

Josiah watched. "What's wrong with him?"

"He's drunk."

"At this hour?"

"I'm afraid so."

Josiah shook his head. "So let me get this
straight. Yahweh can't be seen, and only one person gets to go into
his presence at this Ark, and then only once a year."

"That's correct, my lord."

The boy looked around. "These other deities do
seem more accessible."

"That's because they're nothing but wood and
metal. They're not alive. Yahweh is."

Josiah started to answer when a man, dressed in
the elaborate robes of a woman, glided past him. The man's face was
painted the way Josiah's mother painted hers for special occasions,
and his hair was braided on top of his head and held in place with
a large jewel. Josiah stared.

"Who--maybe I should say what--was that?"

Shaphan spat again. "He's a
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