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A Note from the Author

THE NAME OF RAHAB’S HUSBAND APPEARS AT THE beginning of Matthew’s gospel, where he is referred to as Salmon. His name also appears in Luke’s genealogy, where he is called Sala.* Since Salmon has a rather unfortunate fishy connotation for the modern reader, I have chosen to go with Sala.

In regard to the language of the novel: the languages that would have been spoken by the characters in this book are Hebrew and Canaanite. These languages were closely related and were both part of the language group known as Western Semitic. What you will be reading is a “translation” into modern English.





* New Revised Standard Version, 1989.
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PART ONE 

 First Meeting



One

THE CARAVAN WAS HALFWAY TO JOPPA WHEN IT WAS attacked. Roaming groups of bandits were not uncommon in Canaan, but usually a large group of people traveling together was safe. These were not ordinary bandits, though; they were riding horses and wielding flashing bronze swords. The caravan was from a small farming village near Jericho and was composed of forty donkeys loaded down with the goods they hoped to ship from Joppa into Egypt. The villagers were virtually helpless before the onslaught.

Rahab was at the back of the caravan with her mother and two of her brothers. Her father and her other brothers were toward the front, walking with the donkeys that carried their casks of precious wine. The boys and men had only sticks, but they shouted at the women to get behind them and bravely prepared to defend their own.

At first, Rahab had been too startled to be afraid. Then, as one of her brothers pushed her behind him and she looked up to see an enormous horse bearing down upon them both, she screamed. The horse came on in a cloud of dust and Rahab felt her mother grab her cloak and pull her backward.

Her brother raised his stick and held it braced right at the height of the oncoming horse’s chest. The horse swerved at the thrust and the horseman missed her brother with his thrusting sword. Rahab pulled herself from her mother’s grasp so she could drag her brother away from the plunging horse. As she grasped his tunic, she spared one fierce glare of hatred for the man who had managed to right his seat on the horse and was coming on again.

There was chaos in the caravan. People were shouting and screaming and some of the loaded donkeys were being driven away by the bandits. The deadly swords cut down anyone who tried to go after the donkeys. Then before Rahab knew what was happening, the horseman plucked her away from her brother and lifted her to lie on her stomach before him on the horse.

Rahab fought. She kicked at the horse’s legs, screamed, and squirmed to get away. The animal reared and she almost managed to slide down to safety. But cruel hands gripped her and the horse was swung around. Rahab heard her mother shouting her name. “Mama! Mama!” she screamed back. She kicked at the horse again and the man holding her muttered something, then raised his fist and hit her hard on the chin.

Everything went dark.

When Rahab came to, she was lying flat on her back. Her head was pounding, her jaw felt as if it were on fire, and her mouth was dry as sand. She lay still and looked around. What had happened? Where was she? How had she gotten here? Why did she hurt so much?

She lifted her eyes and saw a tent roof over her; from outside the tent walls came the sound of strange male voices. She tried to sit up, but her head hurt too much. She waited, breathing slowly, then tried again, ignoring the pain.

As she sat there it slowly came back to her: the attack, the bandits, the horse, the man, her capture. It must have really happened because here she was in this unknown place. Had they taken anyone else? Her mother? Her father? Her brothers?

Rahab was ashamed of the hope that shot through her at this thought. Of course she wished her family was safe, but she didn’t think she had ever wanted anything in her life as much as she wanted her father right now.

The flap to the tent opened and someone came in. Suddenly Rahab was terrified. Was it the man who had taken her? What did he want? She was only twelve years old—what good could she be to anyone? She stared at the cloaked figure coming toward her in the dimness of the tent, her heart hammering. When she saw the figure was actually a woman, she felt almost giddy with relief.

“Ah, you’re awake,” the woman said. She spoke Canaanite, but in an accent foreign to Rahab.

“I want my father,” Rahab said, her voice trembling.

“Your father is not here, girl, and you’ll have to get used to doing without him. Now, how are you feeling? I’m afraid Sahir hit you a little too hard; you’ve been out for quite a while.”

You’ll have to get used to doing without him? What did that mean? Was her father dead?

“Where is my father? My mother? My brothers?” she demanded. “Why am I here alone? Have you dared to hurt them?”

She would kill this woman if her family was dead. She would kill all of these people. She didn’t care if she died too. She would do it.

Rahab stared as hard as she could at the ugly middle-aged woman who was speaking to her. “Where are they?” she repeated in a louder voice.

The woman shrugged. “I imagine they are on their way back to wherever they came from. The goods they were transporting so carefully to Joppa now belong to us. And you, my girl, apparently are one of those prizes, thanks to that idiot Sahir.”

The woman bent over Rahab and put a hard hand on her forearm. “Get up and come outside. I want to look at you.”

Rahab stumbled behind the woman out into the late day sunlight. Her headache ratcheted up as the brilliance of the day struck her eyes.

“Look at me,” the woman said sharply.

Rahab, who was almost as tall as the woman, stared at her unblinkingly.

“Ah,” the woman breathed as she looked Rahab over from her head to her feet. Then she grasped Rahab’s sore chin in her fingers and turned her face slowly from one side to the other. “Perhaps Sahir was right after all. Even he has to be right sometimes, I suppose. You could be worth a fortune to us.”

Rahab did not understand what the woman was talking about, but the calculating look in her eyes reminded Rahab of the way she had seen merchants look at wares they were thinking of buying. Her anger died, replaced by an intense, overpowering fear.
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The woman took Rahab back into the tent and remained with her for the remainder of the night. Two men were posted outside the tent flap, defeating any hopes Rahab had of escape. Finally she slept.

When she woke in the morning, she could hear the noise from the camp outside. Men were talking and when a donkey brayed someone shouted a curse at it. She sat up, pushed her disheveled hair off her face, and looked around for the woman, whose name she had learned was Aya. The flap to the tent opened and the woman came in carrying a water jar.

“Drink,” she said, pouring some of the water into a cup and handing it to Rahab. Rahab finished the cup and asked for more. After Rahab had finished the second cup, Aya said, “We will be leaving shortly. I’ll bring you some bread and dates to break your fast.”

“Wait!” Rahab cried as the woman started to leave. “You must tell me why you have taken me. You have our donkeys and our wine. You don’t need me. Please, Aya, let me go!”

“Idiot,” the woman said. “You are never going home to your pitiful little farm. You are going to Egypt, my girl. The great lords there have palaces a poor little peasant like you could never even dream of. You will dine off golden plates, eat perfectly prepared delicacies, and drink only the best of wines. You will be dressed in the finest of white linen and wear magnificent jewels to adorn your beauty. You will be cosseted as much as any grand Egyptian lady. One day you will thank us for what we have done for you. You’ll see.”

Rahab stared at the furrowed, sunburned face of Aya in amazement. What could she be talking about? Why should she be treated like some grand lady?

“Do you think I am an Egyptian?” she asked, wondering if Aya might be a little muddled in the head.

The woman cast her eyes upward in disbelief at such stupidity. “No, you are not an Egyptian, girl. That face never came out of Egypt. But it will be part of the spice, you see, that you are different.”

“No, I don’t see.” Unlike most girls in her culture, Rahab was accustomed to speaking her mind. As the only girl, and the youngest in the family, she had been indulged far beyond the limits of most girl children. “What are you talking about?” she demanded. She knew her voice was surprisingly husky for one her age.

Aya’s slanted brown eyes narrowed. She said slowly and clearly, “We are going to sell you, my dear. One of those debauched Egyptian lords will pay a fortune for a chance to get his hands on you. Sahir knew it the minute he saw your face.” Her lips curled in a smile. “You are a defiant little thing too. I hear some of the lords relish a challenge.”

Rahab did not fully understand what the woman was talking about, but she understood enough to know that, if these bandits had their way, her future would be horrible. They had something evil in mind for her and her skin prickled with fear. She couldn’t help the tears that came into her eyes.

“Let me go home,” she begged. “Please, please, let me go home.”

The tent fold opened again and this time a man came in. He was dressed in the usual costume of Canaan, a tunic that stopped halfway between his knees and his ankles, with leather sandals on his feet. His hair was mixed with gray but his beard was still mostly brown.

He addressed himself to Aya. “I want to see this so-called prize myself before I go to the expense of shipping her off to Egypt.”

Aya gestured toward the trembling Rahab. “There she is.”

“Bring her outside so I can see better.”

Rahab tried to hold her ground, but Aya pushed her so hard she fell to her knees.

“Get up,” the woman said with contempt. “You’ll only make trouble for yourself by resisting.”

In the part of Rahab’s brain that had not been paralyzed by fear, she realized the truth of this statement and walked out of the tent without further protest.

The early morning sky was cloudless. It was autumn, and there was always the possibility of clouds, and perhaps even rain, coming in later, but the bright light showed Rahab the line of men on horseback and the huge collection of loaded donkeys that would make up their train.

Rahab summoned all her courage and said to the man contemptuously, “You are filthy thieves who prey on good, hardworking people, and I despise you.”

The man laughed. “I see we have a spitfire here.” He grabbed Rahab’s chin as Aya had done and held her face up to him. Her instinct was to pull away, but the pain in her jaw reminded her of what these people could do. She stared over his shoulder, pretending he was not there.

“Amazing,” the man said. He dropped his hand and Rahab backed away. His eyes raked up and down her body. “How old are you?”

“Twelve.”

“You look younger. Which is good—not a child but not yet a woman.” He reached out and ran a rough hand down the front of Rahab’s tunic. She gasped and pulled away.

“Sweet little buds.” He looked at Aya. “She is perfect. We will get good money from the slavers for her.”

Rahab finally understood. “No!” she screamed. “No! No! No! I won’t be a slave! You can’t make me!”

“Oh, I rather think we can,” the evil man said. “Tie her up, Aya, but be careful. I don’t want her marked; it will affect her value.”

“Aye, Ugar. I understand.”

Rahab fought, but she was helpless against the strength of the two men who came to help Aya bind her hands and feet and load her into a litter.



Two

IT’S A LITTLE BIGGER THAN RAMAC, EH? ” NAHSHON asked his son, who seemed to have become as tall as he was overnight.

“More than a little,” Sala replied as he looked around the teeming waterfront. Gaza was one of the greatest ports on the Great Sea, a stronghold that once was part of Canaan but had been annexed by Egypt years before. Sala’s father was a successful merchant in the smaller port of Ramac, farther north on the coast of Canaan, and he was in Gaza to purchase a new boat to accommodate his increasing shipping business. Nahshon might be a Jew, but everyone knew the Egyptians made the best ships in the world. And when it came to business, Nahshon was not fussy about who he associated with.

Father and son stood together under the bright afternoon sun, their eyes taking in the sights in front of them. Dark-skinned porters carried heavy loads on their backs to and from the many ships docked along the wharves; merchants haggled over the prices of their wares, and a crowd of noisy urchins clustered around a man with a bright-colored bird in a cage. Then there were the sailors with packs on their backs shoving their way through the crowds, probably headed for an inn and a jug of wine. Ramac had a busy waterfront too, but Sala had never seen anything as loud, colorful, and crowded as this.

“Come,” Nahshon said, and Sala followed his father down the cobbled path to the wharves, where more ships were tied up than Sala had ever seen in his life. His eyes darted from one to the next, admiring the furled colored sails and the gleaming wood. His father stopped in front of a sturdy wooden boat whose broad deck was neatly stacked with barrels of wine and bales of wool. The top of the boat’s tallest mast bore the carved figure of a winged woman looking proudly forward.

“This is just the kind of boat I need,” Nahshon said with satisfaction.

It was a good boat, Sala agreed, a useful boat for a merchant. But his eyes went wistfully to the long, elegant ship that was just now putting out to sea. It had eight oars on either side and they slid through the water as easily as a knife slides through a piece of fruit. It must be some Egyptian noble’s private ship, he thought, his eyes caressing its long sleek lines.

“Time to go back to the inn,” his father said briskly. “I have an appointment in an hour.”

Sala nodded, his eyes still on the elegant craft as it sailed regally toward the horizon.

Nahshon slapped him on the shoulder. “Look all you want, my son, but that kind of life is not for us. Israelites have not fared well in Egypt since the time of Joseph, and I have been careful to keep my religion out of any dealings I might have with the people here. These ship builders are only interested in my money, but there’s no sense in borrowing trouble. They think I am a Canaanite from Joppa, and that’s how I want to keep it.”

“I understand, Father,” Sala said, and the man and boy made their way back up the cobbled steps into the streets of Gaza.
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Nahshon had not come to Gaza with just his son. He had brought some of his workers with him, and when they returned to the inn, Sala found himself surrounded by men from home, all of them talking about ships. Sala was interested in ships, but he was also sixteen years old and this was his first time in a city bigger than Ramac. He wanted to look around without someone keeping watch on him. So when his father’s appointment, a wide man with a sweaty face and a pungent odor, arrived and the men disappeared into the common room to discuss business, Sala slipped out the back door of the inn.

The warren of streets that wound throughout the city might have daunted another boy, but Sala had been blessed with a keen sense of direction. He did not doubt that he could find his way back to the inn, no matter how turned around the streets might become, and he set off with confidence.

The sun was bright overhead, but the streets were so enclosed that it rarely penetrated into the maze of shops and stalls and markets that made walking in a straight line impossible. You must be able to buy anything you want in Gaza, Sala thought as he strolled along the winding streets, taking in the jumble of wares set out for sale. Bakers, weavers, potters, sandal-makers, fishmongers, and fruit sellers manned the shops. There were also basket makers, barbers, wine sellers, and stonecutters. There was jewelry that Sala thought must be made of real gold, it was so beautiful, and many stalls offered the little scarabs so prized by Canaanites as well as Egyptians.

As he wandered, fascinated, through the crowded alleys and streets, Sala lost all sense of time. He was looking at some honey cakes and inhaling their tantalizing smell when it dawned on him that he was starving. Luckily he had some money with him, and he bought one of the cakes and leaned against the side of an old mud-brick building to enjoy it.

He had just finished the cake and was dusting his hands together to get the stickiness off when he saw a young girl hurrying down the street in his direction. Her long hair was flying loose and she was almost running. There were plenty of girls of all ages, shapes, and sizes in the market, but what caught Sala’s attention was the look of sheer terror on this little girl’s face.

When she was almost abreast of him, he found himself stepping in front of her and saying in Canaanite rather than his native Hebrew, “Are you all right? Can I help you?”

She pulled up short and tilted her head back to stare at him. Her eyes were dilated and she was breathing hard. She cast a hunted look over her shoulder.

“Let me by!” There was a hysterical note in her voice.

Sala tried to make his voice sound quiet and trustworthy. Her fear was so palpable he could almost smell it. “I can see something is wrong. Please, won’t you let me help you? I won’t hurt you, I promise.”

She bit her lip so hard that blood sprang out. “How can you help me?”

She was young, Sala could see. Her eyes reminded him of a terrified animal, cornered and fighting for its life. “You tell me that. I can see you are afraid. Are you running away from someone?”

If she said she was a runaway slave, he wasn’t sure what he could do. But something about her made him think she wasn’t a slave. And he wanted to help her.

Her face was damp with perspiration, but suddenly she began to shiver as if she was cold. “I was kidnapped by evil men and they are going to sell me as a slave! I managed to get away but I know they are looking for me.”

Sala didn’t doubt her. It was well known that girls of good families were often kidnapped and sold into slavery. “Come with me,” he said, and reached for her hand.

After the briefest of hesitations, she put her hand in his and let him lead her back into the warren of streets he had just come through. She wanted to run but he stopped her. “We don’t want to call attention to ourselves.”

He shortened his long stride so she didn’t have to skip to keep up with him. “Where were you when you escaped?” he asked, trying to focus his attention ahead and not on what might be behind them.

“I think we were on the outer part of the city. They had a big caravan of donkeys and horses that they put into an open field, but they brought me to an inn.” For a little girl, she had a remarkably husky voice.

He tried to sound calm and practical. “I think I should take you back to the inn where I am staying. My father is there and he will protect you. He is an important man; no slavers will dare to question him.”

[image: 9781595548771_INT_0022_001]
Rahab thought this was an excellent idea. She had prayed to Asherah and the goddess had sent this boy to help her. She gripped his long, slender fingers with her smaller hand and hurried as hard as she could to keep up with him.

He knows exactly where he’s going. He has to be a native of this city.

For some reason, she trusted him. His grip was so reassuring. He seemed so grown-up and sure of himself. Her initial terror was fading into a sense of security. This boy and his father would take care of her.

Finally the boy said, “Here we are. This is the inn where I am staying.”

It was a much nicer looking inn than the place where the kidnappers had taken Rahab, and she tried to smooth down her disheveled hair and straighten her robe as they walked into a tiny entry room.

“Remain here, and I will get my father,” the boy said.

Suddenly her terror returned. “No!” Rahab grabbed his arm as tightly as she could. “Don’t leave me. I want to stay with you.”

He looked down into her face and she held her breath. Then he gave her a faint, comforting smile. “Very well. Come along with me.”

They climbed the narrow staircase to the second floor and she followed him to a room at the end of a short hallway. He opened the door and peered in.

“Father?” Rahab understood the word, but then he began to speak in a language she did not know. A moment later a man walked into view. Rahab peered at him from behind the boy and bit her lip.

He was tall and stern looking. Rahab waited, poised to run again if she had to. Father and son talked in the strange language, of which she could understand only a few words, then the man looked at her and said in fluent Canaanite, “Come in, little girl. I want to speak to you.”

Rahab cast an anxious glance up at her savior. He said softly, “It’s all right. No one here will hurt you. This is my father, a good man.”

Rahab knew she had to trust him, that she had no other choice, and she walked in the door.

It was a decent size room, with two sleeping mats rolled up in one of the corners. The rest of the furniture was simple wood stools and a large wooden chest that had some clothes neatly folded on top of it.

“What is your name, my child?” the man asked.

“Rahab.” Her voice came out as a tremor and she said it again, more clearly, “My name is Rahab.”

“A pretty name. And where are you from, Rahab?”

“I am from Ugaru, a village just outside of Jericho.”

“Tell me what happened to bring you from Jericho to Gaza.”

The story poured out of Rahab. She didn’t cry until she got to the part about them wanting to sell her to an Egyptian lord as a slave. “They said they would get a fortune for me. What kind of people would pay a fortune for me? I don’t sing or dance. I have no special talents. I think they must have been mad, those bandits. But they wouldn’t let me go! They were going to sell me to someone here in Gaza who would take me on a ship to Egypt.”

Over her head she saw the eyes of father and son meet. The man said, “Did they hurt you, Rahab?”

She sniffled. “Of course they hurt me! They hit me and tied my hands so I couldn’t escape. They are horrible, horrible people.”

The man looked for a long time into her eyes. Then he nodded, as if he was satisfied. “They wanted to sell a virgin. That would get them more money.”

Rahab shuddered.

The boy asked, “How did you get away?”

She told them about the tiny window and how she had managed to squeeze herself onto the roof and jump onto the ground. “I am skinny and I am a good jumper,” she finished proudly. “Even my brothers say I am a good jumper. I once jumped from the top of the stable into the muck pile. It was very far and I didn’t get hurt.”

“You are an intrepid girl, Rahab,” the man said and he smiled. He looked different when he smiled. “My name is Lord Nahshon, and this is my son, Sala. We are from Ramac.”

Rahab had never heard of Ramac, but she nodded as if she had.

“I am happy to know you,” she said politely, the way her mother had taught her.

Sala said, “We need to return Rahab to her parents, Father. They must be worried about her.”

Tears sprung into Rahab’s eyes. “Oh, please take me home. My mother will have been crying and crying, wondering what has happened to me.”

Lord Nahshon sighed. “I will find some way to get you back to your parents, I promise. You are a lucky girl that you got away from those men. Your future with them would have been bleak indeed.”

“I know,” she replied in a small voice.

“I will go now and ask the landlady to find a room for you. You need to rest. We will talk later.”

“Yes, sir. My lord, that is,” Rahab amended hastily. They had lords in Jericho, she knew, but she had never met any. She had lived all her life on her parents’ farm and had never been beyond their local village. But lords were important people, almost as important as the king himself.

“Stay with her while I go and find the landlady,” Lord Nahshon said to his son in Hebrew. “I had better speak to her myself. This is a respectable house and she will need to be reassured that the girl is not a prostitute.”

“Yes, Father.”

As soon as they were alone together, Rahab looked up at Sala. He was a very good-looking boy. His hair was black as night and worn shorter than the men of Jericho wore theirs. His nose was thin and elegantly curved and his dark brown eyes looked both warm and intelligent. He was quite tall, taller than her brother Shemu, but slender. She wondered how old he was but didn’t think it would be polite to ask.

“What language were you speaking?” she asked instead.

“Hebrew. We are Israelites, Rahab. There are many Israelites in Canaan, but most of them live in small towns in the Judean hills. My father and I live in Ramac, the only Israelite city on the Great Sea. We came to Gaza to buy a new ship for my father’s fleet. He is a merchant.”

“I do not know about Israelites,” Rahab said, careful to pronounce the word correctly. “Are you different from us?”

“Yes, we are different. We do not worship your gods, we worship one God only, the God who created the world.”

Rahab frowned. This sounded strange to her. “Is this god like our Baal?”

Sala’s lips tightened and for a moment he looked forbidding. “He is nothing like Baal, or any other of your gods. He is the one true God; your gods are just make-believe.”

Sala was making her nervous. It was not good luck to say bad things about the gods. Besides, she was sure it was the lady Asherah who had saved her from the bandits. But she did not want to argue with Sala—he was her savior after all. So Rahab smiled and asked a different question and they were still talking when Lord Nahshon came back into the room.



Three

DURING THE TIME LORD NAHSHON WAS AWAY, SALA learned the names and likes and dislikes of everyone in Rahab’s family as well as the specifics of her kidnapping. When Lord Nahshon returned, an older woman with a brown, wrinkled face was with him. Sala thought she looked like a shriveled old date.

Sala’s father said, “Rahab, this is Hura, and she is going to watch over you while we are in Gaza. We are a group of men and you cannot be alone with us. It would not be right. Hura will show you to the room I have taken for you and then she will bring you some fresh clothing. She has a granddaughter who is about your size.”

Lord Nahshon spoke with quiet authority, but Rahab shook her head. “Thank you, my lord, but I don’t want to stay here, I want to go home. Please, can’t you just send me back to my father?”

Lord Nahshon looked a little taken aback and Sala smothered a grin. His father was not accustomed to having his arrangements questioned by anyone, let alone a little girl.

“When I have decided how to accomplish that, I will inform you,” Lord Nahshon replied, looking down his hawk-like nose.

Rahab didn’t seem satisfied by this answer. She glanced at Sala and he shook his head slightly, telling her she shouldn’t ask anything else right now.

Her lips pinched together and an elusive dimple flickered in her cheek. Then she bowed her head and said, “All right, I will go with Hura.” She turned to the door, then stopped, looked back, and added with conscientious politeness, “Thank you, Lord Nahshon, for helping me.”

“You are welcome,” Sala’s father replied.

After the door had closed behind her, Lord Nahshon turned to Sala, shaking his head. “Whatever made you pick that child up, Sala? She is a Canaanite; she has nothing to do with us.”

“It was the look of terror on her face,” Sala said. “You would have done the same thing, Father. It would have been heartless not to help her. She is a little girl. I couldn’t just ignore her.”

Lord Nahshon sighed. “Well, I suppose I am saddled with her now. As you say, it would be heartless to turn her loose on the streets of Gaza. A girl child who looks like that, some unsavory character would be sure to pick her up. I wouldn’t like having her fate on my conscience.”

Sala felt a shiver run up and down his back at the thought of what might have befallen the spunky little girl.

Lord Nahshon said, “Did she tell you anything else about herself?”

“Yes. She comes from one of the villages that are part of Jericho’s territory. Her father owns vineyards. Apparently the harvests were excellent this year and he and some of his neighbors decided to ship their excess wine into Egypt. They were on their way to Joppa when they were attacked. Rahab was the only person in the party the bandits took, but they captured many of the loaded donkeys. She has brothers as well as a father, and perhaps someone went to Joppa to look for her, but I doubt they would have thought to try Gaza.”

“One of those bandits got a look at her face and saw his fortune,” Lord Nahshon said grimly. “We will have to keep her hidden while we remain in Gaza.”

“She’s smart,” Sala said. “She got away. I doubt many girls would have managed that.”

Lord Nahshon pinched his nose. “Do you know how old she is?”

“She’s twelve.”

“Twelve! She looks younger.” He blew out of the nose he had just been pinching. “So, thanks to your gallantry, here I sit with a twelve-year-old Canaanite girl on my hands.”

“You’ll think of something, Father,” Sala said confidently.

Nahshon sighed. “Well, I’m not paying to send her all the way to Jericho. We’ll have to take her home with us and I’ll dispatch a message to her family asking them to send someone to collect her. That’s the best I can do.”

Sala smiled his approval. "I’m sure she’ll be no trouble, Father. She’s only a little girl.”

“A Canaanite girl, my son, and a stunningly beautiful one at that.” Nahshon shook his head. “I don’t know what your mother and sisters will say.”

“They will feel sorry for her, as you and I do,” Sala replied.

Lord Nahshon grunted. “I hope so. Now let us prepare ourselves for dinner.”
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After dinner Sala found Rahab in the kitchen with Hura. Her chaperone was helping the other maids clean the dishes, and Rahab was sitting at a scarred wooden table looking gloomy.

Her face brightened when she saw him and she gave him a brilliant, welcoming smile. He joined her at the table.

“You look better,” he said as he sat down.

“Hura was very nice. She helped me to wash and she brought me clean clothes.” She shuddered. “I didn’t want to wear anything those filthy thieves had touched.”

“I don’t blame you. I came to tell you my father’s plan. You are to come back to Ramac with us and then he will send a messenger to Jericho to tell your family where you are. Your father can send someone to bring you home.”

Rahab clapped her hands. “How happy they will be to find out I am safe and coming home!”

Sala looked at her radiant face and thought she was the most confident girl he had ever known. He had four sisters, two older than he and two younger, and none of them would have been comfortable sitting in an inn kitchen chattering away to a strange young man as if they were the best of friends. And after all she had been through!

Canaanite girls must be different from Israelite girls, who were kept sequestered from men who were not of their family. Of course, from what he had heard about the Canaanite religion, the women would have to be brought up differently. They certainly seemed looser with their virtue.

“What kind of a house do you have?” Rahab was asking. “Are you rich? You must be, if your father is a lord. We aren’t rich but we have some good vineyards. Does your father have many ships? Do you think I could ride on one of them?”

Out of this torrent of questions, Sala picked the one he could answer most easily. “Women are not allowed on ships. It’s considered bad luck.”

The smile was replaced by a look of astonishment. “Bad luck? Why?”

Sala had no idea why; it was just something he had always heard. He shrugged. “Everyone says it.”

“I never heard such a thing.”

Sala looked down his nose at this girl who barely came up to his chin. “You know nothing about ships. You told me you had never even seen the sea before you came to Gaza. How should you know anything about a seaman’s rules?”

She raised her chin. “I know rules like that are stupid. Why should women bring bad luck? Can you tell me one reason?”

Sala stared at her in amazement. Who does this little creature think she is?

He said, “They must bring girls up differently among your people. Israelites expect their women to be mild-mannered and courteous.”

Rahab mimicked his shrug. “Canaanite women are supposed to be like that too, but my father lets me do whatever I want.”

What a stupid man he must be.

“How old are your sisters? Will I like them?”

Sala noticed she didn’t ask if they would like her. He shook his head. This Rahab was different from any girl he had ever met. “I have two older sisters who are married and live with their husbands. Then I have two sisters who are younger than I am. There is Rachel, who is fourteen, and Leah, who is twelve.”

“I have never heard names like that. They’re pretty.”

“They are Israelite names. They were named after two of the women who were married to Nahshon, our great forebear.”

“And Nahshon is your father’s name!”

“Yes.”

“Who are you named for, Sala?”

“I am named for my father’s father. I was born two days after he died, so I was named for him.”

“Sala!” One of his father’s men was at the door. “Come. We have heard some news and your father wishes you to hear it.” The man sounded excited.

Sala got up. “I will bid you good night, Rahab. I hope you sleep well.”

“Thanks to you, Sala, I will.”
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When Sala walked into the common room, all of the men turned to look at him. Even before he had taken a seat, Nahshon spoke. “I have been telling everyone of something amazing I just heard. A man came to see me, an Israelite who lives in Gaza who knows who I am. He told me the Israelites who escaped from Egypt so long ago have been located! We all thought they must have died in the desert, but it seems that is not the case. They have been living at Kadesh, in the Wilderness of Zin, for many years. And we never knew! None of us here in Canaan ever knew!”

Amos, Lord Nahshon’s head mariner, was the first to speak. “But there were thousands of them, my lord, or so we have always heard. How can so many have lived for so long in the desert?”

“There is water in Kadesh, and perhaps there are not so many of them as we have always thought,” Nahshon replied.

Sala had been told of the Egyptian Israelites and of the escape that had happened before he was born. But he had always been told they had perished in the desert. It was astonishing to hear they were actually alive.

After the men had departed, Sala went up to his father, questions bubbling up inside him. Lord Nahshon gave him a rueful grin and put a hand on his shoulder. “I am still not used to standing eye-to-eye with you, my son.” His face sobered. “This is wonderful news, Sala. I feel as if the heart of our people has just been resurrected from the dead.”

“ ‘The heart of our people,’ Father? What do you mean by that?”

“Let us sit down, Sala, and talk.”

Sala followed his father to a bench at the side of the room. Once they were seated, Nahshon said, “Do you remember the story of Joseph, the son of Jacob, who became a great lord in Egypt? You must remember it; I taught you myself.”

“Of course I remember, Father. Joseph went to Egypt because his brothers tried to kill him. And when there was a famine in Canaan, many of the people went down into Egypt, including Joseph’s brothers, because they knew there was food there. Joseph, who was now a lord, forgave his brothers and fed all of the Israelites who had come into Egypt. And many of them liked it there and decided to remain in the country as honored subjects of the Pharaoh.”

Nahshon looked pleased. “That is correct. Not all of our people went into Egypt during the famine, but well over half of us did and they stayed. However, after Joseph died, the situation of Israelites in Egypt deteriorated, until, finally, they were little more than slaves.”

Lord Nahshon looked off across the room as if he was remembering something. “I can clearly recall my father talking about the situation of our Egyptian brothers. His ships frequently sailed into the Egyptian Delta to deliver merchandise, and so he knew all about what was happening to our people.”

Nahshon stopped talking, his gaze still focused on that faraway something. After a moment Sala prompted him, “They were slaves?”

“They were being used for forced labor in the building of the city of Ramses. But there was little we Israelites in Canaan could do to help them. All of the cities in this country owe allegiance to Egypt, and we Israelites are only a small number of the Canaanite population.”

“I know,” Sala said in a subdued voice. This was something he had often heard, the lament that the land that should belong to his people and his God had been given over to the false gods of the Canaanites.

Nahshon suddenly turned his head and his black eyes glittered as he stared unflinchingly at his son. “Never forget that Canaan is our land, Sala, given to us by Elohim Himself. We are the people of God, not the Canaanite worshippers of Baal. This is why the discovery of the Israelites from the desert is so important to us. If they are planning to enter Canaan to reclaim the land of our fathers, of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob, then we must be ready to join with them!”

Sala felt his blood thrill at his father’s words. He had been taught the history of his people, but it had always seemed so far in the past to him. Life was different today, or so he had always thought. Now it seemed as if their great days might not be over yet.

Nahshon was going on, “Think of it, Sala! Our Promised Land. A Canaan that is Israelite from border to border. The God of Abraham, the God of Israel, will be restored to His rightful place, and Baal and all his filthy rituals will be swept from our sacred soil.”

Sala had never heard his father speak this way. Nahshon had always been a pragmatic businessman, willing to work with anyone if it meant making a profit. And now he was talking about war! About conquest! Sala felt the thrill in his blood turn to fire.

“Do you think the Egyptian Israelites will do that, Father? Do you think they will try to conquer the land of Canaan?”

Nahshon let out a long breath. “I was a young boy when we learned about the escape from Egypt, but I can still remember how excited my father was. It was all anyone could talk about. We kept looking for them and looking for them. It is not that long a journey from Egypt into Canaan, and we expected to see them anytime.

“We knew they could not come by the Way of the Sea—they would have been too visible—they would have to come through the Sinai. But they vanished into the desert and, after a while, we gave up waiting. Everyone believed they had died of disease or starvation. And now—after all these years—to hear of their survival! It is miraculous.”

Sala’s breath caught with awe. “It is a miracle. It must be.”

“We must try to contact them, see how many are left, what their plans are.” The room had grown darker as they talked and Lord Nahshon’s teeth gleamed white as he smiled. “The day of the Lord is coming, Sala. Let us rejoice and be glad.”



Four

THE MEN FROM RAMAC REMAINED IN GAZA FOR SEVERAL more days while Lord Nahshon made arrangements to purchase a ship. He had been lucky enough to find one already built by one of the most highly regarded ship builders in Canaan. The previous owner had died and his widow was anxious to be rid of it. Lord Nahshon, to his profound satisfaction, got a bargain.

A few of Lord Nahshon’s seamen sailed the ship back to Ramac, leaving Nahshon, Sala, and the rest to return by land with Rahab. Before they left Gaza, Lord Nahshon sent a message with a caravan going toward Jericho. The message was to Rahab’s family and told them where they could find her to fetch her home.

“They had better come for her,” Lord Nahshon said to Sala grimly as he watched the messenger set off. “I don’t want to be burdened with a Canaanite girl for the rest of my life.”

“Someone will come for her,” Sala replied. “I think she’s her father’s favorite. He spoils her dreadfully, lets her do whatever she wants—or so she tells me.”

Lord Nahshon frowned in disapproval. “Well, she’ll find things are different when your mother takes her in hand.”

Sala laughed.
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Rahab had been hoping she would get to travel on the ship, but she refrained from complaining when she discovered Sala would be traveling with her by land. It was not far from Gaza to Ramac, only a two-day journey along the Way of the Sea, the main road from Egypt into Canaan and Mesopotamia. Sala had assured Rahab that the route was so well traveled that it was perfectly safe from bandits, so she could relax and enjoy herself.

Rahab was beginning to regard everything that had happened to her as an adventure. She hadn’t forgotten how frightened she had been, but she was proud she had escaped the evil bandits, and she did not fully understand how dreadful her fate would have been if Sala had not rescued her. For now, it was exciting to be so far from home, seeing all these new places and meeting new people. And she adored spending time with Sala.

He was her main companion on the journey. Lord Nahshon had paid Hura to travel with them, but the older woman rode a donkey, leaving Rahab and Sala to walk together. She was curious about his background and religion and he readily answered her unceasing stream of questions as they walked along the busy road.

The Gaza caravan they had joined was going all the way to Damascus and it was huge. There were over two hundred donkeys, and Sala and Rahab stayed close to the front to avoid the dust the animals kicked up as they walked.

“What kind of a temple do you have in Ramac?” Rahab asked. “Our village has only a small one, but my father and brothers have told me there is a magnificent temple to Baal in Jericho, and a shrine to Asherah too. Do you have a big temple to your god in Ramac?”

Sala’s nostrils quivered as if he had smelled something rancid. “Israelites do not have temples. Our God is hidden; we do not make images of Him. He is too great for that. It would be impossible to make an image that could capture His immensity.”

Rahab’s brows knit together. “But how do you know what He looks like then?”

He shot her a quick look. “We do not know what He looks like. He may appear to us in the things of this world, in fire or clouds, but He does not have a form like ours. He is Elohim, the Creator. There is no one else like Him.”

One of the donkeys in front of them jumped and skittered to the side of the road. The man walking beside him shouted and smacked him with his hand. The donkey brayed loudly and pawed the ground.

“He probably saw a snake,” Sala called ahead.

“No,” the man shouted back. “He is just stupid.”

The donkey finally swung in behind its fellow and the line continued its methodical pace forward.

“But your god must have a mother,” Rahab said, her puzzlement increasing. “And a wife and children.”

Sala was carrying a walking stick and now he slammed it into the ground and swung around to look at her. He was scowling. “You have no idea how ridiculous you sound. You Canaanites have made up foolish gods who are like people, but Elohim is not like us. He created us, but He is not like us.” He stared down his narrow, curved nose at her. “God created men and women, Rahab. All of the people in the world are descended from His first creations, but only we, the Israelites, have remained faithful to Him, the real Lord. That is why we are His special people.”

“So you only worship this one god, this Elohim, and you don’t have any other gods or goddesses—is that what you are saying?” It sounded so strange that she wanted to be certain she had understood him properly.

“Yes.”

“But you live in the land of Canaan, the land of Baal—”

Sala cut in before she could finish her thought. “Canaan is  our land, the land of the Israelites! Elohim promised it to our people ages ago. It does not belong to you!”

The conversation was not going the way Rahab had thought it would when she innocently mentioned temples. Sala seemed a different person when he was talking about this god of his.

Rahab stared down at her feet as she thought. Her sandals were covered with dust, as were her narrow toes and instep, but she scarcely noticed. Her mind was busy trying to grasp what Sala was saying.

They walked in silence for a while before she looked up and said in the most reasonable voice she could muster, “But Canaan is the home of the Canaanite people, Sala. You and your father and the people of Ramac are the only Israelites I have ever met, ever heard of. You are small and we are big. This can never be your land.”

She watched as Sala lifted his face and squinted up into the intensely blue sky, as if the answer he sought were written there. “You don’t understand, Rahab. Once Canaan was ours, the home of the Israelites. Elohim told our forefather Abraham that He was giving this land to Abraham and all his descendants. He made a covenant with us, that He would be our God and we would be His people. And as a sign of that, He would give us the land of Caanan.”

Sala turned his head to look at her. There was a line like a sword between his eyebrows. His voice was no longer passionate; he sounded calm and positve. “Canaan should be our land, Rahab, the land of the Israelites. You will not hold it forever. Our time will come.”

He was making Rahab nervous. She put a tentative hand on his arm and said anxiously, “Surely it can be both our lands? Why can we not live in peace together?”

His brow smoothed out and he patted the hand on his arm. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to frighten you. You’re just a girl; it’s impossible for you to understand these things.”

His condescension infuriated Rahab more than all his talk. “I understand perfectly well,” she snapped. “You think your god is better than our gods and that Israelites are better than Canaanites. Do you think I am as stupid as that donkey? You couldn’t have made yourself clearer. I just think you are wrong.”

Sala let out a long slow breath. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to insult you. Let us talk of something else.”

“Perhaps it would be better not to talk at all for a while,” Rahab replied. “I think I will go and see how Hura is doing.”

She turned her back on him and made her way down the line of donkeys.
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Ramac was much smaller than Gaza. The walls of the city were made of mud brick, not stone, but they were very high, and the cobbled road from the gates to the waterfront was straight, with a clear view down to the sea. The houses along the main street were square and substantial looking, and Sala’s house was among the grandest of them all. Clearly Lord Nahshon was a rich man.

What Rahab liked best about Ramac, though, was that you could see the water from almost any point in the city. It shimmered in the sunlight, vast and beautiful, the Great Sea. She thought it was the most wonderful thing she had seen in her life.

Rahab stayed with Sala’s family for ten days, and much of that time she spent with Sala. His mother and sisters did not speak Canaanite and, since Rahab spoke no Hebrew, the women of the house were unable to communicate with her. Rahab sat and sewed with them for a few hours each morning, but the rest of the time she was in Sala’s charge.

She told him she wanted to see the town and the waterfront, and he borrowed one of his sister’s cloaks and veils and took her around the various houses and gardens. He even sneaked her down to the waterfront, where women were not allowed. She stood for a few short minutes on a wharf, where she could see the great merchant ships riding at anchor. But she could not get him to take her for a ride on a boat. Women did not go on boats, he told her, and that was that.

Rahab thought this was a stupid rule, but she held her tongue. She did not want to say anything to alienate Sala. He was the most interesting person she had ever met and she loved being with him. He had traveled to Egypt and Ugarit and Damascus, places Rahab had scarcely heard of. She hung on his every word as he described these exotic locales. He also told her about some of the things that had happened to him when he was there. Some of his stories were funny and she would laugh delightedly, loving the way his smiling brown eyes met hers.

Sala was the only son, and his father was grooming him to take over the shipping business when he was older. Rahab was impressed to learn that Sala had learned how to add up numbers and keep books. He had even learned to read. Lord Nahshon was a learned man and he had taught Sala all the great stories of their religion.

Rahab had heard some of the stories of Baal and Asherah and the other gods and goddesses of Canaan, but Sala said Lord Nahshon had his stories written down on papyrus scrolls and he read them out loud once a week to all the men of the town. From what Rahab could gather, this was what the Israelites did for worship. They did not have temples; they got together and listened to the stories of their faith and discussed them. Sala had learned to read so he could take his father’s place in this duty as well. It was a position that had long been in their family.

Rahab loved to watch Sala’s face as he talked about his Israelite ancestors and how they had learned about their god. He looked so concentrated and intense, as if his very insides were glowing with the power of his words. She could tell that his god, Elohim, meant a great deal to him, that he believed in Elohim with all his heart.

“I’m glad you’re here,” he said to her one day as they sat together in the garden enjoying the early afternoon sun. “You have given me an excuse to take a holiday from work.”

“I like being here too.” Rahab had just finished two seemingly endless hours of sewing with his sisters and his mother. “I don’t think your mother likes me, though. She took away the shirt I was supposed to be hemming today and ripped all the stitches out. Truly, my work was not that bad. But she gave me an unpleasant look and handed me a dish towel to work on.”

His mouth twitched but he didn’t respond.

Rahab went on, “I don’t think your sisters like me either. They look at me as if I were some kind of strange creature from another world.”

“That’s not true. My sister Leah thinks you’re wonderful. She was so impressed when I told her about your escape from the slavers. She’s sure she could never be as brave as that. She said you must come from a family of great warriors.”

Great warriors. Rahab snorted. “I hope you told her my family are farmers—not warriors—and certainly not rich merchants like your family. We don’t have servants like your mother does. My father and my brothers work in the vineyards and the fields, and my mother and my sisters-in-law work to feed and clothe all of us. We’re busy all the time.”

Amusement gleamed in Sala’s eyes. “What do you do, Rahab? Clearly you do not spend your time sewing.”

“Oh, I do a little of this and a little of that,” Rahab replied, waving her hand. “I help whoever needs help at the moment. I am the youngest, you see, and my father doesn’t want me to work too hard. My brothers say I am spoiled.” She grinned. “They’re probably right, but my papa says one day I will secure all their futures and I shouldn’t be worn out in my youth.”

The amusement faded from Sala’s face. “I see.”

“I don’t see how that can possibly happen, but I’m certainly not going to gainsay him. I think he just loves me so much he doesn’t want me to work too hard. But, of course, if my mother asks me to help her, I always do. I love my mother very much.”

Sala was quiet.

She put a hand on his sleeve and said coaxingly, “Tell me the story of Rachel again, and how Jacob served seven years because he wanted to marry her so much.”

The sober look left his face. “Why do you always want to hear that story?”

She didn’t have to think for even a second before she answered, “Because it shows Rachel was an important person.”

“That’s a curious answer.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “I suppose I expected you to say something about Jacob’s love for her.”

“Sala, he only loved her because she was pretty. But he made her important in the eyes of everyone else because of what he did to marry her.” She smiled up into his face. “Not too many women are important, so it’s nice to hear a story about a woman who was.”

He looked at her hand on his sleeve. “Perhaps he loved her for more than her looks. Perhaps he loved her because she was different from other girls.”

“Different? How?”

He flicked her cheek with his finger. “Perhaps she wasn’t afraid to look straight into people’s eyes when they spoke to her. Perhaps she had all sorts of opinions and wasn’t afraid to tell him about them. Perhaps she thought she was just as good as he was and—”

Rahab’s eyes widened. “Are you talking about me?”

“I never said that.” His eyes were dancing with laughter.

She began to laugh back.

“Sala!”

Rahab turned and saw Sala’s mother, Miriam, standing in the garden door. She sighed as Miriam’s angry eyes rested upon her. No, Sala’s mother definitely didn’t like her.

Miriam said something to Sala in a sharp voice and Sala answered. Then he said to Rahab, “My mother wants you to go with her. She is going to teach you how to hem a shirt properly.”

Rahab rolled her eyes at him and began to get to her feet. She saw his lips twitch again before she crossed the garden to join his mother.
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Rahab’s brother Shemu awaited his sister in the large imposing room of the Israelite merchant who had contacted his father about Rahab’s whereabouts. No one in his family knew anything about Israelites, and Shemu had been deeply surprised by the evident wealth in the town of Ramac. So far he had only met the women of the family, who stood in the room with him waiting for Rahab to arrive.

The two girls were pretty enough and had given Shemu shy smiles of welcome. The woman of the house had a face like a stone statue. They spoke no Canaanite, but when Shemu told the servant at the door he had come for Rahab, they had appeared and, from what he could gather from their words, they had sent for his sister.

The three of them stood in silence. Shemu was struggling with mixed feelings. He was glad his sister had been found and was coming home, but he was afraid of what might have happened to her, and not just at the hands of the slavers. Who knew what a wealthy family like this might have felt free to do to a beautiful child like Rahab?

There was a rush of wind in the doorway and then Rahab was throwing herself into his arms. “Shemu! Shemu! I am so glad to see you!”

He closed his arms tightly around his little sister. “I’ve come to bring you home, little one. We are all so glad you’re all right.”

Her arms were tight about his waist. A shiver of fear ran through him. “Look at me, Rahab. Let me see that pretty face of yours.”

She released her hold and stepped back, looking up at him with the steady clear eyes of the innocent child he remembered.

Relief surged through Shemu and he turned to the three women who were in the room with them and smiled. “Thank you for taking such good care of my sister.”

Thank you sounded much the same in both languages, and the girls smiled back, bobbing their heads. The woman’s face never changed.

“What is going on here?”

A young man came striding into the room from the same direction Rahab had come. He said in Canaanite, “Who is this man, Rahab?”

“This is my brother, Shemu. He has come to take me home.”

The young man approached. Shemu could see that he was sixteen or seventeen years of age and he was handsome. When he stopped in front of them, Shemu also saw that he was tall. Shemu had to look up at him.

Rahab took the boy’s hand and said, “This is Sala, my brother. He saved me from the slavers. I was running through the streets of Gaza, not knowing where to go or what to do, when he stopped me and brought me to his father. They have been so good to me! So kind.”

Sala’s eyes were fixed upon Shemu. “You are not traveling alone?” The words sound like an accusation.

Shemu bristled. “Of course not. My wife and another of my brothers are waiting for me outside the city gates. We have made arrangements to travel with a contingent of Syrians as far as Jericho.”

“Good,” Sala said. He lifted an eyebrow. “We don’t want to have Rahab kidnapped again.”

There was something about this boy’s tone Shemu did not like. He was making it sound as if it was his family’s fault Rahab had been captured.

Shemu said evenly, “That will not happen.”

“Good.”

Rahab looked from one male face to the other, clearly sensing something was wrong but not understanding what it might be. “Sala saved my life,” she told her brother. She looked at the boy. “I can never thank you enough.”

He shrugged. “It was your own cleverness and bravery that saved you.”

Rahab was still holding the boy’s hand. It looked so natural that she didn’t even seem to realize she should not be doing such a thing. She looked up at him and said softly, “Will I ever see you again?”

Shemu thought, A stupid question. Of course she won’t ever see him again.

The Israelite said, “It is in the hand of Elohim. Good-bye, Rahab, and may Elohim keep you safe on your journey home.”

Tears sprung to Rahab’s eyes. Shemu put his arm around her shoulders and steered her away from the boy, saying as they went toward the door, “My father has sent you a barrel of our best wine. It is at the inn and I will have it brought over. Thank you for all you have done for my sister. Good-bye.”

Rahab stumbled as he led her out into the sunshine and now he could see the tears rolling down her face.

“Atene cannot wait to see you,” he said brightly, referring to his wife. “She has brought you some clothes and some of Mother’s nut cakes. You know how you love her nut cakes.”

Rahab nodded, sniffled, and composed herself.

“I can’t wait to see Atene either. I have missed her.”

“Those Israelites may have been good to you, but they’re not our kind, Rahab. Best to put them all right out of your mind.”

“Yes,” she said. “I suppose you’re right, Shemu.” Then she added wistfully, “I’ll try to do that.”
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