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Alitza’s tears fell, washing the cold face of this loving, many times grandmother, as she kissed her for the last time. She had cleaned and dressed her in her favorite dress without these tears. She had performed these services for others many times. Usually, she could lose herself in the act of helping one be ready for the final rite that allowed them to enter into the presence of Jehovah. 

This time, Alitza had not allowed herself to think of her own loss, only the great joy her grandmother now felt. He many times grandmama had longed to see her mate for many years. Now, she would be with him again in the presence of their God. 

Alitza, now a grandmama as well, had washed and brushed the silky, long, white hair, still glistening in the light. She pulled it into a loose bun, much like her grandmother had worn through in all the years Alitza had known her. But it wasn’t right. She loosened the bun and let the hair frame her beautiful face.

Alitza stared at her grandmother’s old and wrinkled face. Her lips tipped up in an impish grin. Alitza remembered her just this way, when seeing someone she loved. Alitza could only believe she had.

She would miss this many times great grandmother who had shared her stories of life through so many years. Grandmama Ziva took Alitza in when she lost her own mama as a little girl. Now, she would have no one to love her like that, so unconditionally, so dependably.

Alitza leaned back and closed her eyes, remembering the good times, the hard times, the days with her grandmama Ziva.

“Is she ready?” Chaggai asked, startling Alitza from her memories. “David is waiting for you. It is time to complete the rite.”

Alitza stared up at Chaggai with a tear-stained face and red eyes. “She is ready.”

Chaggai beckoned for their son, Thorkel, to help him lift the litter carrying the body. Alitza watched her tall muscular men, husband and son, carry her beloved grandmother to the burial ground where she would be laid for a final time. She followed behind them, for once not aware of their muscled legs nor strong arms. For now, she focused on the body on the litter. As she passed a jar at the edge of the room, she snagged the flowers from it.

Others joined the little procession as they moved from Alitza’s home into the little glen outside the home. They trailed behind Chaggai, Thorkel, and the litter toward the gash in the earth where Ziva’s body would be lain. Alitza bit her lip, fighting to keep her tears inside. She could cry more later.

Ziva’s son, David, stood near the hole in the earth waiting to accept the frail body of their matriarch. His body was now bent as Ziva’s had been. The hair remained white like the snow she saw one time when she went north with Chaggai. His dimming eyes turned to his feet, waiting to complete the rite that would return her to their god.

None in all of Nod, or the surrounding lands, knew or worshiped their god, Jehovah. In the last few hundred years, many of the members of their family had left the confines of the city, moving to the edges of the land where others could not observe their religious practices.

Many years ago, this land had been exclusively used to grow food for the family and to raise horses. They continued to grow their needed food, but their breeding stock had been stolen during the wars. Now, it was called Safe Haven. They lived precariously here, along the borders between the giants of Coos, the wild and dangerous Omerites, and the cult worshipers of Nod who hated any who worshiped Jehovah. All of these hated Jehovah and his worshipers and had vowed to destroy every man, woman, or child they found worshiping the one true God.

For this reason, they conducted their rites in private. As Alitza reached the burial site, many of the family, who had followed behind, fanned out to surround the sad little spot. Ziva was to be laid to rest beside her beloved Crites in the little plot. Each attendee watched where they put their feet, not wanting to step on the previous burial sites of other members of their family.

When all had found a place to stand, David spoke the words commending their beloved Ziva to the care of Jehovah. When he completed the words, he signaled for Chaggai and Thorkel to lower Ziva’s body into the grave. David sprinkled a handful of dry earth across the body, followed by each of the others of the family. Alitza waited until last. She bent to the pile of earth and plucked a handful, which she sprinkled across the body. 

She stood to the side as Chaggai and Thorkel shoveled the last of the soil over her beloved grandmother’s body. When they had completed the task, she spread the flowers across the space. Soon the flowers would be gone in the drenching rains. Chaggai put his arm around her body and led her back toward their home. Once more, she allowed the tears to flow and threw herself into Chaggai’s arms.

“I will miss her, Chaggai. She has been here for me since I was small. She taught me of Jehovah. Now what will I do?” she cried.

“You will live as she taught you. You will be the woman she trained you to be.” Chaggai ran his hands through her long, reddish-brown hair. He gently disengaged her arms and turned her toward their home. “The family awaits us. We will be missed if we do not join them in their sad feast.”

Alitza glanced up into her husband’s gray eyes. “You are right. We must attend.” 

She turned her steps toward the great house where the family feasted, glad of her husband’s arm around her.
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“Tell me a story, Grandmama Ziva,” tiny Alitza asked.

“What kind of story do you want to hear?” the old woman asked. Even in her great age, she swooped down to pull the little girl onto her lap. 

Alitza gazed into her grandmama’s face, awed at the maze of wrinkles. “Tell me what it was like when you were a little girl, like me.”

Her grandmother smiled a sad little smile. “You want me to remember so many hundred years ago? That could be difficult.”

“Please, Grandmama. I want to know.”

“I have few memories of my days at your age. Those I hold dear. I remember a tall, handsome papa throwing me in the air. His dark brown hair fell into his eyes. He often pushed it back from his tanned face. His slate-blue eyes twinkled when he laughed.”

“And you mama? What about your mama?” the little girl asked.

“Only her long red hair and her green eyes. I have one memory I cherish. It came back to me years later. Mama cradled me in her arms. I remember looking up into her beautiful pale face and feeling her love. She whispered her love to me, telling me how much she loved me, how much papa loved me, and how much my Nat loved me. Until that memory returned, I didn’t even remember I had a brother who loved me.”

“Why?” Alitza asked.

“Nat tells me we were stolen from our parents by wicked men who took us from our beds. They carried us away to Nod where we have lived the rest of our lives.”

“Could you not return?”

“No. By the time we were old enough to go back, we didn’t know where our mama and papa were. We heard of troubles in the land where they lived. Grandpapa Crites cared for me and could not leave Nod. I could not leave without your grandpapa — or my brother.”

Tears fell down the little girl’s cheeks. “You are like me, then. No mama. No papa.”

“But you have me, now.” The old woman rocked the little girl, patting her back and murmuring kind words.

“Is that all you remember?” the little girl asked through her tears.

“I remember another, dark mother. She had been hurt, and never felt well enough to do more than talk to me. When she did, she called me Liva. Until I remembered Nat, I wondered why Father’s hands were so dark, a mahogany brown, while mine were a light pink. So different.”

“Why were they so different, Grandmama?” Little girls loved to ask why.

“Father and Mother lived in Nod all their lives. They, like nearly everyone there, were children of Cain. Jehovah marked them with dark skin so the children of Adam would know.”

Alitza nodded her head as though she understood. “Grandfather Orak was good to you.”

“Oh, yes. He gave me almost anything I wanted, but he taught me to obey. He taught me to listen to others and be kind. I learned from the way he lived.”

“Like Grandpapa Crites?”

“Yes, like Grandpapa Crites. You can learn much by listening to him and obeying him.”

“Grandpapa Crites always has a dark tan. You do not. Why?”

Grandmama Ziva smiled. “I came from the family of Adam. Grandpapa Crites is a grandson of Cain and a grandson of Adam. His skin is not as dark as others of his family because his mama taught him of Jehovah.”

Alitza began to ask another question. But Grandmama Ziva interrupted. “Time for bed, little one. I will tell you more stories tomorrow.”

Alitza lay on her little bed, holding her grandmama’s hand until she slept. She dreamed of a red-haired grandmama dancing with a tanned grandpapa. Then she saw her grandpapa throwing a little girl into the air and catching her, laughing with the little girl. It must be grandmama. His eyes sparkled with joy. Alitza wished he had been her papa. A tear leaked down her nose in her sleep.
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Alitza sat listening to the people around her share stories of Ziva. The stories comforted her. She loved listening to the stories of her great-grandmother from others almost as much as she had loved listening to those same stories from Ziva. Together, they laughed and cried, remembering their beloved grandmother.

Her heart warmed as David recounted the stories of the black and orange beads she always wore. There were two strands. One strand had been made by her beloved brother, Nat, who had been abducted with her. The other, a strand made by her mother and brought by a trader girl intent on finding the lost children of the prophet for whom traders and visitors routinely searched. Daphne, who had become David’s wife, held the secret. Those beads were made by Rebecca for her long-lost daughter.

Tears fell from David’s eyes. Daphne had never been able to find Rebecca again to tell her about her lost children. Her caravan had been attacked. Abandoned and with no one else to help her find the way home, she had returned to Nod and David. Now, she lay in the little glen beside Crites and Ziva and others of their family.

A group of young people sang the songs of Zion, taught to them by believers who had come from that fair city. The music lifted Alitza’s soul. She sat entranced, listening to their songs.

She jumped when someone touched her shoulder. She turned to see Gita beckoning her. She stood and stepped through the crowd, following Gita out of the room.

“What is it, Gita?” Alitza asked when they were away from the others.

“The men on guard found a girl, wandering along the edges of Safe Haven. She is hurt.”

“Where is she?”

“They took her to your healing room. She waits for you there.”

Alitza turned on her heel and strode down the hall from those celebrating her grandmother’s life toward the room reserved for her herbs, tinctures, and ointments. “They didn’t leave her alone there, I hope.”

“Oh, no. We know better than that.” Gita scurried behind Alitza. “Two of the guards remained with her. The others hurried back to their posts. If the girl wandered close, who followed her?”

“My question. Go get Chaggai. He needs to know what is going on. He may want to do something more.”

Gita grunted and turned back toward the big gathering room. She would get the message to Chaggai. Alitza needed to see to the girl.

She slowed a few steps before reaching her healing room. She inhaled deeply and took her time allowing it to release. Breathing in and out like this calmed her nerves and her thoughts. Breathing in one more time, she released it as she took the last steps to her room, then opened the door.

The two guards pushed themselves off the wall and stood straight in front of her. “Mistress Alitza. We found this girl wandering along the edges of Safe Haven. She could not walk here on her own. She has been injured.”

Alitza nodded to the men and walked to the table where a dirty, unkempt young woman lay with her eyes closed. She lifted the woman’s eyelids and looked at her eyes. The girl fluttered her eyes open. Her body jerked, startled.

“Hello. My name is Alitza. What is yours?”

The girl shook her head and touched her ears.

Alitza bent to look at the young woman’s ears. Dark red blood leaked from her ears, clotting in black spots.

“You do not hear?” She asked, speaking slowly, making sure to move her mouth carefully to be understood.

The girl shook her head. “No.”

“I see. What is your name?” Alitza asked, again speaking slowly in a way the girl could see her mouth.

“Name?” the girl seemed confused. “Oh. Name. My name is Kerstin.” She brought her hands up to her ears, shook her head, and moaned. “Oh. I can’t hear.”

Alitza reached for a clean cloth, then pulled the pot from its spot on the edge of the fire. She dipped the cloth into the hot water and twisted the water from it. She gently washed Kerstin’s ears and face. 

Alitza touched Kerstin’s face to get her attention. “Where else do you hurt?”

Kerstin flinched away.

“Face?”

Kerstin nodded, then pointed toward her legs, lifting her right leg. 

Alitza lifted the girl’s skirt and saw ugly bruises and blood dripping down her leg from a gash on her calf. Once more, she spoke carefully. “How did this happen?”

“They caught me. They beat me.” Tears leaked from Kerstin’s eyes.

“Who caught and beat you?”

“G-g-giants from Coos.”

Alitza nodded and rinsed out her cloth. “I am going to look at it. Do you agree?”

The girl bit her lip and glanced toward the men standing by the door.

“I will guard your modesty.” Alitza moved to stand between Kerstin and the men.

She gingerly daubed away the blood on Kerstin’s leg. The gash continued to bleed. While Alitza worked on Kerstin’s leg, Gita entered the room and moved to stand next to them.

“Chaggai needs the men, if you don’t need them anymore.”

She moved to where Kerstin could see her lips and touched her arm. “You will stay here while I work on you? You will not try to hurt me?”

Kerstin’s eyes opened wide. “No. I won’t try to hurt you. You are helping me.”

Alitza turned to the men. “Chaggai needs you, Landry.” She pointed to one. “Tell him I kept Bes to stand guard outside my door.”

The man, Landry nodded and strode out the door.

“Bes.”

The man stared at her.

“Please stand guard outside the door.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“I need you to stay and help me, Gita. Can you do that?”

Gita swallowed. “Yes, Mistress. I can stay to help you. What do you need?”

“I need you to heat another pot of water. Add in the injury herbs, there, in that basket.” Alitza pointed to the small basket. “They are already sorted. Just dump them all in.”

Gita stepped to the tall jar of water and dipped out enough to fill the pot for the fire.

Alitza turned from her assistant. She trusted her to do what was needed. She touched Kerstin’s hand once more. “I need to see where else you are hurt. I am going to remove your clothing.”

Kerstin moved her head a portion of a finger's width in agreement. 

“Your head hurts, too?”

“Yes.”

“Gita, would you dip a cup of the warm water and drop a small handful of the willow in that basket,” she pointed to the correct basket, “to steep for our friend, Kerstin’s headache.”

Gita found the cup and filled it with the water and willow and set it aside to steep.

Alitza untied Kerstin’s dress and tried to pull it off. The girl’s moan of pain tore from her lips and filled her whole body.

“I will have to cut your dress. I am certain we will have another here to replace it.”

Alitza meticulously cut the dress from the neck to the hem and laid it aside, revealing a dirty, bruised and broken body carrying a child.

She cleaned her cloth and began to wash Kerstin near the neck. “You are with child?”

The barely perceptible movement indicated yes.

“I will be gentle.” 

Alitza washed the girl, the young woman, with gentle strokes, revealing more bruises. This woman had been treated miserably. How could anyone treat another in this manner? Even giants had a heart. Didn’t they?

As she washed, she discovered broken ribs. That meant internal organs had been bruised or injured. She stepped to her baskets of herbs, her finger on her cheek. Which one would help heal the insides? Yes, this one. She took a handful of it and added it to the steeping willow.

She washed the swelling over the child. Poor little thing. Alitza hoped she could save the child. 

Kerstin’s arms and legs were cut and torn. Alitza feared an arm had been broken. The ugly gash needed to be cleaned and closed. She cleaned the bits of rock, grass, and dirt from it, then poured a bit of the steeping herbs into the open wound. Kerstin writhed. Alitza patted her leg and moved to where Kerstin could see her mouth. “I am sorry. This must be cleaned. Drink this. It will help the pain.”

She lifted Kerstin’s head enough she could sip the drink. “More.” The girl crossed her eyes, and sipped some more, then raised her eyebrows. “Yes, that will do for now. Close your eyes and try to rest. What I have to do for you may hurt.”

Kerstin’s eyes opened wide, then she shut them tight.

“I’m hoping those will help heal the damage to her head. It will be a problem for her if she can’t hear. Would you hand me that basket with my needle and thread?”

“Would you like me to thread it, too? I am a good seamstress.”

“Yes, please, if you have clean hands.”

Gita growled and turned to wash her hands.

A span later, they had closed the gash and set the broken arm. Gita helped to wrap a long length of bandage around Kerstin’s ribs. They covered her with a light blanket.

“Thank you for your help, Gita. I could never have managed without you.”

Gita’s face reddened. “Will she recover? Will the babe live?”

“I hope so. She has many injuries to her body. I pray they didn’t affect the child. Only time will tell.”

Alitza opened the door and stepped through it. “Bes, please be sure no one bothers our guest.” She closed the door and headed toward the congregating room. She needed to know what else to expect.
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Chaggai met Alitza before she reached the big room. “It always happens when we are together celebrating. The giants of Coos are massing for an attack on our south border. I must call the men to protect our home.”

“Only the south? Who is on the other sides?” Alitza asked.

“I have left guards at the guard towers along the other sides. They will warn us of other attacks. Be prepared for injuries.”

“I feared you would say that. I will get my bag.” She started toward her healing room.

Chaggai took her arm before she could step forward. “Come with me first. We must pray for Jehovah’s assistance.”

The couple marched arm-in-arm toward the front of the crowd of beloved family. Many generations of Crites and Ziva’s family, along with those of Nat and Liana’s family sat together in this room, mourning the loss of their great-grandmother and aunt. By the end of the day, some of these would lie injured, and maybe dead. Alitza sighed. Why did this happen?

The noise level in the room dropped to near quiet as Chaggai and Alitza reached the front of the room. Neighbors poked those who had not seen them come in, warning them to silence. Everyone could feel the tension.

“I am sorry to disrupt your joy and your sorrow in remembering our beloved Ziva. However, we must break this up early. The giants of Coos are at our south border, threatening us. I will need all the men who can to join me in protecting our loved ones and our home.”

A wave of noise washed over the room. Chaggai allowed it to swell and drop before speaking again. “Before we go to battle, we must pray for Jehovah’s assistance. We are not attacking others, but we have been told we will be blessed with protection if we depend on Him. David, would you pray for us?”

The crowd fell to their knees. David raised his hands, along with all the others, and prayed earnestly for the safety of their men who must fight, their women who would be called on to heal their men, and their children who may lose fathers and brothers this day. He begged their losses would be minimal, for their community was small and could not withstand great losses.

As David ended, the crowd added their “Amen,” and stood.

“Prepare yourselves with your armor and weapons. We meet in a quarter span by the big barn,” Chaggai announced.

Men hugged their wives and children and rushed from the room. David moved slowly to intercept Chaggai. “What can I do?”

Alitza wanted to say, ‘stay here, protect yourself, we cannot lose another like you today.’ Instead, she closed her mouth, waiting for Chaggai’s response.

“We will be honored to have the assistance of your knowledge. Would you be willing to stand on one of the towers and send down directions?”

“I can do that.”

“How will you get into the tower?” Alitza said. “You struggle to walk.”

David turned to her with a sad smile. “The young men will help me if I need it. I am stronger than you think.”

The three walked from the room and separated, each going their own direction. Then men heading to get their armor and weapons. Alitza held no belief that David would stay out of the fighting. If attacked, he would need his weapons. She rushed back to the healing room to check on her patient and to gather her needed supplies for healing behind the lines of battle.

Bes stood at his post, moving from foot to foot. “May I go get my weapons and armor? I need to join the others in the battle.”

Alitza looked around. He was needed. Who could she get to watch over Kerstin? 

“Go. The men will be glad to see you.”

Bes rushed down the hall and out of the building. Why did men seem to joy in fighting? Alitza had never been able to understand that.

She trod into her healing room, suddenly weary. Kerstin had taken much of her energy in the effort to begin the healing of her wounds. How many more would she have to heal before the end of the day? “Please, Jehovah, protect them all.”

Lisbeth bounced into the room and skidded to a stop. “Who is this? I thought I was your assistant.” Her lip threatened to poke out.

“You are. You were celebrating Grandmother Ziva’s life. Gita reluctantly helped me. She did well, but needed constant directions. I would have preferred you with me. This is Kerstin. The giants attacked her. Our guards found her on the edges of our land. I gave her something to sleep. You shouldn’t try to wake her.”

“Who is she?” Lisbeth lifted a strand of dirty hair. “She isn’t from Nod. Look. It’s blond.”

Alitza turned from filling her pack. “Blond? I didn’t notice. I was too busy cleaning her body.”

“Did she sound like a daughter of Adam?” Lisbeth grabbed a pack and began to fill it.

“She didn’t talk much. The giants hurt her badly. I don’t know which is worse, the broken bones, the gash on her leg, the baby within her, or her loss of hearing.”

Lisbeth swiveled her head to gaze at Alitza. “Baby? Hearing?”

Alitza calmly continued placing bandages neatly into her pack. “She is with child. I pray the injuries to the mother don’t damage the child. I pray the healing draught I gave her doesn’t hurt it. And yes. Kerstin has lost her hearing. Her ears bled. I hope it is only temporary. And try to put your supplies in neatly so you can find them when you need them in a hurry.”

Lisbeth colored and dumped her supplies out to replace them so she could find them. “Will it be bad?”

“I pray it won’t be, but it is a battle with the giants. I fear it could be horrendous. We must continue to pray.”

“What about her?” Lisbeth tossed her head toward Kerstin.

“I need someone to watch over her. I don’t want her to fall when she wakes. Perhaps a young woman. Who would you suggest?”

Lisbeth rolled a bandage that had unrolled. Alitza allowed her the time to think. She needed someone dependable who could help without causing a mess of her room.

At last, Lisbeth spoke. “Janell has asked to help you. She has watched me bandage minor cuts and isn’t squeamish. She could bring her little brother, Kodi, with her. He doesn’t touch everything like the other boys and will be here to run messages to you if she needs.”

“Good choice. Janell has come to the healing room to help me when you were gone. When you finish filling your pack, would you go get her for me?”

Lisbeth tied her pack and set it by the door. “Be right back with Janell and Kodi.”

Alitza touched Kerstin’s forehead. Hot. Her body worked to fight off the damage to her body. Good. She checked the healing draught she had given the girl earlier. Enough for two more doses remained in the cup. Good. She covered it with a linen cloth. She hoped Janell didn’t frighten her when she woke. Janell had a gentle demeanor and a soft touch. Kerstin would be fine with her.

The gash on Kerstin’s leg still appeared dangerously red. Alitza drizzled a bit of the healing brew into it, then lathered some honey across it. Best to keep it contained and not moving up the leg.

Lisbeth entered the room, more quietly than the first time, with Janell and Kodi following.

“Hello Janell. I have a task for you, if you are willing?”

Janell moved to the bed where Kerstin lay. “Who is this?”

“Your task. Guards found her. She is severely injured. I can’t leave her alone, but I must go to the battle to help the injured there. Will you watch over her?”

Janell stared at Kerstin’s face. “She doesn’t look much older than me or Lisbeth. Poor thing. Giants get her?”

“I think so. When she wakes, give her a necessary pot, then give her water and about half of this draught.” Alitza held it up. “It has something to help her sleep. But she will need reassurance. She can’t hear, or at least she couldn’t when she came to me, so you will have to speak slowly where she can see your lips. Her babe is still well. She will want to know. Can you remember all that?”

Janell set the blanket gently across Kerstin. “I can. What about that wound on her leg? Will it need anything?”

“Possibly. The honey should protect it and help it heal. If it looks like it has washed away, put more on it. I trust you to care and protect this girl. We need to know where she came from and what brought her to us.”

“I will. Thank you for the trust.”

“Send Kodi if you need anything.”

Janell and Kodi settled into chairs and pulled out books. “I will. Thank you for the trust.”
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Kerstin swam up through the blackness of sleep. Dreams had disturbed her sleep. She fought to wake, to break away from the bonds pulling her into the blackness and the nightmares. This time, she would make it out of the abyss.

At last, she broke away from the darkness. She lay with her eyes closed, trying to remember where she was, and how she managed to be there. Clouds of the darkness obscured her memories.

My name is Kerstin. That much I know. My parents are ... who are my parents? I cannot remember. Mama? Oh yes. Keila. And papa? Zimriv.

My name is Kerstin. My parents are Keila and Zimriv. They live in ... where are they? We were in Canaan. What happened?

A gentle touch to her forehead pulled Kerstin’s eyes open.

Brown eyes peered into hers. Her mouth moved, but Kerstin heard no sound. What is wrong with my ears? Why can I not hear? She focused on the girl’s mouth.

“I am Janell,” the girl spoke slowly, enunciating her words carefully. “You are in Safe Haven. Do you need the necessary pot?”

Kerstin searched her body’s sensations. “Yes,” she said, nodding. “Ow.” The movement sent shooting pains through her head. She tried to bring a hand up to her head, but it would not move. “What?”

“Your arm is broken. Does your head hurt?”

“Yes.”

“Let me help you with the necessary pot. You won’t have to move your head much.” Janell disappeared from view.

Kerstin held her head still. Any movement seared her brain with pain. She waited for the girl to return. She felt a touch to her hip and lifted it with some difficulty. Janell helped her. Later, Janell removed the low container, then carefully cradled her head, bringing a cup of cool water to her lips. It tasted sweeter than anything she could remember.

Janell spooned a thin soup into her mouth. Kerstin swallowed it, grateful for the food. Her stomach rumbled. When had she eaten last? She could not remember. She needed to remember. What had happened to her?

“You hurt?” Janell mouthed to her.

“Yes.” Kerstin remembered to hold her head still.

“Alitza left a draught to help you heal.”

“No. Cannot wake.”

“It helps you sleep so you can heal. Stops the pain.” Janell brought up the cup with the draught.

“Bad dreams.” It hurt her throat to speak.

“I am sorry. I will be here for you. I’ll hold your hand. Maybe I can help keep away the nightmares.”

“Please.” Kerstin accepted the draught, drinking in the nasty liquid. 

Janell eased Kerstin’s head back onto the pillow.

“Maybe sleep will help your head pain and your hearing. The draught should help.”

“Thank you. Hold my hand?”

“Of course.”

The blackness of sleep rose up like a tide to claim her. Only Janell’s touch on her hand prevented her screams.

Her mama and papa ran ahead of her.

“Mama! Papa! Wait rosefor me!” she cried.

They turned and beckoned for her to hurry.

Behind her raged an army.

How did an army find Canaan? Or were they in Canaan? She turned to stare behind her. No, not Canaan. Hagath. They had left Canaan to live with Gad, her husband. Where was Gad? She turned in a circle, searching for her husband. There. On the ground. An arrow protruded from his chest, still vibrating. Gone. And she left with child. She turned to follow her parents, now far ahead of her. “Mama! Papa! Wait for me!” They did not.

A squeeze on her hand pulled her out of the blackness of the nightmare. She sighed and slipped back into the depths of dreamless sleep.

The nightmare returned. A huge hand caught her hair. “I got me one,” he cried.

“Good for you,” another deep voice called. “Bring her over here. We could use some entertainment.”

Kerstin kicked and hit the big man.

He only laughed at her. “Yer not gettin’ away from Wat. Stop yer fightin’.”

Kerstin fought harder.

The big man, some called his people giants, doubled his fist and shook it in front of her. “I tol’ you not ter fight.”

Kerstin allowed Wat to drag her toward the fire. Were they going to eat her? No, the other man said entertainment. What would they want for entertainment? She could only imagine, and her imagination did not bring her any peace.

Wat sat on a stump beside the fire and pulled Kerstin to his lap. She bit him. He yelped and brought his hand to his mouth. She wiggled away and ran. She had not run far when he caught her again.

“I said none of that,” he growled.

He punched her with his enormous fist on the side of the head, causing her ears to ring. She shook her head, trying to clear the ringing. 

“I said, no fightin’.” Wat pulled his fist back again.

“No. I will not fight.” Not now, anyway, she thought.

Wat led her back to the fire and pulled her to his lap.

A gentle touch to her cheek pulled her from the nightmare. Janell wiped away Kerstin’s tears.

“Bad dreams?” Janell mouthed.

Kerstin shivered. “Yes.”

Janell gingerly cradled Kerstin’s head so she could drink water.

“Try to sleep. I’m here to protect you,” Janell said.

Kerstin closed her eyes. The darkness overwhelmed her once more. In her dreams, she relived every little thing Wat and his friends did to her. Twice, she woke up to Janell’s touch. Each time, she fell back into the nightmare of the last weeks as Wat’s prisoner.

When she dragged herself from the depths of the darkness, Janell stood beside her, wiping her face with a cool cloth. 

“You need a break from those dreams,” Janell said.

Kerstin’s body quivered all over. “I do. Where is your healer?”

Janell shook her head. “Gone for now. The giants from Coos are attacking our border. She went to care for the injured.”

Blood drained from Kerstin’s face. Giants? Here? Did I lead them here to this small settlement? Is it my fault? “Any news?”

“None, yet.”

~ ~ ~
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Janell allowed Kerstin to stay awake for a longer before suggesting she take the draught to help her heal. Kerstin had to admit that many of her aches had lessened during the deep sleep, though she feared the haunting dreams, the memories of her recent past.

Kerstin’s hearing had not returned, though she could tell it may. Rather than complete silence, she heard a distant, muted sound.

Kodi brought them soup from the kitchen, along with some news.

“Jehovah protects us,” she saw his lips say.

Jehovah? Were these people followers of Jehovah? They lived so close to Nod, amid lands that hated the one true God.

Janell stood so Kerstin could read her lips.

“Kodi says the battle goes well. Our men are strong. They fight the giants well.”

Why did she say nothing about Jehovah?

Janell spooned soup into Kerstin’s mouth as she spoke. “We have some casualties. Kodi’s friend lost his father. The injured are being carried to our big gathering room. There is not room for them all here,” Janell glanced around the small room, “and they would invade your privacy.”

Kerstin lifted an eyebrow.

“You are a woman. They are men. Your state of undress may be uncomfortable for you and them.”

Kerstin touched her body with her free hand. She wore only the blanked covering her. A small nod of understanding. And it didn’t send searing pain through her head. Ah. The draught helped.

“My baby? Does it live?”

Janell spooned more soup into Kerstin’s mouth. “Alitza said you would ask. Yes. Your child lives. Somehow it avoided the damage you suffered.”

Kerstin sighed. She would have a reminder of Gad. She closed her eyes, holding in the sudden tears.

Janell waited before spooning more in, allowing Kerstin to grieve.

After Janell had spooned more soup into her mouth, Kerstin controlled her tears. “Are my injuries bad?”

Janell leaned back and considered Kerstin’s body. “Yes. I think they are. You have that injury to your head, making it so you cannot hear.”

Kerstin nodded. Not being able to hear made it difficult to understand everything Janell said. She did not mouth the words as clearly as Alitza had.

“And,” Janell continued, “you have broken ribs, a broken arm, a huge gash on your leg, and unknown injuries inside you.”

“Is that all?” Kerstin asked sarcasm filling her voice.

Janell stared at her, before she chortled. “Ha, ha. I think that is enough, don’t you?”

“More than enough. If my child is safe, I can live with it.”

Kerstin leaned her head back and sighed. All she had left of Gad was the babe. A tear trickled down her face.

Janell touched he hand. “Do you hurt?” she asked, when Kerstin looked up at her.

“I lost my husband. That hurts. This child is all I have of him.”

“We will do all we can to protect it. Close your eyes and sleep. If you can sleep without the medicine, I won’t give it to you this time. You need to sleep to heal. You probably need some of the medicine, but I do not want to harm your child.”

Kerstin nodded her head and closed her eyes. The healer, Alitza, would not be happy if she did not take it. She did not want to take it if it would hurt the child. She put her uninjured hand over the bump of her belly. The little one moved, as if to say ‘hello, mama.’  She smiled and thought of the child and relaxed into sleep. As she slipped into sleep, one thought triggered hope. Jehovah. He said Jehovah. I need to find out if these people believe in Jehovah. If they do ...

The dreams that filled Kerstin’s sleep this time did not cause her terror. She dreamed of Gad and her child, a little boy, playing together, wrestling like her own papa had wrestled with her brothers. He then picked the boy up and spun him around. She could almost hear his shrieks of laughter. A smile filled her face. Were they together now, waiting for her to heal or die? Or did the boy wait to grow big enough to be born?

‘Take the medicine, mama. It will help you heal. It will not hurt me. Take the medicine,’  a small child’s voice sang through her dreams.

‘I cannot. It causes nightmares.’  Kerstin wailed.

‘No, mama. It will help you. No more nightmares. Take the medicine.’

‘Are you certain? How can you know?’

‘Jehovah promised me. Take the medicine.’

‘What is your name?’ Kerstin asked, almost as an afterthought.

‘What will you name me, mama? Papa calls me Shai, for I am a gift.’

‘I will call you Shai, then, for you are truly a gift from your father and from Jehovah.’

‘Remember, mama, take the medicine. It is important. You will not have nightmares.’

‘I will, Shai. I wait for you.’

The child’s voice withdrew, and Kerstin woke with a smile on her face. She carried a son of Gad, Shai. She turned her head to the sound of a dropped pot. A sound! She began to hear. Shai spoke the truth. The medicine helped to heal her.

“You heard that?” Alitza asked, bringing her face close to Kerstin’s.

Kerstin nodded. “Yes. I almost hear your voice.”

“Ah. The draught is helping. Janell says you refused it.”

“Because of nightmares. No more. I will have no more nightmares from the draught. I will take your medicine.”

Alitza raised her eyebrows. “How do you know this?”

“My child came to me.”

The eyebrows dropped. “Of course. Eat first, then take the draught. It causes a deep sleep, but you heal in that sleep.”

“I know.”

Alitza turned away. Her voice a
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