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PROLOGUE
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FOUR HUNDRED YEARS after Moses led the Hebrews out of slavery in Egypt, Israel’s twelve tribes had settled throughout Canaan. They had no king to unify them, and judges ruled over various tribes. Many Hebrews forgot their God, and a new power rose to enslave them—a sea people with advanced weaponry and coastal strongholds . . . the Philistines.

During this age of oppression, the Angel of the Lord proclaimed that a male child would be born to set the Israelites free.


CHAPTER 1

GUARDIAN OF THE GATES
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Eleventh Century BC—City of Gaza

THE MOON FINDS me at the window. I cinch my tunic's sash and pass a hand over my long hair and beard, but the scents of lavender and perfume refuse to let me go. This is no place for a Hebrew male, in this room at the top of the stairs, in this city that belongs to our enemies.

The Philistines have oppressed us for generations, making slaves of my people, enjoying the fruits of our labor. King Balek and his prince know me well, and my names here in Gaza are many.

Lion tamer.

Fox catcher.

Man killer.

Each has a story with its measure of glory and shame.

I am also called Son of Manoah, but this dishonors my father’s memory. He and my mother, even more than my tribesmen, heaped their expectations upon me. They believed through and through that I was called of God, and to what end? Death and destruction, that’s what. Loss and sorrow and pain. Despite what some may have heard, I am only human. I too carry scars. This life cuts me to the bone the same as it does anyone.

“Samson?”

A breeze parts the curtains, ruffling my beard, and I ignore the husky female voice from the shadows. My gaze is fixed just beyond the city gates, where cloaked shapes crouch and wait. I recognize a few faces. It was men such as these who murdered my fiancée before we had even one night together as husband and wife, and all these years later they still want to finish me off.

No, not now. Not with this perfume still clinging to my robes.

“What’s bothering you?” asks the woman at my back.

“Did you tell anyone I was here?”

“I’m no fool. My business is my business, and I keep it that way.”

“There are men outside.”

“The watchmen probably, making their rounds.”

“It’s an ambush,” I tell her. “That’s what it is. You swear you told no one?”

“No one. But your comings and goings, they are hard to miss.”

Her words send a shiver through me, and for a moment I consider giving myself over to the Philistine horde. My sins are here in the stink of this room, in the bottom of the wine glass. Let them wash it all away in the scent and splash of my blood.

Outside the gates two men chuckle about something until the others quiet them with harsh whispers. If Balek sent them, he should be ashamed. They’re a ragtag group, disorganized.

I turn. “Do they think I’ll just wander into their trap come morning?”

“Go, Samson. Please. Don’t involve me in your troubles.”

Her request is reasonable enough. I pull on my sandals and descend the stairs into the alley. No one seems to see me. Shaking off the effects of this evening’s frivolities, I make my way to the gates. They are locked of course. No one in or out.

“Open up,” I command the guard.

He snaps awake, fumbles his spear, and peers at me. “Samson?”

“Let me pass.”

“I can’t do that. Surely you know this.”

“You aren’t the only one who recognizes me. Those men outside, they wait to attack me.”

“What men? It’s the middle of the night.”

From deep within I feel it, and my hands begin to tremble. “Enough with you. Let me through.” And here it comes, the familiar rush of power, thunder raging in the clouds from the western seas, waters flooding through the wadis in the desert. It’s in my control, born from my own sinew and limbs, but it courses through me in unexpected ways. It’s a rushing, mighty wind that catches me in its vortex and unleashes me like a tempest.

I reach for the gates. My callused hands pry them loose from their posts as the watchman scrambles away. Wood and metal shriek, bolts clang onto the stone beneath my sandals, and I heft the entire load on my shoulders. Motionless, my enemies huddle in the moonlight outside the walls.

“The jackal,” I say, “is breaking free. What’re you waiting for?”

Their eyes are wide, their weapons raised. I growl, hoping to scare them off for good, and only then do I hear movement behind me. I twist around, caught off balance by a rush of men with clubs and swords. They come at me from all sides now. Was the watchman part of this ruse? Is the king or his prince behind this?

I’m dropped to one knee by Philistine steel, some of the finest in all of Canaan. I reposition the huge slabs of wood on my back, then stand and spin. The gates snap the ribs of the nearest ambusher, catch the head of the next. They come at me again. A second blade catches my thigh, a club connects with my forearm, but my whirlwind of wood is unstoppable, and in short order my work is done. I ignore my victims’ moans, take a deep breath, and angle eastward. Tonight this enemy capital lies exposed. Tonight I am the guardian of their gates.

Chosen by God?

Forgive me, Mother, I can only hope it is so.

But feared by men?

Of that there is no doubt. Behind me a dozen foes have been vanquished, and the only figure that dares follow me is small in stature and concealed by a blue hood. Am I surprised? No, I’ve seen it time and again. These women who shrink from my violence are drawn by my physical prowess.

I march beneath the stars, hour after hour, the gates growing heavy on my back. Slivers bite at my skin, blood seeps from the wound on my leg, and sweat drips down my brow. I am reminded of the priest who years ago poured oil over my head, consecrating me as a judge. Was it a mistake? Have I shown myself worthy? Even a judge is not immune to choices and consequence.

Dawn is on the horizon when I crest the hill opposite Hebron, a natural divide between my Hebrew brothers and our oppressors. I drop onto hard sand, and the gates land with a thud beside me. Here they shall remain as a warning. Do you dare cross this line? If so, I, Samson, of the town of Zorah and the tribe of Dan, will stand against you. In these last twenty years I’ve spilled more than my share of blood, and I won’t hesitate to do so again.

In the first glimmer of daylight my head meets the earth. I catch a swish of blue fabric and bejeweled fingers, and the voice purring my name is far warmer than that woman’s back in Gaza.

“Samson? Oh, dear Samson.”

I look up, my vision clouded by pain and exhaustion.

“Here,” she says, “let me help you. I am Delilah.”


CHAPTER 2

INFATUATIONS
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Twenty Years Earlier—Village of Zorah

SAMSON’S MOTHER AND younger brother struck the gnarled olive tree with sticks. Underfoot, a spread cloth caught the falling fruit. This was the family’s tree, its olives a source of oil for their lamps and their cooking, and that which they did not need was left on the branches, per the Law of Moses, for the needs of the poor. Blessed be the name of the Lord.

“Watch your step,” Zealphonis told her son.

“You ready to gather up the cloth?”

“A few minutes more.”

Caleb set about his task with greater zeal, his lanky arms bringing down the olives in bunches. This was only the first step in the process. Next they would collect the olives, bruise them with their hands to remove the pits, then press them for the precious oil within.

“Careful,” Zealphonis said. “We can’t let any go to waste.”

“If Samson were here, he’d shake the tree once, and we’d have all that we need.”

“You know, Caleb, the work didn’t come any easier for him at your age. Most people think you’re older than you are, and you’ve almost outdone him today. It’ll take both of us to gather it all.”

“Where is he? Do you think he’s gone to Timnah again?”

Zealphonis straightened her back and gazed westward over the craggy hillsides. Caleb always knew when she was troubled. Samson, on the other hand? His heart and his sense of mischief led him from one town to the next, often putting him in harm’s way. Samson was the untamed stallion kicking up his heels, while Caleb, even at a young age, was the faithful workhorse.

“Lord knows what your brother is up to,” she murmured.

“He’s got a new friend there.”

“In Timnah? What sort of friend?”

Caleb dropped his stick and took hold of the cloth. Groaning, he tried to pick it up.

“A girl, Caleb? Don’t you keep such a thing from me.”

He laughed. “No, he and Pyzor, one of the Philistine men, they go hunting together. They hunt for jackals, foxes, whatever they can get their hands on.”

“The Philistines are not our friends.”

“Samson doesn’t care. He’s not afraid of anyone.”

“Well,” she said, “it’s not a girl, anyway. That’s some relief.”

“Samson’s nineteen, Mother.”

“Yes, and he’s my son.” She reached for the opposite end of the cloth. “He and his youthful infatuations. If he wants to seriously look—”

“He looks, all right. Who knows if any of it’s serious, though.”

Together mother and son hefted their load down the slope to the olive press. They sat in the shade of their mud-brick hut, pitting the fruit one by one, dropping the pits into a basin between them and the olives into the press. The stone contraption was best operated by a harnessed donkey or by well-muscled Samson. Caleb’s limbs would be tested in this late-summer sun.

As Zealphonis worked, her thoughts returned to the foretelling of Samson’s birth. By any measure it was a miracle. For years she had been unable to give Manoah a son, and she’d seen the emptiness in his eyes as they ate their meals. She wore that shame daily. When she told him he deserved better, he told her she was his wife, and that was all that mattered, but he went to his work in the fields with eyes down and shoulders hunched.

And then, unexpectedly, the Angel of the Lord came to them.

Not just once, but twice.

“Mother, what’s wrong?”

Caleb’s voice shifted her focus to the task at hand. Olive meat clung to her fingernails as she dropped another pit into the basin.

“Still worried about Samson?” he asked.

“What’s he thinking, that son of mine? He should be looking for a respectable girl from among our people, or even better, from within the tribe of Dan. The council is watching him, evaluating. It’s more than just a marriage at stake.”

“Because of the prophecy,” Caleb said.

“He . . . Yes, because he was chosen. He was entrusted to us, to your father and me.”

“By God?”

She nodded.

“What’s the problem? Aren’t you the one who told me about Balaam, how God spoke to him through a donkey? If God can work through a beast of the field, He can work through anyone.”

“Listen to you. Why, you’ve grown into a wise young man. Sometimes I wonder if the Lord chose the wrong . . . ”

Caleb glanced up.

She stopped there. How dare she even think such things or question the wisdom of the Lord? How dare she doubt His power after what she and her husband had seen in the flames?

“Mother!”

This time it was Samson’s rumbling voice that snapped her to attention. He rushed down the slope, dust flying, long locks waving in the breeze whipped up by his own passing. He was a force of nature, a presence that could not be ignored. Try as she might, she could not stay angry with him, even in the face of his brutishness.

“Mercy, Samson, it’s nearly time for our evening meal.”

A twinkle flashed in his deep-set eyes. He grabbed a handful of pits and stuffed them down the back of his brother’s tunic. Caleb gasped, gave him a shove, and threw the pits back at him.

“You rascals,” Zealphonis said, “we need this oil. Now put your energy to good use.”

“I can’t sit still.” Samson picked an object from his hair, then flung his arms wide. “Not today, not until you’ve heard my news.”

“You can share your news while you apply yourself to the press.”

“I’ll give you a hint then.”

“Please, not another one of your riddles and rhymes.”

A grin split his clean-shaven face. “Thin as a twig, but this news is big.”

“And so is your brother’s appetite, especially with supplies as scarce as they are.” She pointed at the stone wheel. “To work, Samson.”

“Is Father here?”

“He’s meeting with the council, and I suspect you are the topic of discussion.”

“Then they shall hear of it too. Everyone needs to know. Mother, I’ve fallen in love.”

Her heart jumped despite the rashness of his announcement. Could it be? Was this part of God’s destiny for him?

“I saw her in Timnah,” he declared. “She’s thin, she’s beautiful, and she’s a Philistine.”


CHAPTER 3

THE PRICE OF PEACE
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A PHILISTINE? IS THIS what he told you?”

Zealphonis nodded.

“What is he thinking?” Manoah said. “He shows no concern for his own people.”

In the moonlight seeping through the hut’s thatched roof, she could see the wrinkles that gathered on her husband’s forehead, the darkness that clouded his eyes. He turned on his side, his back to her, and she noticed his ribs pressed against his undergarment. He was no longer a tireless youth, and his labor in the fields was taking a toll, especially with much of their harvest going to King Balek’s men.

“He’s your son, Manoah. Talk to him.”

“Talk to him, you say. Talk to him. Does Samson listen to my words or those of the council? Does he heed his own mother? Where is he now, in the still of the night? Is he on his bed mat where he belongs? No, he’s taken his brother, and he’s out following his own eyes and his heart.”

“What else should he follow?”

“The heart cannot be trusted. A man’s wandering eyes will lead his heart astray. His faith, his convictions, only they can rightly guide his steps.”

“As his father, you know of such things. He needs to hear it from you.”

Manoah rolled onto his back and ran a hand down his gray-streaked beard.

Zealphonis hoped it was not too late. For all she knew, Samson was cavorting even now with some woman. She had no evidence that such a thing had happened, but thoughts of it often robbed her of sleep and deepened her cries to the Almighty.

“He needs to hear it, yes,” her husband said. “But does he have ears to hear?”

“We know what the angel told us.”

“That was long ago now. God’s been known to change His mind.”

“He gave us a promise, and I . . . ” Her voice caught in her throat. “I believe He will keep it.”

“I want to believe that too.”

“You must. I need to know we are joined together in this. Tell me you remember the flame.”

With jaw clenched, Manoah closed his eyes.

She also closed hers and recalled the figure that appeared to her years ago in the midst of her household duties. He was the Angel of the Lord, he said, come to tell her that she would bear a son, chosen by God to deliver the Israelites from the hand of the Philistines. After years of barrenness and disappointment it was too much to hope for. She worried she would somehow fail. Her husband, mustering his faith, prayed that the angel would appear again, and indeed the angel did return. The angel insisted that the prophecy was true, so long as their child adhered to Nazirite vows by never drinking strong drink, touching a dead body, or cutting his hair. Yes, they agreed, yes, of course they would raise their son according to these vows. Blessed be the name of the Lord.

And then the unbelievable.

As they placed a goat and grain on the altar for a burnt offering, the angel ascended toward heaven in the flames. A flash of yellow heat, and he was gone. They’d never seen anything like it, and they fell facedown, giving glory to God. Her husband said they would surely die, for they had seen the Lord, but she assured him they would not. Just as the angel promised, they would have a son to raise. They and their people would have a deliverer.

Zealphonis rested a hand on her husband’s chest. “It was nineteen years ago, but we both heard it. We saw it. I still have to believe.”

“Forgive me.” Manoah took hold of her hand. “I do remember. Yes, we are in this together.”

That was all she needed. Tomorrow would have troubles of its own as soldiers came through the villages to collect the king’s tribute. Tonight, however, she had the warmth of her husband’s touch. With moisture still clinging to her eyelashes, she fell asleep.
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The soldiers came earlier than usual, their swords flashing in the morning sun. Zealphonis tensed as shouts rang out over huts and households where men and women loaded carts with wheat and produce. Someone screamed. The price of peace in this and the neighboring tribes was obedience to the king. He hoarded food for his storerooms and fuel for his forges and smelters.

“Do you have our payment ready, Manoah?” Zealphonis asked.

“We’ll muster a bit more if we can. Let’s hope it’s enough for these brutes.”

They wheeled their cart into view, joining their neighbors along the dirt road that ran through Zorah. Their load was smaller than some, but at least it covered the bed of the wagon.

“This is of our own doing,” Manoah said.

“What?”

“This commotion.” He added a cluster of grapes to their offering. “If only we’d driven out our enemies while we had the chance, we’d be living in peace. Moses delivered us from Pharaoh, Joshua defeated our foes at Jericho, and still we suffer the blows of these Philistines.”

“Our weapons cannot match theirs.”

“They’re masters of metalwork, it’s true.”

Confirming this, a row of Philistines rounded the corner with swords drawn. The feathers on their helmets stood at attention, their armor gleamed, and blades and spear tips glistened.

“Hebrews, hear me,” their herald cried out. “Line up to present this month’s tribute. King Balek is a fair king, and if you come with what is expected, you’ll have no need to fear. But if your tribute falls short, hear this . . . Next month’s tribute will double.”

The very thought made Zealphonis weary.

In the midst of the soldiers walked Prince Rallah, the king’s son. Rallah wore a dark cape from rings on his breastplate. His beard was trimmed to a thin line and goatee, and his stark eye makeup was meant for intimidation. He carried royalty and privilege like a whip, she thought, using them to demean his own cohorts and frighten townspeople throughout the region. Hadn’t the Lord God said to walk humbly and uprightly? Why, then, did men such as this reap all the riches?

Manoah caught her eye. “Where is Samson?”

“He’ll be here.”

Rallah took a step forward, joined by Ashdod. Lumbering, broad-chested, and bald-headed, Ashdod was known throughout the region for his unquestioning obedience to the prince.

“Present yourselves, each of you,” the herald said. “As the prince passes by, you will show him your tribute. He is the king’s flesh and blood, his sole representative, and he alone determines the worthiness of your offering.”

Zealphonis fanned the wheat to give it a fuller appearance, then straightened her back and lowered her eyes. Beside her, Manoah had his chin down. At the edge of her vision a sickly figure staggered into the road, and she realized it was Tobias. This was not good.

“Oh, Samson,” she whispered, “why aren’t you here yet?”

Tobias fell to his knees in the dirt. “My lord,” he said, “please, show us mercy.”

Rallah’s attention was on the offering of another, and he sifted the grain through his fingers before turning to assess the creature at his feet.

“Please, my lord.”

“And what form should my mercy take?”

“The tribute is too much. My wife is getting up in age, and my daughter’s but a child. We can barely survive.”

“What is your name, Hebrew?”

“It’s Tobias, my lord.”

“And where is this family you hold so dear?”

“They . . . they’re in that cart there. Please, I know the king is fair and just, but he doesn’t see how we struggle. We starve even as the wheat we’ve planted with our own hands molds away in his storehouses. Can you not spare us more, my lord? Just enough for my wife and my daughter to eat?”

Zealphonis felt her pulse throb in her temples. She knew Tobias could barely walk behind the plow these days, crippled by stiff knees and bad shoulders. Despite his limitations he was a good man, a faithful man, doing his best to provide. She watched the prince’s gaze pass from the two women in the cart to the frail form before him. His eyes were unblinking, leopard-like, highlighted by the streaks of charcoal.

His decision came in measured tones. “I, Prince Rallah, have heard this man’s cry. As commander of the Philistine army, I make this declaration: from this day on this man shall never hunger again.”

A murmur of hope ran up the dirt road. Heads lifted.

“Thank you, my lord.” Tobias smiled and looked back at his wife.

Rallah’s nod was so slight that Zealphonis nearly missed it, but Ashdod showed no hesitation. He drove his sword through the old man, held him upright for all to see, then withdrew the blade and sheathed it. Tobias crumpled, and his wife rushed forward in a wail. No one else dared move.

“Back to work,” Rallah barked.

Zealphonis dropped her gaze, blinking back hot tears. Beside her, Manoah was shaking.

“Back to work!”


CHAPTER 4

BROKEN BOW
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Camp at Mahaneh-dan

ON THIS DAY of the tribute I’ve made myself scarce. Each month we face humiliations from King Balek and Prince Rallah, and each month their expectations grow. My countrymen want a deliverer, someone to make all the wrongs right, but I’m just a man. I did not bring this oppression upon our people, and I cannot live with that burden upon my back.

“What do you think?” I say to my brother.

We stand on an outcrop above a small valley, having plodded through the dark to arrive here by sunrise. Warrior yells echo off the surrounding hillsides, men spar with wooden clubs, and others aim their spears at goatskins on the slope.

“This is it?” Caleb asks. “Mahaneh-dan?”

“The tribal camp of Dan. If our enemies find out about our training, they’ll make sure we never set foot in here again.”

“What do you think, Samson? Will the men let me join them? Will I get a weapon?”

“You’ll have to earn their trust and respect.”

“All right.”

Caleb should really be home this morning, and Mother and Father will be angry when we get back. I’ll make sure to take the brunt of it. It was my decision after all, and Caleb is a maturing young man. I see this in his long strides and wide shoulders.

An arrow whistles through the air and twangs into the earth beside us.

“You almost hit my brother,” I call down. “Who did that?”

“I intentionally missed.” The speaker has a quiver on his back and a second arrow pointed our direction. His name is Treus, and he has a history of trying to best me in our camp skirmishes. “Bring him to us, Samson. Let’s see the runt for ourselves.”

Caleb doesn’t wait. He is halfway down the incline by the time I catch up.

“Brother, he’s simply trying to upset you,” I say.

“I’m not upset. And I’m not afraid either.”

“Lord help me if I take you home with bruises. Mother will skin me like a goat.”

Caleb scoffs. “Has she ever even raised her voice at you? You come and go as you please, you tell her you’re in love with a Philistine, and—”

“I am.” My mind wanders. “I must find her again and learn her name.”

“And still you never get in trouble.”

“If you haven’t noticed, Father’s barely speaking to me these days. You’re the youngest. It’s you who gets away with everything.”

“When I’m with you, they leave me be. When you’re gone, Mother and Father turn moody. We eat most of our evening meals in silence.”

“I . . . I’m sorry to hear that, Caleb.”

He shrugs.

“Must I fire more arrows to quicken your step?” Treus grows impatient. “Come on, let’s see this brother of yours up close.”

Caleb meets him on the valley floor, chin and chest forward. Orum, Wadesh, and others gather round, waiting for this youngster to be taken to task. It’s something most of them have endured during their training here. Our tribe isn’t known for its fierceness, and the cause against our enemies is helpless without bold, battle-ready men.

“So, you’re Caleb.” Treus lowers his bow. “You’re taller than I expected.”

“I’m only two and a half years younger than Samson.”

“Hardly a man.”

“Neither were you thirty years ago.”

This brings clucks and chortles from the throng.

It’s true that Treus is older than most, and his cheeks redden. “It’s hard to believe you are Samson’s own brother. With those soft hands of yours, you could well be a woman.”

Caleb clenches his fists. He’s lived in my shadow since birth, hearing whispers of a prophecy, rumors of a redeemer. He’s shown me nothing but brotherly adoration, and for his age he is remarkably comfortable in his own skin. Still, he is not immune to insult.

“A woman, huh?” He tilts his head. “Well, Jael was a woman, and by her own hand and wits she struck down the commander of the Canaanite army.”

Orum cheers, and the others join him. With one retort my brother has won them over.

Treus gives a nod of respect. “You’ll get a chance to prove you’re a man soon enough, and a Hebrew man at that. Perhaps you can fill the spot that your brother leaves vacant. He comes and plays our tribal games, but he’s too busy with his mischief and flirtations to lend us any real help.”

Caleb’s nostrils widen.

I step quickly in between. “That is a matter for you and me, Treus. Don’t involve my brother in our disagreements.”

“A disagreement? More like a betrayal. Or can’t you get that through your thick skull?” He taps his bow against my head, wood on bone.

The slight discomfort sets my hands to trembling. What is this? The trembling spreads, very different from the tremors of fear or of cold. It floods me, fills me with strength. My entire body tenses, from toes to forehead. My legs are stone pillars, my arms iron bands. I hear rushing wind in my ears, shake my thick mane about my shoulders, and emit a roar.

Treus stumbles back. His wooden bow comes up.

It’s a defensive response, I realize, but it triggers a reaction. I snatch the polished weapon from him, hold it overhead, and bring it down with both hands over the back of my neck. It snaps like a stick, and splinters go flying. The others watch, mouths wide. A seasoned bow is crafted to sustain tremendous pressure, and I’m sure none of them has broken one before. I know I never have.

I drop the ruined implement on the rocks as my trembling subsides.

“Is this why you came?” Treus says. “So you could harass your own tribesmen while avoiding your responsibilities at today’s tribute in Zorah?”

His words strike deeper than his arrows could.

“Who are you to tell me my responsibilities?”

“You can send Caleb our way anytime, but you, Samson, you’re not needed here.”

“If my brother’s not here,” says Caleb, “you can forget about me.”

“Once you learn to think for yourself, you might see it differently.”

Caleb kicks at the splinters and turns up the slope. I beam with pride at his courage and allegiance. We say nothing till we top the hill, beyond the view of the men at Mahaneh-dan.

“What’s wrong with you?” my brother lashes out.

His tone catches me off guard. “What?” I set a hand on his shoulder.

He pushes me away.

“I was trying to protect you,” I explain.

“You’re blind.”

“I’m blind. Okay. Tell me, what is it I’m not seeing?”

“Is it true what Treus said? Is that why you brought me along today?”

“You’re about to enter manhood. I wanted to show you the camp.”

“Or maybe that was your excuse to miss the tribute.”

“That’s not . . . You’re not making sense, Caleb.”

His eyes glisten, and he quickens his step. “Forget it.”

“Forget what?”

“You never listen.”

“Is this a riddle? Go on, I’ll do my best.”

“You’re always ready to defend me, that’s great, but—”

“That’s what brothers do,” I tell him.

“That’s just it, Samson. You rush to protect me without even a thought.”

“And why is that wrong?”

“What about our tribesmen or our neighbors in Zorah? You know, I’m not your only brother.”
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South of Zorah

Heat shimmers over arid ground, and I perspire beneath my tunic. Caleb is also hot, as are his emotions. I persuade him to detour with me through a Philistine settlement, telling him we can recover some of what’s been stolen from us today by the king. The ploy seems to work because his usual good spirits return.

“What’re we going to take?” he asks.

“What do you think Mother could use? What worries her most?”

“Food.”

We wipe sweat from our eyes and spot the settlement on a dusty plateau. The sun is bright when we arrive, and only a handful of older men are outside, encircling an enclosure, caught up in their games. They give me a knowing nod. They’ve seen me here before with my friend Pyzor.

In the enclosure two exotic birds strut and crow.

“They’re called chickens,” I say to Caleb. “From the far east.”

“They’re ugly.”

“These are the males. They’re mean, and they like to fight.” As I say it, the villagers pass coins around, placing wagers. “See those sharp talons?”

“I really don’t want to watch this.”

“You’ll miss all the excitement then. What harm can come from looking?”

He doesn’t even peek.

When it’s over, one rooster prances, the other flops and falls still, and a new pair of combatants is brought forward. Since the Philistines use these birds only for sport, I offer to dispose of the dead ones, and the old men agree. Less mess for them and their womenfolk.

“You’ll have to take the bag, Caleb. My Nazirite vows,” I explain.

“Oh, but it’s all right for me to touch something dead.”

“Mother will thank you.”

He accepts the bloody offering from a man with no teeth, and as we turn, I grab the two live chickens from the enclosure and thrust them under my tunic. They flutter and squawk as Caleb and I bolt back toward Zorah. The toothless fellow is no match for our young legs. We can’t stop laughing, but once we are out of view, I release both birds. They’ll find their way home soon enough.

“Can we really eat these?” Caleb shakes his bag. “What’s the Law of Moses say?”

“Once they’ve been plucked and cooked, why not?”

“Then why don’t the Philistines eat them?”

“They’re barbarians. They dine upon Hebrew babies, remember?”

He doesn’t think that’s funny.

“We need provision, Caleb, and here we have it. Do our enemy’s preferences matter? I’ll give it to you in a riddle . . . Feathers from the East, a poor man’s feast. Who are we to question God’s mysterious ways?”

“All right. But I’m not taking a bite till you do.”

Our eyes meet for the first time in an hour, and we grin at each other. For a moment we are kids again and the world is a peaceful place.

The peace is short-lived.


CHAPTER 5

EMBERS
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Village of Zorah

SAMSON AND CALEB ducked through the doorway, their laughter filling the hut. From the earthen cooking hearth Zealphonis marveled again at the stature of her sons. To think that she had once been barren, that she’d been seen by others as cursed. All of that changed with her firstborn, yet motherhood had challenges of its own.

Poking at the fire, Manoah didn’t even look up. “Where were you two this morning?”

“Father, it’s my fault,” Samson said. “Caleb came because I told him to.”

“That is hardly an answer.”

“We made a visit to the camp.”

“Mahaneh-dan?” Zealphonis clasped a hand to her chest. “Lord, have mercy.”

“Why, Samson?” her husband asked. “These men who want to fight, they are troublemakers. They’ll call down wrath upon our heads if they get careless.”

“They want peace, the same as you and Mother. Peace must be protected.”

“With what? Clubs and wooden spears?”

“They have bows and arrows too.”

“Well,” Zealphonis said to her boys, “that did us no good today.”

“We brought you fresh meat,” Caleb interjected, presenting the bag as a peace offering.

Zealphonis loosened the drawstring. The birds inside, though unfamiliar to her, met the stipulations of Mosaic Law. They were kosher and meaty enough to warrant gratitude. “Thank you. But while you and your friends played your games, we were left here to pay tribute, and Prince Rallah was of a cruel disposition. We kept waiting for you, Samson, praying you would appear.”

“Why?” he said. “What happened?”

“Another man of the tribe died today,” said Manoah.

“Run through by the Philistines,” she added.

“Who was it?”

“Tobias. He made the mistake of asking for mercy.” Her words cut through her sons’ carefree expressions, dropping them both to their knees by the fire. She wished there were some other way, but dull lies did more damage than sharp truths.

“Sorry, Father. Forgive us.”

With hooded eyes, Manoah set down his stick. The burnt end hissed.

“Father?” Caleb tried again, hoping for a pardon.

Zealphonis knew her husband well, and there would be no pardoning today. She set to work on the birds, plucking feathers in handfuls. She used a knife to remove the talons, then divided the good portions into a pot of water over the fire. Herb sprigs and salt would bring out the flavor.

“You should’ve been here,” Manoah said at last. “Both of you. You, Caleb, you’re a young man now, which means it’s time to stand on your own and decide things for yourself. Regardless of what your brother wants. Regardless of what others tell you. Is that clear?”

“Yes, Father.”

“As for you, Samson.”

“We should’ve been here, I know.”

Manoah cleared his throat. “This is your home; these are your people. You want forgiveness? Well and good, but it doesn’t bring back Tobias. The soil is wet with his blood, and his widow and child grieve.”

“You think I could’ve stopped this?”

“Yes!”

Samson leaned back. “That’s not fair. I—”

“You’re right, Son, it’s not fair.”

The water bubbling in the pot was the only sound in the room.

Caleb tried to divert the conversation. “What about the council? It’s time to anoint a new judge—isn’t that what they decided?”

“Judges.” Samson huffed. “Deborah, Shamgar, Gideon, Jephthah . . . We’ve had judges before, and we still face the scourge of our enemies. We don’t need another judge. We need peace.”

“Why, Samson, why must you give us cause for shame?” Manoah said. “How long until you stir up the embers within? You know of that which I speak, do you not? I prayed this very day that you would know it. Did you not feel it in your bones? Did you not sense His power?”

“Dear, please.”

“No, Zealphonis, he needs to hear this, needs to acknowledge it.” Her husband faced their firstborn. “Tell me, Son, did you not feel it?”

“Today. Yes, I . . . It stirred me at Mahaneh-dan.”

“Power from on high.”

“I think so. It came suddenly.”

“He snapped a seasoned bow in two,” Caleb said.

“This power is the precursor. Do you not remember the prophecy? ‘Samson . . . of the tribe of Dan. Chosen by the living God . . . set apart to be His hand of vengeance.’ It is God’s will.”

“Maybe so,” Samson stated, “but it is not mine.”

The words rocked Manoah back.

Zealphonis’s attention turned from the chicken broth to her husband. He was speechless, his shock understandable. She herself scarcely believed what she had just heard from their son. It was one thing for Samson to question his calling, but to reject it altogether? It ran against the very grain of his upbringing. Hadn’t they taught him to love the Lord with all his heart, soul, mind, and strength? Hadn’t he been taught to submit his will to almighty God?

“Samson, you cannot shirk this so easily,” she said. “You are not like the other Hebrews. You are meant for so much more.”

“And you, both of you, never fail to remind me of it!”

She was flabbergasted.

The promise, the flame, the birth . . . Did they mean nothing?

Her oldest son stood and pushed his hair over his shoulder. His gaze was piercing. “All that God has required of me I have done. I’ve kept every vow. No wine. No touching anything dead. No cutting of my hair. Do you think it’s been easy abiding by such things? Do you think I haven’t had opportunities? Even so, I’ve been true to what the angel told you. And for what? Where has it gotten me? Where has it gotten us? We’re still under the scourge of Balek and Rallah. We still have no peace. Why is it that God withholds the very things we desire?”

“Samson,” she said as he stepped out the door, “you must never forget who you are.”

He paused, and then he was gone.

At the hearth the broth spilled over and sizzled on the embers.


CHAPTER 6

THE TRAP
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City of Gaza

PRINCE RALLAH EYED the crown on his father’s head. The hammered gold and cut gems that glowed in the setting sun showed it to be a handsome crown, if not a poor fit. Lost in thought, King Balek seemed oblivious. He stood at the palace balustrade in his woven robes and wide sash, overlooking hovels and shanties that sprawled toward the Great Sea.

“Our people migrated over those waters,” he mused. “Not so long ago.”

Rallah took a breath, preparing for another of his father’s speeches.

“We Philistines, we’ve never settled for simplicity. We want more. It’s in our blood. We rode the waves, fought Egyptians, carved our way up the coastlands, and made ourselves a home. This palace and temple, the walls of our five capitals, all of this rose from the minds of our leaders and the hands of our laborers. Who can match our tools or our weaponry? We are envied, rightly so, and now these Hebrews want to push back and grab the land for themselves.”

“They’re weak,” Rallah said.

“They have their God.”

“And we have our gods.”

“They also have their commandments,” the king said, “and their ark of the covenant. If only we could get our hands on that.”

“It’s nothing. They have the mentality of slaves. In their minds they still bow to the Pharaohs and long for a heavy hand. After today’s tribute our storerooms are filling up again.”

King Balek adjusted his robes. “I hear that Ashdod killed another one.”

“It had to be done.”

“Did you give the order?”

“The man begged for special treatment. I had to make an example.”

“Hmm. Don’t forget, Rallah, these Hebrews broke free and followed Moses through the wilderness. They see us as the intruders in their Promised Land. That taste of freedom is still in their mouths, and it emboldens them.”

“They serve us nonetheless.”

“Indeed, they do.” The king lifted a goblet to his lips. “It’s both a luxury and a nuisance.”

From the balustrade’s pillars a large figure appeared. Rallah beckoned Ashdod into the torchlight. The soldier removed his helmet, bowed to the king, then gave his attention to the prince.

“We have word from our man at Mahaneh-dan,” Ashdod said.

“Mahaneh-what?” The king raised an eyebrow.

“The camp of Dan,” Rallah explained. “It’s where the tribesmen play games of war with their crude spears and kitchen knives. As a safeguard we have someone in the camp who reports back to us. Tell us, Ashdod, how does a group of farmers plan to take down the glorious King Balek?”

As Ashdod recounted the day’s events, Rallah saw Balek’s expression darken. When the soldier was done, Rallah was quick to wave him away so that he could address his father’s concerns.

“Don’t worry. These whispers of a Hebrew with great strength, they won’t go far.”

“Such whispers can be dangerous,” said the king.

“His people might believe him to be a savior, but they’re just grasping for straws. So he breaks bows with his bare hands. So what? What can one man do against an entire kingdom? It’s a story for slaves, nothing more.”

“Story is possibility, possibility is hope, and hope . . . Hope is rebellion.”

“Are you saying you fear this Samson?”

King Balek’s eyes narrowed. “What I fear, Rallah, is your arrogance. It’s followed you since childhood. You think you’re superior, and therein lies your weakness. You must never assume you’re beyond the grasp of your people or your enemies. Sometimes they’re even one and the same.”

“I assume nothing.”

“Then get to work. I want you personally to investigate this Hebrew.”

“Is this what you think of me, that my time is best spent keeping watch over a slave?”

“You think it’s beneath you? You think you know better how to run my affairs?”

“Father, I—”

“In service to the crown, you do not address me as Father. I am your king. Do as I say.”

The prince swallowed hard and bent low. “Yes, my king.”

“Do it now.”

Prince Rallah straightened and marched off. The king was a power monger, basking in his own prestige, rarely trusting his lone heir with matters of true importance. He’d sent his other three sons to their deaths on distant battlefields and now sent his remaining son to a death by boredom.

Oh, how Rallah wished he had a sword in hand and another slave bowing at his feet.

“I’d run him through myself,” he grumbled. “I’d drink his blood.”

As the haze of his fury dissipated, his mind honed in on a plan. Tomorrow he would find out for himself what sort of foe he was up against. He would gather recruits and set a trap.
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Where to set the trap? This was the first priority.

Prince Rallah reclined the next day on a cushioned sofa, divvying out figs and wine as he questioned officials from the capital cities. Samson’s movements, he learned, were concentrated around Timnah. He traveled on foot, rarely using a horse or donkey, and his routes were predictable. He also frequented local markets and wagering events, seemingly intrigued by Philistine customs.

What to use for bait? That was the next priority.

Beauty or brawn were the natural choices. The lust of the eye and the lust for blood, these were urges that stirred in the hearts of most men, and surely Samson was no exception. Using beauty as bait required time and finesse. Using brawn would be quicker.

“Fetch me the temple priest,” Rallah ordered his manservant.

“Yes, my prince.”

Minutes later Jodel appeared. He had shrewd eyes, a wide nose, and sagging jowls. During his years in King Balek’s service, he had proved himself a master at the game of politics and religion. The throne, the gods, the people—they were all pieces to be maneuvered for a favorable outcome. He’d survived longer in his role than most of the king’s own offspring.

“Prepare yourself,” said Rallah, “for a trip to the Sorek quarry.”

“I’m here to serve, as you well know. If I may ask, though, why am I needed at a quarry?”

“Consider it a fund-raising expedition.”

Jodel brightened at that. “And how, my prince, will we raise these funds?”

“Find me a strongman to be our champion.”

“A contest to the death?”

“If it comes to that.”

“Bolcom,” Jodel said. “He’s just the man for the task.”


CHAPTER 7

A CRUEL GAME
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Town of Timnah

ONLY ONE THING occupies my thoughts this morning. I must find her. The girl of my dreams. She stole my heart with a glance last week, and my mind will not rest until I see her again.

“Remember, thin as a twig,” I tell Caleb. “A curvy, young twig.”

He rolls his eyes.

I add, “With waves of black hair, dark almond eyes, and a pleasant laugh.”

“You got close enough to hear her laugh? Why didn’t you get her name?”

“Enough with you. Look, they’re opening the gate.”

We have Mother’s permission to be out early if we don’t go to Mahaneh-dan. We arrive at Timnah as the townsfolk awake. We pass through their midst, but there’s no sign of my love among those headed into the vineyards or those selling pottery at the gate. I instruct my brother to go to the town well since drawing daily water is one of the chores of the young women.

“Check each face,” I advise him. “She could be wearing a shawl or a hood.”

“If she’s as pretty as you say, you think I’ll tell you if I do find her?”

Even though he’s kidding, I want to grab him by the throat. “I spotted her first, Caleb, and I’ll kill anyone who tries to take her from me.”

“You’re a Hebrew. Does she even know you exist?”

I ignore him. “I’ll try the marketplace. As I said, the well is that way.”

“She doesn’t, does she?”

“You’re too young to understand.”

“Were you scared or something? My big brother, Samson, afraid of a woman?”

“As soon as we find her, I’ll make sure she never forgets me. Go on now. That direction.”

Caleb wrinkles his mouth. “If this is what falling in love does to you . . . ”

I watch him saunter off, and I’m on my own in this Philistine outpost. I head toward the market where she and I first shared a glance. She was at a merchant’s table, examining a bolt of fabric. She’s not there now. Instead, the vendor vies for my attention until seeing that I have no money bag on my belt. Other tables display spices, dates, and salted fish arranged in diagonal rows. Goatskins and water bladders hang from leather straps.

None of these items interest me, not this morning.

Only her.

How old is she? I wonder. Does she think of me?

With coy smiles a trio of young ladies passes by, their attire more free flowing and open than that of the women of Israel. Our tribes adhere to the old laws, and the feelings that pass between a man and woman are reserved for special times and out-of-sight places. This only adds to my curiosity. At nineteen, nearly twenty, I am old enough for marriage.

I glance back, and one of the girls giggles.

A stirring begins, different from the trembling I felt yesterday in my hands. This is more raw, more primal. I’ve felt this stirring before, and if it comes from God, I know it must be harnessed correctly. My only trouble is that I want to know more. I want to know all there is to know about the rituals between men and women. Why does God place such desires within us? Does He burden us with passions, only to turn and condemn us for them?

I cannot believe it’s in His nature to do so. That would be a cruel game.

Then again, His ways are not easy to understand.
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Valley of Sorek

Hours later we end our search. Unless she’s hiding from us, she is not in Timnah. I’m crestfallen as we trudge homeward, and Caleb tries to comfort me by saying she could be with relatives in a neighboring town. His words ring hollow. Maybe she was only a dream.

“What’s that sound?” Caleb asks.

“Workmen’s chisels. There’s a Philistine quarry just over that ridge.”

“I hear yells. Both male and female, by the sound of it.”

With a hand cupped to my ear, I confirm it. “It doesn’t make sense to have women laboring among the stones. It’s backbreaking work, done by brutes and slaves only.”

“What do you think, Samson? You think she could be down there?”

I quicken my pace.

As I do, two figures approach from over the ridge, one lurching along, supporting a man with a split lip and an eye the color of overripe fruit. I barely recognize him as one of those from Mahaneh-dan. What’s happened to him?

“Samson, where have you been?” the first man says. Nearby the roars of a crowd echo off limestone walls. “The Philistines have a new champion, a fighter from Egypt. No one has been able to beat him, and he mocks our people and our God. It’s time to do something. You should—”

“He’s not interested,” Caleb snaps. “We have work to do, and we promised our father and mother we’d be there for the evening meal. If not, we’ll—”

I miss the rest of his sentence. I’m already running, sandals slapping against my heels. Yes, we agreed to be back before sunset, but this is one broken promise I’m sure they’ll understand. They keep goading me to act, and I’ve decided to do so. Let them reprimand me if they wish.

Dust clouds the air, and I slow my steps during the descent into the quarry. Caleb appears at my side, his breathing heavy, and we crouch behind a rock to assess the situation. Here, Hebrew men do our enemy’s work, carving slabs from the earth, breaking them into limestone blocks, loading them onto horse-drawn carts. In a more leisurely fashion Philistine masons use chisels to shape the ashlar foundation stones that will bolster their vast temples and palaces.

This is all wrong. Our people here are slaves. I’m reminded of our tribes that once languished in ancient Egypt, trying to meet Pharaoh’s quotas while suffering under his lash.

Was our exodus for nothing?

Through the dust I see what all the shouts are about. There looms the Egyptian fighter, his head smooth except for one tufted tail in the back. He flashes a crooked smile for any who oppose him. Philistine nobles and soldiers cheer him on one side, and rag-draped Hebrews huddle on the other. One of my countrymen is urged forward, the next victim for the pit fight.

The giant swings.

Just like that the man lands facedown.

“Pathetic!” the champion bellows. “I am Bolcom, and I’ve fought men from every nation. These Hebrews and their puny God are no match for me. They’re like children. Send two at a time, and maybe they’ll have a chance.”

“Two against one,” the Philistines taunt. “Two against one.”

Several men drag the defeated fighter away while our enemy’s priest moves about in his temple robes and gathers bets. “Many returns,” he says, his shrewd gaze picking out susceptible onlookers. He wishes to capitalize on these cruelties. “Dagon guarantees many returns. Five to one. Come on, come on, our gods will be pleased. Five to one at least.”

Caleb elbows me. “We shouldn’t be here. Let’s go.”

“I just want a closer look. She could be down there, you know.”

“Something’s not right about this. I’m serious, Samson. Why would they bring this monster here if not to draw you out?”

“What harm can come from looking?”

“Last time you said that, you were chased out of town with a robe full of chickens.”

“Well, I’m not playing chicken today.”

The next fight has already started. Bolcom is toying with his opponent, a small fellow named Wadesh. Wadesh is one of those who trains at Mahaneh-dan, and I wonder if he’ll fare any better than the last man. He takes a swing at the Egyptian, misses, but follows it with a kick that lands. Bolcom pretends to limp in pain but tires of the game. He plows his fist into Wadesh’s face, then lifts both arms and screams in triumph before the smaller man hits the ground.

In all the commotion I see movement. The priest takes advantage of the crowd’s fervor and increases the wagers while a hooded figure stays by his side. Among the masons and nobles, an older man in a servant’s tunic jostles and mingles, then stops to address a petite woman whose face is turned away from the violence.

I can’t see her, not fully.

Could it be . . . ?

A collective gasp pulls my eyes back to the fight, where Wadesh staggers to his feet in a show of defiance. He’s bloodied, disoriented. Rolling his shoulders, he approaches the big man once more.


CHAPTER 8

STRONGMAN
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THE QUARRY CROWD gasped as Wadesh faced Bolcom a second time. The fool refused to give up. Prince Rallah knew from his spies that Wadesh was one of those who trained at the tribal camp, and that experience gave him ill-founded courage as he aimed another blow at Bolcom.

Rallah pulled his hood low, hiding his identity as he kept pace with the priest. Jodel was gathering bets, but Rallah was more concerned about springing the trap.

This quarry was the place; the giant was the bait . . .

But still no sign of Samson. For Dagon’s sake, where was he?

Rallah would give it till sundown. If this scheme didn’t work, he’d get another earful from his father about his arrogance and his assumptions. King Balek was more than willing to point out his son’s faults while ignoring his own. The king was a pampered ruler, no longer in touch with his people.

Another roar from the crowd as the Egyptian took a swing.

This time Wadesh collapsed and lay motionless.

“You people are weak,” Bolcom taunted the Israelites, “and you serve an even weaker God. Come back to Egypt, where you belong, and I’ll show you the power of our deities.”

“No!”

This voice was new, deep and rumbling, and it jolted Rallah upright.

“No, our God is not weak,” said a Hebrew with long hair gathered in cords down his back. He stormed down the quarry path, gathered Wadesh in his arms, and moved him aside. He pivoted back toward Bolcom, who stood ready for the challenge. “And neither are His people.”

The throng buzzed with the name of Samson, and Rallah grinned, realizing his trap had worked. So this was the rumored strongman. The man was well built. He had deep-set eyes, an angled jaw, and dark locks that swept his broad shoulders and chest. Road dust coated his forearms and calves, and his tunic was crudely fashioned. He was a commoner, after all. While there was little doubt of his strength, he was no match for an Egyptian giant with military experience and battle-tested skills.

Jodel smelled opportunity. “Here he is at last.” The priest waved a hand in the challenger’s direction. “I give you the Hebrew champion. Now we shall see whose God is the strongest, and for the victor, a bag of silver.”

“One bag, is that all?” Samson smirked. “You have such little faith in your god.”

“Very well.” The priest peered into the pockets of his robe and made some calculations. He paused, making sure he had the attention of all present. “Two bags of silver then. Two bags.”

A gasp and a burst of applause.

For Rallah, it was a handsome sum, but for these slaves, it was more than they could make in a lifetime. They’d tell their grandchildren of the day they laid eyes on such a prize.

Before the contest could get started, a young man intervened. “You can’t do this, Samson. I can’t let you. Father will be furious.” He was clearly a brother to the Hebrew champion, with lighter, shorter hair and a smoother face. Nonetheless his frame was sturdy, his limbs conditioned by manual labor. “Samson?” he said, tugging at his brother’s tunic. “Are you even listening?”

Samson, in fact, was not listening.

Prince Rallah followed Samson’s gaze over brush and stone to a young Philistine woman. She was vaguely familiar to Rallah, certainly attractive. The Hebrew’s infatuation was justified.

“Ten to one,” Jodel called out. “Our god Dagon promises ten to one. The slaves have their strongman, but he’s unworthy of Dagon and hopeless against Bolcom.”

The lithe young female lost herself among the nobles, and Samson scanned frantically for her. He was smitten; that was obvious. For him, the fight was an afterthought.

Not for Bolcom.

In a blur of movement his bronzed arm drove forward with the force of a battering ram, catching Samson cold and snapping his head back in a flurry of hair. Samson collapsed in a heap on the dirt, and his younger brother dropped to his side, close enough for Rallah to overhear.

“Are you all right? Look at me, Brother. Please.”

“Don’t . . . don’t let her get away, Caleb.” Samson’s eyelids fluttered. “Find out who she is.” He sat up, dusted off his robes, then rolled his neck and rose to his feet.

It was a wonder that any man could remain conscious after such a blow. Thrilled, the Philistines and Hebrews jeered at each other across the divide. More wagers were placed as they awaited the clash of champions.

Not far from where Rallah stood, the young beauty poked her head out to watch. She had wide, innocent eyes over sensuous lips. Yes, he remembered her now. He’d seen her assisting Jodel in his temple duties.

Again, Samson turned, and this time he and the girl locked eyes.

It was all the opportunity Bolcom needed, and he threw two rapid blows, muscling through each one with tree-trunk legs and the twist of his torso. The man was a beast, and Rallah marveled at his power. Each blow landed with a heart-stopping thud, and Samson was thrown down again.

“Where’s your champion now?” Jodel asked the Hebrews. “Dagon has proved his power.”

“And I have proved mine,” Bolcom growled.

Prince Rallah gazed from beneath his hood at the fallen man, still as a slab on the ground. Rallah had set this trap to placate his father, nothing more. As far as he was concerned, the stories and prophecies about this Hebrew were a waste of time. Even so, he was disappointed. He had wanted an entertaining fight, at least.

Samson’s fingers twitched.

Just reflexes, Rallah thought. The way a snake writhes after being chopped in two.

Then the twitches turned to trembles, and the hands began to shake. The energy quivered up his arms into his chest, and he breathed a prayer. “Lord, give me strength.” He climbed back to his feet, lowered his chin, and this time strode forward with his vision fixed solely on the giant.

He was up? He had survived? A stunned silence fell over the throng.

“Dumb as an ox,” Bolcom said, “but at least you can take a punch.”

“My name is Samson, and I serve the living God.”

Bolcom cocked his arm back and launched another blow.

This time Samson grabbed his opponent’s fist in midswing and held it. He stared into Bolcom’s face and said, “You’ve proven nothing.” He delivered a punch that cracked Bolcom’s head sideways on its stout neck, then lifted the huge fighter so that both his legs were in the air and slammed him onto a broken quarry slab. Before the Egyptian could catch a breath, Samson wrenched a boulder from the earth in a shower of pebbles and dirt and held it high so that it blocked the very sun from Bolcom’s face.

“Where are your gods now?” Samson goaded. “Tell me, can you see your sun god, Ra?”

The prince pulled his hood lower. In all his years in his father’s courts or on the fields of battle, he had never seen such strength. His fear was matched only by his admiration.

Do it, Rallah thought. End this for us with the crunch and crackle of bone.

Jodel had other concerns. “Yield, Hebrew. Please. Take the silver; it’s yours.”

Samson considered the man at his feet, then heaved the boulder aside. This elicited a burst of applause from the onlookers, and their cheers grew even louder when Caleb raised the bags of silver that were Samson’s prize and handed them to the champion. As the two headed up the quarry path, Samson mussed Caleb’s hair, threw an arm over his shoulder, and tossed him one of the bags.

Another cheer of approval. Having scarcely known his own brothers, Prince Rallah envied the two Hebrews and their camaraderie. They wore coarse clothing and had matted hair, they walked long miles over hard earth, and yet they looked happy. Content. Even free. How was it that slaves could go to mud-plastered huts and hardscrabble lives with laughter in their throats when the prince himself, in his palatial dwellings, had not genuinely laughed in months?

Rallah spat on the dirt. Keeping his head down, he slipped away to find his tethered mount.

His father was right, much as he hated to admit it. Samson was more than a sideshow. He was dangerous. A true threat to their rule along the coastal plains. Nobody present would forget what they had just witnessed, and the stories of today would feed the rebellions of tomorrow.

But this story was not over, not yet. Rallah would make certain of that.

Time for him to introduce a new character.

Create deeper conflict.

Alter the outcome.

Purple shadows stretched over the landscape as he lashed the flanks of his horse and raced toward nearby Gath. Smaller than Gaza, it was one of the five capital cities and had troops barracked within its walls. He would rally Ashdod and some of the men to his aid, and if they hurried, they could catch Jodel and his entourage on the road back to Gaza’s temple.

For the first trap, the prince had counted on Samson’s aggression. For the next, he would count on something even more primal.


CHAPTER 9

THE COST
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Village of Zorah

ZEALPHONIS STOOD IN the hut’s doorway and watched the setting sun paint the sky in scarlet and indigo. The family olive tree shivered in the evening’s cool breeze. The meal was on the hearth, the rug spread out on the floor, and she waited only for her sons to arrive.

Soon and safe, that was always her prayer. Soon and safe.

“They better be here before nightfall.”

“They will be, Manoah.”

“You’re sure they went west?”

Nodding, she glanced back at him in the hut’s living area. “I made them promise not to go to the camp today. It’s no place for Caleb.”

“You’re their mother. It’s natural that you worry about broken noses and bruised shins.” He lit an offshoot in the fire, touched it to the oil lamp, and gave illumination to bowls of warm lentil soup. “You feed and nourish them as you always have. You’re all that a mother should be.”

She gathered the folds of her cloak about her. “Thank you, dear.”

“But I have other worries,” her husband said. “I see the way Samson eyes the village girls. I watch his chest puff out as he passes them in the fields. His focus should be on our laws, our customs and commandments.”

“He’s a good man. He’s young, that’s all.”

“Young, you say. Caleb is young. Samson should have a wife and children. He should have his own roof to mend and his own field to plow.”

“Mercy, Manoah. Is that all that we hope for him?”

“It’s what I’d hope for any self-respecting Hebrew male. These days everyone does what is right in his own eyes, but the Lord doesn’t want him sitting idly about, ogling the passersby.”

Zealphonis glided across the packed dirt floor. “You once ogled a passerby.”

“I . . . Well, yes, I noticed you, and I took you on as my wife.” He met her gaze. “We worked our plot, giving half to the Philistines, of course, and we had our sons.”

“I was barren until the Lord heard our cry.”

“Blessed be the name of the Lord.”

She stepped back. “You know, don’t you, that God’s promise had nothing to do with raising Samson to be a farmer like his father? He’s called for a purpose, and we don’t yet know how that’ll be fulfilled. We can’t force him into a mold of our own making. I may have birthed him and swaddled him in the cold of the night, but he is not our own. Not really. God is his father first and foremost.”

“And He entrusted him to us. You’ve nourished him, and I’m trying to guide him.”

“He’s not a donkey at the plow.”

“Exactly, Zealphonis; he’s my son.”

“God is his father,” she said again softly.

Manoah huffed and stepped outside. He cupped his hands to his mouth. “Samson. Caleb. Come in, the meal is ready. Don’t make your mother wait.”
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Ten minutes later they were kneading dough for unleavened bread when Caleb burst through the doorway. He bent to catch his breath. His eyes sparkled with excitement in the oil lamp’s flicker.

“You made it,” Manoah said. “Where is your brother?”

“You should’ve . . . seen it. Samson was . . . amazing.”

“Take a moment and calm yourself.” Zealphonis poured cleansing water from the clay urn over Caleb’s hands. “Now sit at the rug. The food is getting cold.”

Caleb pulled a bag into view, and the clinking of coins was unmistakable.

“What’s this?” she asked.

“These . . . Samson won them. This and one other full bag of silver.”

Her confusion turned to worry. “He didn’t steal them, did he? Please tell me he hasn’t stirred up trouble with the Philistines again. You know, he should’ve told me where he got those chickens.”

“He won them,” Caleb exclaimed.

“Won them? From what I heard, he took them from some old men.”

“Not the chickens, Mother. These coins. He won them in a fight.”

Her heart dropped. “A fight?”

“It’s all right,” Caleb assured her. “He’s not hurt, not badly.”

She groaned.

“You should’ve seen it. It was in the quarry, the one outside of Timnah, and there were people taking bets. This huge Egyptian, he was taunting our tribesmen, knocking them down one after the other. He had fists like rocks, and—”

“That’s enough,” Manoah said.

“Look what Samson has done, Father.” The coins jangled.

“I heard, Caleb. You will take these to the council.”

“But Samson won these for our family.”

“Should we feast while the rest of our people starve? Since when does this household ignore the needs of others and consider our welfare more highly than that of our neighbors? No, this is not our way. This is not how I’ve raised the two of you. Where is that brother of yours? Spending his winnings already? He grows callous and arrogant.”

“He does what he sees as right.”

Manoah’s tone turned bitter. “Samson sees only what is right in front of him.”

Zealphonis noted her son’s confusion and her husband’s frustration. She spent her days tending to her family’s material needs and her nights praying for their deeper concerns. These men of hers, they often didn’t know themselves what drove them. They butted heads like rams, reacting to emotions they couldn’t even acknowledge.

“You worry about the prophecies,” Caleb said. “I’m well aware of it, and so is Samson. Who knows, though. God’s ways are not always our ways. Maybe my brother’s doing what he’s supposed to. He’s doing his best.”

“We’re all doing our best, Son. Now eat your mother’s food.”

Caleb studied the coin bag. Sighing, he set it down.

They sat cross-legged around the rug, blessed the evening meal, and dipped spoons into the soup. Zealphonis passed around the bread from the clay oven, and tensions faded with warm food in their bellies. Philistines still gathered their tribute, but the Lord provided for His own.

As she broke bread, she tried not to worry. Samson told them the other day that his Nazirite vows remained unbroken, and she believed through and through that he was chosen by God. How would that be lived out though? What would be the cost? A calling always came at a cost.


CHAPTER 10

OF GODS AND MEN
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South of Gath

A PLUME OF DUST trailed the priest’s chariot as it descended the dry riverbed toward the valley floor. The wadi was a shortcut to distant Gaza, with its lighted palaces and bustling streets. In stark contrast, the shadows here were turning black, giving Prince Rallah the element of surprise.

“Hold,” Ashdod yelled. “Hold for the prince.”

Rallah and a pair of soldiers from Gath’s barracks stepped into the wadi’s narrow mouth, blocking the path.

Chariot wheels rattled and skidded as Bolcom brought the contraption to a halt. He was flanked by Jodel in his priestly robes and Jodel’s almond-eyed female attendant.

“Well, well,” Rallah said. “If it isn’t the greatest fighter riches can buy.”

“I am Bolcom, and I take insults from no man. Not even you, Prince.”

“You don’t have to take them. I give them out freely.”

The Egyptian kicked a thick leg over the chariot rail, prepared to step down and fight.

Rallah laughed. He knew his wasn’t the carefree laughter of Samson and Caleb, nothing so real as that, but rather a cold, cutting sound that further enraged the Egyptian. Before Bolcom could exit the chariot, Rallah lifted a hand, and his soldiers drew their bows with practiced ease. They wore distinctive feathered headgear and light armor. Ashdod, also in armor, stood taller than both, his arms crossed and his face impassive.

Jodel rested a hand on Bolcom’s arm. He said to Rallah, “It’s true, my prince, things did not go as expected. Nevertheless, and I’m sure you’ll agree, we were hired to draw Samson out, and draw him out we did.”

“And Samson bested our champion for all to see. He made a spectacle of us.”

“We never promised victory.”

The prince stepped closer. In the light of the half moon he turned his attention to the girl and her fine features. “What’s your name?”

She dropped her eyes.

“I wouldn’t hurt such a creature. Come on, let’s hear what you are called.”

She eased toward the priest.

“Don’t turn to him,” Rallah said. “Your master cost us quite a bit today.”

Jodel objected, his jowls wobbling. “My prince, that’s hardly fair. I—”

“Hold your tongue, or I shall have it cut from your mouth. That would be fair.”

The priest nodded and stepped back, hunkering behind the giant.

Rallah took the girl’s hand and helped her down. “Your name, please. No more games.”

“Taren,” she replied.

“Does it bother you, Taren, the riches that your master has squandered? It should bother you. It bothers me. He owes me a debt, and you shall enter my service until his debt is paid. Other debts,” he added, raising his hand, “shall be paid in other ways.”

The soldiers fired their bows, strung new arrows, and fired again.

The arrows riddled Bolcom’s body in successive thumps. As Rallah knew, this champion who had defeated numerous foes with bare hands was no match for the speed and precision of modern weaponry. He slumped over the chariot rail, then thudded to the earth in an awkward mound of limbs and bloodied feathers and shafts.

Still alive and standing, the priest in the iron chariot had seen enough . . .

He fainted.

Prince Rallah, for the first time in months, perhaps years, gave a genuine laugh. It started deep in his belly and rumbled through his chest, shaking him until his cheek muscles ached and his eyes moistened. Just as he thought it was over, the laughter bubbled up again, even louder.

Taren wore a half smile. Ashdod and the soldiers said nothing.

The prince wiped his tears and gathered himself. If he kept this up, he’d soon draw the cackles of nearby jackals and hyenas. He would sound like an unhinged fool, and that was the last thing he wanted Taren to think of him. As clueless as she was, he needed her for the task ahead.

In the chariot, there was movement. Jodel pulled himself up and peeked over the rail with glassy eyes. “Am I dead?” he asked. “What is this place?”

This time they all laughed until even the jackals joined in.
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City of Gaza

“What did you learn about the hope of the Hebrews?” Attended by female servants, King Balek was at his wardrobe bench being adorned for a new day. His chambers were opulent, furnished with exotic woods and fabrics and scented with expensive perfumes. Wine flagons and gold chalices stood on a nearby serving tray. The king looked up. “Was this Samson as strong as they say?”

“The rumors are true,” Rallah answered, his eyes still swollen from the dust of last night’s ride. “He lifted a boulder the size of an ox and showed no strain in doing so.”

“Hmm. What does that prove?”

“He has the Hebrew God within him.”

“Within him? You believe that?”

“You were right to be afraid,” Rallah said. “He’s no ordinary man.”

“You accuse your king of cowardice? No, don’t you ever mistake my caution for fear.”

“I meant nothing by it, my king.” Rallah knew his father was growing paranoid with age. He’d complained before of difficulty sleeping, saying that his thoughts swirled all night with designs for armaments and fortifications. “We can discuss this later, if you like.”

“Go on.” The king rose, his jeweled necklace heavy on his chest. “Amuse me. Tell me more about this Samson of Zorah. If he’s no ordinary man, what is he? Half god?”

“I don’t know, nor can I explain what I saw. If gods were mortal, he would be one.”

“Careful, lest you forget whose kingdom you inhabit and which god you serve.”

Rallah thought of Jodel pitting Dagon against the Hebrew God, and Samson mocking Ra without repercussion. In short order both the Philistine and Egyptian gods had been put to shame.

“Dagon, he is mighty,” he breathed at last.

“He is indeed.” The king gestured to his servants to leave, letting them kiss his signet ring as they passed. He cast a glance around the chamber to be sure they were alone. “Listen now, let me make one thing clear. This is not Dagon’s kingdom. It is mine.”

“I . . . don’t understand.”

“I am Dagon,” said King Balek.

The prince took a step back. He’d always known his father’s religious efforts to be halfhearted, but this blasphemy was shocking.

“What’s wrong?” The king lifted an eyebrow. “You expect a bolt of lightning from Baal? Or perhaps the trumpets of war from Ashtoreth? You must see the gods for what they are, Rallah. They are symbols with no real power. For the common man, they provide something larger than his daily struggles, something to strive for and believe in. For us, they provide a means of control.”

“And how do we control Samson? You should’ve heard the way they praised him, not just the slaves, but the peasants and masons, the noblemen too. He bested our champion.”

“Our champion?” The king shook his head. “Jodel told me this fighter was not a Philistine but an Egyptian, and the outcome would’ve been different if he hadn’t faced a half dozen others first. He was exhausted; isn’t that so?”

Rallah knew, of course, that Jodel had wagered with silver from King Balek’s own vaults and surrendered it all to a lowly Israelite. No surprise, then, that the priest offered up excuses.

“Yes,” he replied. “That is so.”

“So how do you think this Samson should be dealt with?”

“It would be unwise to assume that he’s no threat.” Rallah picked his words carefully. “But if we overreact to his heroics, his people might think we fear him and rally around him even more.”

King Balek pointed at his son. “No assumptions. Good. You took note of my advice, and I commend you for it.”

“Thank you.”

His tone went flat. “Remember, though, he’s no god. Say it.”

“He’s no god.”

“I am the god here. I am Dagon. And if you want to be Dagon, you’ll keep an eye on this spark and stomp it out before it becomes a blaze.”

“Yes, my king.” Rallah bent low. “I already have a plan. He’ll serve the crown, or he will die.”

“Come,” Balek called back his servants, dismissing his son with a flick of the wrist.

As he departed the royal chambers, the prince shot a glance through the archway at his father, glorious King Balek, lazing beneath the giggles and caresses of servant girls. It turned his stomach to see powerful men became doormats for every lowly female who paid them notice.

And this made him think of Samson and Taren.

Yes, his trap should work. He’d make sure that the Hebrew and his God did not prevail.


CHAPTER 11

THE OTHER DIRECTION
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Valley of Sorek

I’VE BEEN UP all night. Only a few coins remain in my bag. Already I can imagine what Mother and Father will think, but they don’t know what’s in my mind.

I’m not always so sure myself.

In the Valley of Sorek, which meanders from Jerusalem all the way to the Great Sea, I kneel by a rippling brook. In the morning shade of a lime tree I cup cool water to my face, and it numbs the large welt on my cheek. The bruise on my hip, though sensitive to the touch, only stiffens if I stop moving. These aches are temporary, and I can handle much more. The most important thing is that our God and our people were not put to shame yesterday. To hear that monster mock us was too much. I couldn’t hide behind that rock and just watch.

“Samson?” The voice startles me. “I didn’t expect to see you on this side of Mahaneh-dan.”

“Good morning, Orum.” I rise and clasp his hand. “You’re off to the camp this early?”

“We all are. You’re coming too, aren’t you?”

“What’s the occasion?”

His mouth twists. “You, of course. The way you manhandled that Philistine.”

“He was Egyptian.”

“You saved Wadesh’s life—that’s what he says—then tossed aside the giant like a pebble. The word’s spread like wildfire, and men are coming from all around, various villages and towns. See for yourself.” He calls me to a stony outlook, points out scattered movement below. “They’re rallying to the camp, where we’ll train up an army. Hundreds of us. Thousands even.”

“You won’t go undetected for long.”

“Give us a few months, and we’ll be ready.” Orum pulls back a flap of his robe, revealing a wrapped dagger. “Let the Philistines come. We saw your power for ourselves the other day at the camp, and now the whole region knows of it. At last we have a champion of our own.”

His enthusiasm leaves me speechless.

“I admit, Samson, I doubted the prophecies. They sounded like old wives’ tales, and I tired of hearing them, you know?”

Yes, I do know. More than he realizes.

“But not anymore,” he rushes on. “You are chosen; I believe it. Treus is jealous of that fact, but he faced the giant and lost, didn’t he? And in his two years of training us, we’ve accomplished nothing. We hide away, playing with sticks and stones. You heard what Prince Rallah did to Tobias? That was coldblooded murder, and we can’t just sit by while Balek and Rallah enslave us.”

My father’s recriminations ring in my ears. He all but blamed me for Tobias’s death.

“You’re speaking of war, Orum.”

“Whatever it takes.”

“Many will die,” I tell him. “Not just one man during the tribute.”

“We’re not afraid, not with you as commander.”

His indignation toward our oppressors is laudable, and his confidence in me flattering, but I never asked to be commander. I never asked for any of this. It’s beyond my imagining. I’m a man of the moment, and the quarry confrontation was a moment that came and went. It wasn’t meant as some grand proclamation. Let the Lord and His angels handle that.

Orum tilts his head. “Come on, walk with me. The men will roar at the sight of you.”

“I don’t think that I . . . You go, join the others. My hip’s sore from yesterday, and I’ll only slow you down.”

He watches me bend at the waist and stretch my legs before accepting my response. He raises a hand in parting and bounds down the path toward the camp. Once he vanishes below the tree line, I turn the other direction and move as fast as I can.

Let them play their war games. I have other things on my mind.
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Village of Eshtaol

In the shadow of a sycamore tree by a village wall, I sit with my hood drawn, my hair tucked out of sight, and my legs pulled close to my chest. Even so, my brother knows where to find me.

“Your favorite spot,” he says. “Figured you might be here.”

“Keep your voice down, Caleb.”

“Who’ll hear me? All the men are in the fields with their winnowing forks or at the camp with their wooden spears. It’s just you and me.”

“And the women,” I add. “The best view in all of Israel from right here.”

Young ladies pass by in flowing robes and delicate headdresses. Some carry water buckets on their heads; others tuck baskets of bread and fresh fruit under their arms. They don’t see our crouched forms, and in the apparent absence of any menfolk they show greater freedom in their laughter and discussion. Why is this? I wonder. If anything, their freedom makes them lovelier. How and why do we men stifle them?

“What’re you doing?” Caleb says.

“What does it look like?”

“This isn’t right, Brother. You need to turn your eyes toward things that matter.”

I wink at him. “Don’t tell me you’ve never noticed a soft ankle or blushing cheek. Anyway, what could matter more than appreciating God’s creation?”

“Fulfilling your destiny.”

“Not this again.”

“You’ve been chosen,” Caleb says. “Your people need you as judge.”

“Forget it.” I slap my hand against the tree. “There is no judge.”

An elderly villager shakes her head at us and wags a finger. Our concealment in the shade is compromised, but neither of us cares at this point.

“You know that’s not true,” my brother continues. “We’ve had judges before, and even though you think they’ve led us nowhere, they were part of God’s plan. You know the stories, passed down from our fathers’ fathers. Ehud pretended to pay tribute to the enemy king, sneaked into his private chambers, and killed him. Shamgar struck down hundreds with an oxgoad and saved Israel. Gideon, he beat the Midianites with an army of only three hundred men. Each judge breaks another chain of our bondage.”

“It all seems so futile.” I extend my hands and weigh each word. “Egypt. Exodus. Slavery. Freedom. Promised Land and tribute. Over and over, the pattern repeats itself. What’s the point?”

“Why’d you fight Bolcom?”

“I didn’t like his haircut.”

“I’m serious, Samson.”

“I don’t know.”

“I think you do. It’s part of the prophecy, that you’ll deliver us from the Philistines.”

“But he was Egyptian. Am I the only one who noticed?”

“Make jokes all you want,” Caleb says. “You were responding to God’s call.”

He’s right, of course. The trembling in my hands was beyond anything of my own design. I was on my back, my senses addled, and then the Spirit of the Lord swept me back to my feet and stirred me to acts of retribution. I called, and He answered. I took a step, and His power took over, rippling through me. This much I cannot deny.

“I’m not ready, Caleb. I’m sorry. Orum met me on the path this morning, and the way he describes it, hundreds of men are rising to follow me into battle. Well, I just want to live in peace. I want a woman. I’m not ready for the weight of the world.”

“No one is,” he answers softly. “We’re never ready.”

We fold our arms behind our heads, stretch out our legs, and watch Eshtaol go about its morning business. I smell herbs and cattle and sheep dung and grain. I hear the grind of a millstone and the cries of a baby. This is life. These are people of my tribe.

“Samson?”

“Mm-hmm?”

“Whenever you are ready, I’ll be right at your side, and I am more than willing to fight. I’m not afraid.” He stands. “Until then there’s something you might want to know.”

I sit up. “What?”

He cracks a smile and strolls southward.

“Wait, don’t leave me here. Hold on.” My hip has stiffened, forcing me to hobble after him.

“I found her,” he explains. “She’s from Timnah, like you thought.”

“Oh, little brother, that is much-needed good news.”

“The bad news is she’s been working in Gaza, an assistant to the priest. Even worse, she’s now a servant to Rallah.”

“Then I must go to the capital and relieve her of that.”

“No,” he says, “you must not.”

I catch his arm and spin him around. “Listen, Caleb, not a word of this to Mother. Not one word. I need to see her again, that’s all. I won’t do anything reckless. You know me better than that.”

“I know you all too well, Brother.”


CHAPTER 12

SMITTEN
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City of Gaza

SHE’S LED ME here, from the Timnah marketplace to the Sorek quarry to the outskirts of Gaza. My hair is matted to my forehead, and the grime of the journey coats my sandals and feet. The sea breeze refreshes me after hours of walking. For long stretches I even ran.

Anything to reach her. To lay eyes on my heart’s desire.

I’ve been to this region before but never entered Gaza itself. I pass through the gates, towering iron-banded slabs of wood on heavy hinges and posts. A city, especially a capital city, is only as strong as its main entry point, and the recent fortification of the walls shows King Balek’s interest in security. Whom does he fear? The Midianites or Egyptians? Warriors from across the sea? I wonder if he’s aware of the hundreds gathered at Mahaneh-dan.

The watchman wags a metal spear at me. “A word of warning, Hebrew. The gates close by nightfall, and you don’t want to be caught inside. Not a good idea for your sort.”

“My sort. I’ll keep that in mind.”

“Do all Hebrews wear their hair long as a woman’s?”

“Feel it, if you like. Satisfy your curiosity.” That silences his tongue. “Listen, do you know where Prince Rallah keeps his servants quartered?”

His expression makes it clear that I’m a fool. “The palace, of course.”

“Even the female servants?”

“Especially them. Now move along. I’m at my post.”

My chest clenches, thinking of the humiliations my love endures at the hands of her rulers. Her eyes glowed with innocence yesterday, and there are those who prey upon such innocence the way an eagle falls from the sky upon a hare.

Standing at the gates, a woman catches my gaze. She says in a husky voice, “Is it local gossip you seek? Join me, and I will oblige you.” She swishes past in a rush of purple cloth and lavender.

I follow along. I need information.

“Our glorious king has a soft spot for the ladies,” she tells me. “That’s no secret.”

“And the prince?”

“He’s more intrigued by metal and men.”

“Men?”

“Soldiers,” the woman clarifies, pushing by a trader and his ill-tempered camel. “The prince has never married, though rumor has it that his former lover’s back in the area. She’s from the North.”

“I’m not one for rumors. I’m here to find someone.”

“Are you hungry, thirsty? You look travel weary.”

“I’m on a mission,” I tell her. “I don’t have time.”

She smooths her tunic, trails a hand along her neck. Her eyelids are painted. “If it’s the closing of the gates you’re worried about, my place is close. These streets are dangerous after dark.”

“I’m looking for a young woman who’s in the service of the prince.”

“Does this woman have a name?”

“I . . . Well, I don’t know it yet. She also served in the temple, so that could be a place for me to check. How would I get there from here?”

“You’re a handsome thing, Hebrew. I hope you find her.”

My eyes wander up the roadway. “Any suggestions where to start?”

“They gathered the tribute over the last few days, and the last of the carts rolled into the city this morning. There’ll be servants at the royal storehouses, sorting and filling. It’s worth a look.”

I start up the road.

“Wrong way,” she says. “Go back along there, turn right, then follow it past the royal stables. And my offer stands, if you’re still in town later. My place is here. Up those stairs.”

The woman, I suspect, has interests of a sensual and monetary nature, but I have no interest in a harlot. She’s been helpful, though, and I express my gratitude before hurrying away.
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The city is larger than I realize, its sounds of activity more strident than those I experienced only this morning in Eshtaol. A coppersmith works at his smelting furnace amid clanging metal and hissing steam. Three youths yell, chasing a crying child into a stone house. With noses nearly touching, two shop owners argue in local jargon that sounds garbled to my ears.

What am I doing here? Do I really think this will work?

The bray of horses and smell of barley lets me know I’m at the royal stables, and I turn to watch stewards groom majestic beasts, patting them down. Beyond the stables servants move to and fro with stalks of wheat, buzzing about the storehouses that hug the palace walls.

And there she is.

Emotion catches in my throat as I try to get a breath.

She passes me, head down, with a satchel in hand. She climbs a wooden ladder to an opening in the storehouse wall, where she fills her bag to overflowing. There’s no energy to her movements, only duty and obedience. Her shoulders are slumped.

From the foot of the ladder I call up to her. “Is everything all right?”

She wipes a sleeve across her face, then peers down at me. A flicker of a smile tugs at the corners of her lips before her gaze turns hard. “What do you want?”

“Forgive me. I just—”

“Just what? Enjoy spying on people?”

“Not at all,” I say. “No. I just . . . I had to know who you were.”

“And how is that any of your business? I’m a servant to the prince.”

“Because I saw you in Timnah, at the market. You saw me too. I know you did. And then at the quarry you were there in the crowd.”

“Collecting wagers for the priest. It was my job.”

“What can I say?” I run a hand through my hair. “One look at you, and my head started spinning.”

“Spinning, huh? Maybe it was Bolcom’s fist that did that.”

“He only landed that punch because I was distracted by you.”

“I know of you, Samson.” She hides her face and returns to her labors. “Go home. They say that those who tangle with you leave wishing they had not.”

“I came a long way just to find you. I won’t—”

“Taren.” Prince Rallah appears at the far end of the street. “Come along.”

He is already focused on a cartload, giving orders to another of his servants, and doesn’t seem to notice me. I tuck my chin. Has he heard of my exploits? Does he know my name? If so, my connection to Taren could prove dangerous for her.

She sighs and descends the ladder. “I must go.”

“Wait.” My mind races. She’s here within reach, even lovelier than I imagined, and at least I have her name now. “Do you know the cliffs, where the path to Gaza meets the sea?”

“I do.” Her eyes catch mine. “They’re beautiful.”

“Meet me there tomorrow at first light. Is that possible? Please.”

“Taren!”

She flinches. “I’m sorry. Goodbye.”

As she turns away, her lustrous hair hides her expression from me, and I’m left without a response to my invitation. Did she nod? Was that a yes? I really don’t know, and morning is a lifetime away.
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“Does your offer still stand?” I’m at the top of the stone stairway, met at the door by the woman in purple. “I could reach the gates by dark, but I still have business here in Gaza tomorrow.”

She grins. “I didn’t think you’d come, handsome.”

“I only need a floor mat. I’ll pay for one night.”

“Of course.” She ushers me in, waving a silk sleeve. “Shelter is my business, in whatever fashion that takes.”

“A safe resting place. That’s really all I want.”

“You’ve heard of Rahab from Jericho? She once hid your people’s spies.”

“Joshua and Caleb. That’s where my brother got his name.”

“I love that story. It shows how anyone can play a part in the schemes of your Hebrew God. Our Philistine gods are a bit more exacting. Anyway, I’m not one to fuss about how my money is made.” She accepts a silver coin from my bag. “Take the couch there. And did you want wine and a meal to go with that?”

“Just water, please. Food, if it’s nothing too heavy. I must be up early.” I settle onto a low couch draped in furs that are softer than anything I’ve slept on before.

“No luck finding the girl, I take it.”

“I did find her, but we had only moments to talk.”

“Well, don’t you worry, Hebrew. I’m sure she’s smitten. And I’ll make sure it’s known that you only stopped here for food and rest. Ah, young love.” She gives a throaty chuckle. “I’m sure it’ll lead to years of unending bliss.”


CHAPTER 13

FIREWOOD AND FLEAS
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Village of Zorah

WITH ONE HAND clutched to her chest and the other lifted to the heavens, Zealphonis prayed for Samson. She would hold on to the angel’s promise. She had to believe God’s words were true.

But as Manoah liked to point out, God was known to change His mind. The Almighty had vowed vengeance on evildoers, then stayed His hand. He’d vowed blessings on the Israelites, then brought down destruction. His promises often came with conditions. Like any good father, He expected obedience, and those fathers who rewarded bad behavior ended up with self-centered children who became ill-prepared adults.

Was this the situation now upon them?

“Father in heaven, forgive us if I’ve gone astray in the raising of my sons. You entrusted them to us, and I beg Your grace. I beg Your wisdom.”

She heard footsteps at the doorway and the lifting of the latch. Pale morning light filled the hut as her husband entered in a huff with Caleb on his heels.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Let’s not discuss it,” Manoah said. This was how he handled frustration, stacking it in the corner like firewood to be dried and later burned.

“Did the council come together?”

“We did.” He drank fresh goat’s milk from an earthen cup, wiped the droplets from his beard, and then adjusted his belt. “There’s work to be done. I must harness the plow.”

Once he was gone, Zealphonis turned to her youngest.

“I gave them my bag of silver,” Caleb said.

“Well done. I’m proud of you.”

“They’re upset. There was lots of arguing about what happened at the quarry. The elders, they’re worried it’ll bring about harsher restrictions, but Wadesh insisted that God has revealed our deliverer. Most of us younger men want to fight. How long do we have to face this oppression?”

“Samson,” Zealphonis whispered. “Set apart to be God’s hand of vengeance.”

“No, Mother, that’s the problem. Just as I told them, Samson doesn’t want to be judge.”

“And what was the response to that?”

“There were cheers and jeers. Treus, the one who leads at the tribal camp, he made snide remarks about Samson chasing after women and having eyes for the Philistine girls. ‘At least we’re safe from Samson making any advances at our own Israelite sisters’—that’s what he told them.”

Zealphonis winced.

“Treus doesn’t scare me,” said Caleb. “I jumped up, got right in his face, and told him his sister wouldn’t even have her virtue if not for the protection given by my brother. Did he want Samson to remove that protection? To leave his sister vulnerable? I couldn’t help it. I was furious.”

“And Father? Did he have anything to add?”

“That pretty much ended our meeting. He didn’t utter a word on the way home.”

She had to ask. “Do you know where your brother is? Put my mind at ease, please.”

“Don’t worry, Mother.” He fidgeted. “He’ll be back.”

“What’s he up to? Is he squandering his coins at the chicken fights?”

“They were his winnings, not mine.”

She touched Caleb’s arm, ran her hands over his light hair. “Your father and I, we realize it’s not always easy for you. Samson casts a large shadow, doesn’t he?”

“He’s my big brother.”

She smiled. If there was any evidence she had mothered well, he stood before her now.

A knock on the door turned both their heads. The neighbor widow poked her head in, her eyes aglow with mischief. Mercy, this woman had a way of stirring up rumors like sand fleas. Her appearance could only mean one thing.

“Oh, Zealphonis, have you heard the news? I feel awful for you, truly.”

“Good morning. Would you like to come in?”

“So you don’t know? Oh my. He was seen at the door of a harlot, just last night.”

“Who?”

“Why, your Samson, of course. Down in Gaza. The youth these days, it’s awful.”

Zealphonis shot Caleb a questioning look. He shook his head, indicating he knew nothing of this. She prayed silently once more for wisdom. Her chest felt hollow and cold.


CHAPTER 14

RENDEZVOUS
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Shores of the Great Sea

GOD ALMIGHTY, HEAR my prayer. Bring Taren to me safely.” In the light of dawn, breakers roll in from the west in white-crested rows. They crash into sandstone cliffs farther up the beach, but along this stretch they nip at my toes before receding in froth and foam. I love the sea. It reminds me of my true size and place. Here the weight of expectations falls from my shoulders, and I’m just a nineteen-year-old man.

A man in love.

Where is she? Will she be here for our rendezvous?

Movement from the left turns my head, and I see her strolling toward me in a dark robe that brushes the sand. A beaded covering adorns her hair, and a veil of sheer violet trails down her back. I rise to meet her. As I do, her dark almond eyes lock onto mine.

“Taren, you’re . . . ”

“Yes, I’m here.”

“You’re magnificent,” I gasp.

She blushes and turns her head. Her profile burns upon my memory the way the face of royalty is branded on a coin.

“I was beginning to wonder if you’d show,” I tell her.

“Do you think it’s easy, slipping away from the palace before daybreak?”

“Did you put yourself in danger?”

“Only if I’d been caught.” She shrugs. “The guard who watches our servant quarters, he was slumped in his chair with a jug of wine at his feet. His snores actually woke me.”

“Wine makes men foolish. Another reason I don’t drink.”

“Is that true?”

“It’s part of a vow from my childhood.”

“When I was a child, I played on this beach. I’d walk along the sand with my father.” Taren scoops some and watches it run through her fingers. “Those memories are the only reason I came.”

“Oh, is that so?”

“It is.” She returns my gaze. “Or do you consider me a liar?”

“No, not that you’d lie. I’m just wondering if that’s the only reason. There is no other?”

“Memories of my father aren’t enough? You don’t know him, Samson. He’s a fine man, who taught me and my younger sister well and treated us fairly.”

My visions of love are fading. Perhaps her feelings don’t match my own. How arrogant of me to assume such a thing, as though my physique guarantees me whatever my heart desires. Sure, the village girls in Zorah and Eshtaol flock to me, almost too adoring, but Taren is unmatched in grace and beauty. Why would I expect her to swoon at a glance?

“I’m sure your father’s proud,” I say.

She draws a line in the sand with her sandal. “If you must know the truth, he might not be the only reason I came.” She steps over the line, hesitates, then walks past me along the shore.

I stare after her.

“Are you coming or not?” she asks without looking back.

She’s toying with me. I grin. Very well, then; I’ll play this game. It only makes her more desirable, and I rush after her with wet sand sucking at my feet. As I reach her, she picks up her pace, and we run side by side at the edge of the surf.

The day passes quickly. We climb the steep sandstone to the flatland above, and she shows no fear, waving off my assistance. We pick berries for lunch, and I catch a hare with my bare hands, which I skewer and cook over a small driftwood fire. As dusk settles, fishing boats far to the south ride the waves back to Gaza’s harbor. I wonder if guards are looking for Taren, and she tells me not to worry. She’ll convince them she hurried off to visit sick relatives. She’ll suffer the consequences.

“Tell me about them, your family. You’ve said nothing of your mother.”

She adjusts her beaded covering. “My mother was killed over ten years ago, when I was barely seven. She was executed by the same prince I now serve.”

“Taren.” The thought of it infuriates me. “I’m so sorry.”

“Since her death, my father and sister have been prisoners of the crown, serving in the temple and king’s palace as I now do. We’re not held in chains, nothing so horrible, but we’re at the prince’s beck and call. When we are granted visits back to Timnah, to visit my grandfather and uncles, the memories are painful for us. That’s where . . . ”

My hand rests on hers. “I understand.”

“You see, Samson, the Hebrews are not the only victims.” She twines her fingers through mine. “Your people are not the only ones who suffer.”

The light grows hazy, and we scramble back down to the beach. We retrace our steps slowly, headed again to the capital. I don’t want this to end. I want every day for the rest of my life to be here, with her, without injustice or enslavement. Just a man and a woman, loving and breathing.

“Forgive me, Taren.”

“For what?” She stops and looks up.

“For being so quick to judge you and your people. I’ve seen you as my enemy.”

“Our champion did try to kill you,” she admits. “But you defeated him and showed mercy when it wasn’t necessary. Not to mention, I saw that you are generous and kind. At least to your own brother.”

“You know, the coins I won are almost all gone.”

“So now I know another thing. You are wasteful and impulsive.”

“I’m not the only one quick to judge.” I release my hold on her hand. “Listen, this is what I’m trying to tell you, that my people think I’m meant to be their judge, to lead them to victory. All my life my family has reminded me that I’m to rise up and strike down our enemies.”

She halts. “Meaning us.”

“The Philistines, yes. My countrymen are beaten and starved, their livestock stolen. It’s gone on for years, Taren, with no end in sight.”

“We’re held captive by the same people. I wish we were all free.” She looks out over the sea, then turns and faces me. “Samson, who do you want to be?”

“A husband,” I say. “A father.”

“Do you believe in destiny?”

“Yes, I do.”

She places her hand on my cheek. “Well, I believe you can be that man.”

When she lifts on her toes, our lips gently meet. Her mouth is as soft and warm as I imagined, her breath sweet on my cheek. She pulls back, looks deep into my soul. She’s won my heart completely, and my life’s course will be forever altered.


CHAPTER 15

DELIBERATE STEPS
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City of Gaza

PRINCE RALLAH WATCHED from a chair at his palace window as a slim figure in a beaded head covering slipped through a side gate into the quarters below. He couldn’t see her face in the dark, but he knew her name well.

“Welcome back, Taren.”

The news had come late yesterday, brought to him by the city watchman. There was a Hebrew within the walls, a man with long hair and commoners clothes, asking uncomfortable questions about the female servants in service to the crown. For his good work the watchman left Rallah’s presence with a small purse of jewels, unaware that Rallah had borrowed these same jewels from King Balek’s chambers. The king would never notice the loss, but if the prince needed the watchman’s future allegiance, he could assure it with accusations of theft and betrayal.

Earlier today, as Rallah anticipated, Taren had gone missing from her quarters. He expected it, after delivering a jug of wine to her guard last night.

Now, after a day with her beloved Samson, the girl was back.

The prince ticked his fingernail against his goblet, his head filled with schemes.

Light footsteps warned him of a visitor, and he turned as the face and full figure of a woman ascended the stairs into his chamber. A gold laurel band encircled her wavy brown hair, torchlight danced in her slanted sea-spray eyes, and a thin dress shimmered with each deliberate step. She moved without hurry, allowing him time to appreciate each curve. She’d been his lover in times past, and now she was back from the North. This time, she told him, she was staying for good.

“Delilah,” he said.

“You seem troubled, darling.”

“Why would I be troubled now that you’re here again?”

“It’s your father, isn’t it?”

A sour taste filled Rallah’s mouth. “You know what he’s like.”

“If it’s any consolation, I am not one of those he’s conquered.”

“I’d run him through if he even dared.”

“Careful, Rallah.” She lifted the wine pitcher, filled his drink. “Voices carry in the night.”

“When the old man dies, I wonder . . . Should I declare a time of mourning for the passing of our glorious king or a time of celebration for the coronation of a new one?”

“Do you expect this tragedy any time soon?”

“It doesn’t matter. Tomorrow. Next year. Ten years from now. I’ll be rejoicing nonetheless.” He sipped from his cup and felt her hip brush his arm as she moved to her seat. “He thinks me unprepared for the throne, while expecting me to put down a slave uprising. The Hebrews are weak in number, armed with farming tools. It’s a fool’s errand, Delilah. His way of killing me off with busywork.”

“Don’t be so dramatic, darling.”

“You think I’m kidding? I should be leading armies.” He slammed down his goblet. “Against Sidon, Midian, Egypt. Not these Hebrews. They have only one man of any worth on a battlefield.”

“I heard stories yesterday,” she said, sounding only mildly interested. “In the courtyard.” “They call him Samson. And he’s been here in Gaza.”

“Then take him captive and be done with it.”

“I have other plans.”

“So do I.” Her lips nibbled at his ear.

Rallah surrendered himself to the skin-tingling pleasure until his gaze fell upon the goblet’s base, engraved with the king’s own emblem. Even here in his own chambers, the prince was not free of his father’s presence. “My father,” he grumbled, “is senile and sick.”

“He’s led our kingdom into a time of prosperity. Perhaps he deserves more honor.”

“Honor?” Rallah burst from his seat, grabbed Delilah’s bronze-skinned arms, and pinned them to her chair. “Or maybe a prince deserves more respect. That’s right, you should be afraid. You best realize who truly rules this place.”

She tried to free herself. “Please, Rallah, I think you should have another drink.”

“If you wish to be queen,” he said, tightening his grip, “you’ll learn to tame your tongue.”

Slowly her body relaxed beneath him, and she cocked a shapely eyebrow. “Oh, it’s my tongue you were thinking of. Well, why didn’t you just tell me?”

He planted a kiss on her forehead. “The throne will soon be ours, Delilah.”


CHAPTER 16

A TWO-SIDED COIN

[image: images]

DELILAH WATCHED THE prince vanish down the circular stairs. Only when he was gone did she drop the veil of strength and seduction and rush to the window for a gasp of cool night air. Her heart thumped beneath her breast. Her arms throbbed where his fingers had been.

She loved him—that’s what she told herself.

She shouldn’t have riled him.

She poured herself a cup of the wine, let its ruby warmth settle down her throat into her belly, and reminded herself not to complain. Though of no royal blood, she would be queen soon enough.

In the past she had been Rallah’s lover, but in this most recent year she’d gone back north to be at her father’s deathbed. She wanted to tell her father her secrets, those things she’d never told anyone, and perhaps find some justice and resolution. But she couldn’t do it. He was so frail, and he loved her so much. The truth would have broken his heart.

Last month the family said its farewells and buried him.

Now she was back in Gaza, and she would let nothing stand in her way of the throne. It was quite a step up for a girl from the Valley of Sorek.

She recalled those days in the valley as a youngster, tending trestles and gathering grapes in her father’s vineyard. She showed an early knack for it, and her brothers included her in the work on the long autumn nights when frost threatened the clusters. They used torches to fight off the cold, staying up till daybreak to protect their livelihood. Then, bedraggled and shivering, they trudged back to their large stone house to find sleep in their beds.

Except Delilah was not always able to sleep. Even now, as a grown woman, she was wakened by awful dreams of hovering shapes and hot breath on her neck.

Beauty was a two-sided coin . . .

Blessing and curse.

She swiped at a lone tear and sipped again from her cup.


CHAPTER 17

MANOAH’S DECREE
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Valley of Elah

LAST NIGHT I purchased another evening in Gaza to be near Taren. The past few days are a blur of exhilaration. To love and be loved. Is there anything greater?

This morning I give my final coin for a tired nag and a cloth to toss over its back. Taren slips away again and joins me beyond the city gates. We ride north into the foothills, finding shelter in the dappled shade of a terebinth tree. The horse nibbles at the grass while we fan out the cloth and recline. We toss rocks into a meandering creek and talk of our dreams and favorite memories and far-off places that fascinate us. It seems we’ll never run out of things to say.

“You’re sure the prince isn’t mistreating you?” I ask. “He must know of your comings and goings.”

“If so, he turns a blind eye,” she says.

“It seems odd.”

“Some days I serve Rallah in the palace, others I assist Jodel in the temple, and sometimes I’m sent to the storehouses. I’m rarely two days in the same place. Maybe he loses track.”

“Just so long as you don’t suffer for my sake.”

She kisses the tip of my nose. “I’ll suffer if that’s what it takes.”

“Being apart, that’ll be my suffering.”

“What does that mean?” She searches my eyes. “What’s wrong, my love?”

“The money, Taren, I spent the last of it this morning. I can’t stay in the city any longer, and my parents, my mother especially, must be worried. How do I get word to them without leaving you? I don’t want this to end.”

“Neither do I.”

We fall silent, listening to the wind in the terebinth’s leaves. The nag neighs and smacks her lips in satisfaction, oblivious to our quandary.

“What’re we even thinking?” Taren says at last. “What’re we doing here, Samson?”

“We’re not doing anything.” I lean close, my breath upon her neck. “Not yet.”

She places a hand on my chest and pushes me away. “No more jokes. We can’t keep this up. There’s no future for us like this.”

“It hurts to hear you even say that. Please.”

“It’s the truth.”

“What’s changed? I don’t understand.”

“Nothing. This is our reality,” she states. “You and I, we live in different worlds.”

“We don’t in our hearts.”

“What does that mean? The beach, this tree, they’re just hideaways from the truth. I wish I could stay here with you and pretend otherwise, but one of us must be honest. You’re a Hebrew. I’m a Philistine.”

Swept up in the moment, I believe I have a revelation. Maybe I do catch a glimpse of things as they could be, as God wants them to be, but I grasp at the revelation and try to make it true by my own strength. Before it slips away, I try to speak it into existence.

“Taren, listen. This could be the prophecy coming to fulfillment. You and me, Hebrew and Philistine, showing others how the two can live in harmony. I found you. I love you. What if peace came about because of this union? I think this could be what I was chosen for. Don’t you see it?”

“Samson . . . ”

“Marry me.”

Her eyes glisten, and her mouth opens without a word.

“Taren, I’m serious. Marry me. Do you know that you’re the first person in my life to ask me who I wanted to be? Everyone else has tried to map it out for me, tried to dictate it to me. You made me feel something I didn’t know was possible. This is it, our chance to do something.”

Her eyes are warm and glistening. Her mouth broadens into a smile.

“Your parents will not approve of this,” she cautions.

“If you say yes, I’ll stop at nothing till they give me their blessing. I’ll go to them this very night.” I fling my arms outward, yelling beneath the terebinth. “Marry me, Taren. I love you!”

She grabs my face. “Yes, my love,” she says. “Yes!”

A sudden breeze stirs the branches, and I’m showered in leaves as my lips find hers.
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Village of Zorah

My nag barely makes it to the edge of my village. I stable her with a quick pat-down and a bucket of feed. Beneath our family olive tree I rest against the trunk and stare at the lamplight seeping through the latched door. Mother and Father are awake. On my ride here I rehearsed what I would say and convinced myself they would share in my revelation.

Now my certainty fades.

I lift the latch and spy them cross-legged on the rug, playing a game with a carved board and wooden pieces. They are getting older and don’t hear me.

“I met a girl,” I announce, stepping over the threshold.

They turn as one. I cannot read their expressions.

“I want to marry her.”

“Samson, hello.” Mother pulls her robes tighter. “What’s this girl’s name?”

“Her name’s Taren.”

“I don’t know of her. Is she from our village?”

“She’s from Timnah,” I explain. “Don’t you remember a while back, when I told you I fell in love? I found her. She wants this, just as I do.”

My father rises, tugging on his beard as his gaze bores into me. “You’ve been gone a number of days, and you owe your mother both an apology and explanation.”

“We’re in love. That’s the best explanation I have. And I’m sorry, Mother, I am. I know you think that I’m reckless and throwing my money away, but—”

“Actually,” she says to my father, “we owe Samson an apology too. Isn’t that so, Manoah?”

He nods. “Yes, Son, the widow told us what you did for her, leaving coins at her door. And we’ve heard rumors from neighboring villages too. You were generous in giving alms, a sacrifice pleasing to the Lord. For that I commend you.”

“I didn’t need the money, not really. The only thing I want is your blessing.”

“Who is her father?” my father asks.

“His name is Ahar. He serves in Gaza, a prisoner of the crown.”

“What? We raise you, feed you, consecrate you before God, and you can’t even find one suitable bride from among your own people? There are good women of our tribe. Instead, you make fools of us by choosing a daughter of the enemy? Have you lost your mind?”

“I’m in love, Father. I am not trying to shame you. Nor you, Mother.”

“You have no idea,” she says, “the brutality and horrors they’ve brought down on us.”

“Taren’s not like them. She’s different.”

“We are their slaves.”

“Can we sit together?” I beg them. “Will you hear me out?”

Father refuses to look at me.

I press on, determined to make them understand. “I don’t know how exactly, but I believe this could be my way of fulfilling the prophecies. This could be God’s plan of making peace between the two nations, using Taren and me as an example, as bride and groom. Don’t you see? We don’t have to live in the past any longer, locked in the bitterness of our fathers.”

“Their bitterness is also ours,” my father says. “The oppression does not cease.”

“What if it could, though? Through our marriage?”

Mother considers my words the way a steward tests new wine at the king’s table. Is it of any merit? Or is it poisoned? She closes her eyes and mulls it over. I wait, hoping her decision will calm my father, but she says nothing.

“Son, if you do this,” Father tells me, “if you marry this Philistine, you’ll bring dishonor not only on this family but on your entire village and tribe. I will not bless such a thing. I will not!”

His decree is final, and it sends me from my home in a fury.
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West of Zorah

I started this day at dawn, and I’m exhausted. Anger alone propels me over rocks and through woods on a starlit march without clear destination. My long strides take me farther from my village, and I’m off the beaten path, halfway to Timnah, when I realize that my desire for Taren has tugged me this direction. She’s not in Timnah, of course. She’s in Gaza, in her quarters at the foot of the palace.

I won’t see her. Not tonight. I feel desperately alone.

The exhaustion falls upon me, and I find myself in a dense wooded area, unable to press on. Darkness consumes me. My anger still simmers, and I shake my fists.

“What do You want from me, God? Speak to me!”

Silence.

I drop to my knees. “What would You have me do? I’m trying to act as I believe is right, but my father, he’s made his decree, and he’ll never change his mind. Am I called to lead Your people? Isn’t that what my parents were told? Then help me. Show me a sign.”

A branch cracks off to my left.

I am instantly alert.

These forests, hills, and valleys are the territory of my childhood, and I know each contour, each sound, each creature. The crack fades, but it was loud enough to indicate a sizable branch. The smaller animals that roam at night are of insufficient weight to break such a branch with hoof or paw, and I realize that something is very wrong.

I stand.

I stare into the blackness, trying to detect any motion at all.

My ears come to my aid, alerting me to padded footfalls nearby, followed by a low, guttural growl. My chest tightens. I dare not move. I tell my heart to stop thudding against my ribs. Even after the heavy paws move away from me, I hear them pace the slope beyond the trees. Is the beast watching me? Waiting for me to show myself on open ground?

My hands start to tremble. I take cautious steps of retreat. I’ll go back home and—

Snap.

A bough breaks beneath my sandal, and a lion roars. My pupils expand in sheer terror, and at last I detect his form as it swells through the trees, larger and larger, until he is upon me in a ferocious leap that drives me over root and rock. We wrestle and roll. I yell. With claws piercing my shoulder, he bellows back, only a hand width from my face. His fangs are curved, his breath fetid.

This is my chance.

I clamp both hands onto the open jaws, and I muster all my strength to keep them off me. His roar snags in his throat, and hot saliva runs from his mouth, sliding down my cheek and ear. I feel his belly against mine. I tighten my grip, fighting for my life, and pry the jaws apart with a mighty heave.

Snaaap!

This time the sound issues not from wood but from separated sinew and broken jawbones. I drive the bones back into the skull, and the beast collapses on top of me, his deadweight making it difficult to get air. I close my eyes. Expand my chest. Roll the heavy carcass to the side and take a ragged breath.

“Lord, forgive me,” I pray. “You are my Savior, my strength. Please, forgive me my doubts.”


CHAPTER 18

IN THE NAME OF LOVE
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City of Gaza

DELILAH SURVEYED THE city from the window by Rallah’s bed. It was midday, the sunlight gleaming on Dagon’s statue that presided over the temple. In the temple’s shadows, citizens and servants scurried like ants through the streets, not one of them aware of her eyes upon them and not one beyond the reach of the throne.

She never again wanted to be one of the ants. An ant could work through the night, dutifully serving its colony, only to be squashed as though it meant nothing at all.

And she already knew what that felt like.

Someone entered the bedchamber, singing a tune, one of Rallah’s servant girls here to tidy the table and straighten the sheets.

“Stop your singing,” Delilah ordered.

“Oh.” The young woman jumped back; then the joy returned to her face. “Pardon me, I didn’t see you there.”

“Remind me of your name, girl. You haven’t been here in a couple days, have you?”

“It’s Taren. I’ve . . . I serve wherever I am sent.”

“Tell me, Taren, what on earth is the cause of your rejoicing?”

The girl hesitated.

“Come on,” Delilah said. She stepped around the bed, bracelets jangling on her wrist, and invited Taren to join her in the lounge chairs. “We’re two women, and no one else is listening.”

“Why shouldn’t I sing? Does love not sing sweetly?”

“That’s it, huh? Romance in the air. Take my advice, young one, and do not trust the love of a Philistine.”

“My love’s not like any other man. He’s a Hebrew.”

“Well, that’s inconvenient.”

“And his love comes with a proposal.”

Delilah laughed. “Oh, is that so?”

Taren’s smile waned. “It’s between him and me. We aren’t worried what others think.”

“Only children don’t consider others. You serve the Philistine crown, which means everything you do has a consequence. Do you think a pretty little flower like you goes unnoticed and untouched?”

“My queen, I—”

“It’s Delilah,” she said. “I’m not your queen as of yet.”

“My lady, I promise the prince has never made advances. He has eyes for you only.”

That was reassuring, at least.

“I know it’s unusual,” Taren continued, “a Philistine and Hebrew together, but we love each other. And we do know our love will have consequences. In fact, we hope it will.”

“You don’t know much of love, do you? Have you watched the relationships between men and women? Love is war, each side trying to win its own little skirmishes. Don’t be naive. I’m doing you a favor, girl, sparing you the anguish. Rid yourself of these notions about love and marriage. The prince will never yield his servant to the enemy.”

“But he’s a good man, respected by his community and elders.”

“What’s his name, this love of yours?”

“Samson.”

“Samson.” Delilah cast a sideways glance. “The strongman is your betrothed?”

“He is, my lady. You know of him?” “There are rumors, of course. Is he as large as they say?” Delilah waved off her own question. All curiosity aside, there was an opportunity here. She and the prince might use this to curry favor with the king. “Listen, Taren, I’m not easily moved, but your feelings seem genuine. Does love always have to end in war? Maybe I should reconsider.”

“Samson and I only want peace.”

“I hope it stays that way, I really do. While I can’t make any promises, I will speak with Prince Rallah on your behalf. I do hold some sway with him, and there may be room for an exception.”

“You’d do that for us?” Taren fell at her feet. “Oh, thank you.”

“Indeed,” Delilah said, smoothing the girl’s hair. “All in the name of love.”


CHAPTER 19

CATCHING LEVIATHAN
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Waters of the Great Sea

AS A YOUNG teen, Prince Rallah sailed once with his father over the waves of the Great Sea. King Balek told stories of their people’s seafaring past, and Rallah sat on the boat’s prow with hair blowing in the breeze and spray tickling his bare feet. He learned how to guide the boat, man the rudder, and cast hooked strings and hemp nets for the fish that teemed below.

Certain fish took extra patience. If you pulled too quickly, the catch would escape. You had to wait for it, tease it, then set the hook firmly.

Over the past week Taren had ventured farther and farther to rendezvous with the Hebrew. Rallah had played out the line, letting her run with the hook. If she thought Rallah’s lenience meant permissiveness, she was wrong. If she thought she could escape her duties to the throne, she forgot how he and Ashdod had ambushed the priest’s chariot in the night and taken her as a servant.

She was pretty, yes, but the prince’s interests in her were for the sake of the kingdom.

“Keep raising the stakes,” King Balek had instructed Rallah on their sea treks. “First, you catch something small; then you put it on your hook to lure something bigger. Catch something bigger, and put that on your hook. Eventually you’ll hook a leviathan from the deep.”

Samson was the leviathan.

And Taren? Well, she was the only fish that Samson wanted from the sea.
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City of Gaza

Ashdod and Delilah waited as Rallah led his mount into the royal stables. Ashdod helped the prince remove his bronze breastplate and cape, and Delilah handed him his goblet. The juice of the vine washed the road dust from his tongue, and he swigged some more of it down.

“My lord,” Ashdod said, “how did your travels go?”

“The men in Ekron and Ashkelon are ready to help when the time comes. And you, what’ve you heard from our spies?”

“There are reports that the tribal council is considering Samson as judge.”

“Let them do as they will, Ashdod. What is a judge, anyway?” Rallah drew Delilah to his side as he downplayed the concerns. “To the Hebrews, a judge is a spiritual or military leader, guiding their decisions or fighting their battles. To us, he is nothing. The judge of slaves is still a slave.”

“I also have news to share,” Delilah said into his ear.

Ashdod wasn’t finished, though. “What would King Balek say of it?”

“Of Samson as judge? Why? Are you the king’s advisor now, one of his wise men? You’re a soldier, and what my father thinks is not your concern. You follow my orders; that’s what you do.”

“Yes, my prince.”

Rallah emptied his drink and gestured to Delilah for more. He imagined the two of them seated side by side, the new king and queen, surrounded by food and wine as coronation festivities took hold of this great city. There would be singing and dancing and reveling in the streets.

The main thing that disrupted this vision was Samson.

The man’s inhuman power and his appeal to his people were threats that could not be ignored, threats that could unsettle the throne before the prince ever sat upon it. A direct attack on Samson would be doomed. He was too strong. With lovely Taren as bait, though, Rallah might catch the great fish, pull it close enough to kill it, and live to tell the tale.

“Rallah . . . ” Delilah was talking to him. “Samson’s what I wanted to speak to you about. He has eyes for one of your servant girls, and not that I blame him. She’s certainly pleasing to look at.”

He lowered his goblet. “Which girl is this?”

“Don’t pretend you haven’t seen her. The prettiest one. Her name’s Taren.”

“Yes,” he said cautiously. “Yes, I know of her. And how did you hear of it?”

“She was in our bedchamber a few days hence,” Delilah said, “carrying out her duties. She told me that she and Samson plan to marry.”

“Impossible,” Ashdod butted in. “One of our women wedding a Hebrew? It would be heresy against Dagon. It cannot be allowed.”

The prince prickled at his soldier’s words. “Does Dagon fear the Hebrews?”

“It violates our rituals.”

“Let Dagon protect his own rituals.”

“Darling, I’ve been thinking,” Delilah continued. “What if you were to bless the union between Taren and Samson? Give her to him, and he’d never raise a hand against you. He’d be forever indebted to you, and the throne would be yours.”

“Madness.” Ashdod shook his bald head. “I can’t believe I’m hearing this.”

“He would be under my heel,” Rallah agreed.

“Let them marry,” she said, “and let us host the wedding feast. No expenses spared.”

Rallah remembered again why he first fell in love with this woman. All this time he had been fishing for the leviathan, preparing for a battle, even as she was serving up the great fish on a platter. Indeed, why make Samson a foe when they could call him a friend? Why scout out assassins in Ekron and Ashkelon when better options existed? Who knew. Perhaps one day Samson would even fight for Rallah, a Hebrew champion to ward off all challengers.

“My queen is cunning.” He kissed her hand.

“And my king strong.” She pressed against him and bit at his lower lip.

“Ashdod,” Rallah snapped, “clear the stewards from the stables and leave us now.”

“Yes, my lord.”
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Days later Prince Rallah and Delilah summoned the servant girl to their bedchamber. They offered her a seat at the serving table and a chalice of strong drink. Taren sipped politely, eyes down.

“Are you nervous?” the prince asked.

“I am not sure why I’m here, my lord.”

Rallah scratched at his goatee, giving her time enough to worry. She ventured a glance at Delilah, who was reclined at the edge of the bed, fiddling with her blue lapis earrings.

“You love a Hebrew—that’s what Delilah tells me. Is this true?”

Taren brightened. “I do, very much.”

“Is that why you violated your curfews and abandoned your duties two weeks back, so that you could entertain these notions of romance?”

“I . . . I’m sorry, my lord. What would you have me say?”

“Did you think I didn’t know?” he asked. “You frolicked with our enemy on the beach, sneaked off to nearby villages, rode off with him into the hills. Are you foolish enough to believe you were not spied upon? Is your prince blind—is that what you think? Do you know what I would do if one of my soldiers wandered off with a Hebrew woman? It would be treason. Betrayal to the throne. That man would have his head removed and displayed at the gates for all to see.”

Taren was shaking, her veil draped about her face.

“Say something, girl,” Delilah urged from the bed. “You told me none of this.”

“It was wrong. There’s no excuse.”

“Why, then?”

“How else could it be?” A tear ran down her cheek. “Our love is real, and no one will acknowledge it. Is it so impossible for enemies to feel these things for each other? I’m a woman, and he is a man. That’s all that matters to us.”

Before explaining the real purpose of this meeting, Rallah needed to be certain of Taren’s loyalty to the crown. If she was to bed with the enemy, there could be no doubts.

“Taren,” he said, “I know your father. Ahar is a kind man.”

“Please. He had nothing to do with this. He doesn’t even know yet.”

“You’ve kept secrets from everyone. Well, if you recall, I took you from Jodel because he owes me a debt. You haven’t been paying that debt, not while gallivanting about the countryside with the Hebrew strongman. Here is the deal. Jodel’s debt, your debt, will now be on your father’s head.”

“My lord, no. I beg of you not to—”

“Hold, girl,” Delilah said from the bed. “Give the prince a chance to explain.”

“Delilah and I have talked this over, Taren, and we want to make you an offer. Yes, that sparks your curiosity, doesn’t it? We know what it’s like to be in love. Delilah and I have shared a bed for years, and still my father shows no interest in her. He treats her no differently than . . . well, no differently than a servant like you. We, on the other hand, we want to celebrate your love.”

Taren’s eyebrows furrowed. “I don’t understand.”

“First, you must never again disobey the edicts of the crown, or it’s your father who will pay the price. It’s his head that’ll sit atop a spike for all to see. Is that clear?”

“Really, darling.” Delilah shot him a look. She moved alongside Taren and said, “What my lord is trying to say is that we want you and Samson to be married. We want you to show everyone how love can guarantee peace. It’s a beautiful thing, don’t you think? Go on, Rallah. Tell her.”

“I’ve been to your hometown in the past few days, Taren. I’ve made the arrangements, and all Timnah is buzzing with excitement. Delilah and I, we want to do this for you. It means a lot to us. We want to throw you and Samson a wedding feast for the ages.”


CHAPTER 20

THE UNEXPECTED
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Camp at Mahaneh-dan

THE MEN ARE gathered in the valley, hundreds of them. At the front of the pack stands Treus. He ignores the stinging rain that comes over the western slopes and points his finger at me. He is shaking, and I’m certain it’s not because of the cold.

“You betray the tribe of Dan,” he snarls.

Only yesterday did I learn from the prince of his support for my marriage. I can hardly contain my joy, but these men have heard the rumors and feel different.

“You betray not only us,” he continues, “but your Israelite brothers in Jerusalem, Judah, and beyond. I don’t care about the babbling of old women and elders. What do they know? You’re nothing special, Samson. I perceived it from the start.”

Those closest to Treus murmur in agreement. They chose his side long ago.

“A full-scale war,” I say. “Is that what you seek?”

“It’s the only language our oppressors understand.”

“And,” I point out, “a language they speak well. They have chariots and forged weaponry, and in a war they would swat us away like gnats.”

Wadesh pushes forward, his hair drenched. The wound above his eyebrow is swollen, still healing from his encounter with Bolcom at the quarry. “We’ve all wanted to follow you, Samson. We know that God’s given you supernatural strength. I saw it with my own eyes, and I owe you my life. I’ll never speak ill of you. When these others heard the stories, they rallied to fight alongside you, but it’s been weeks, and you still don’t train or spar with us. Now you come with talk of love?”

“You’re a traitor,” one yells.

“Philistine lover,” yells another.

“Didn’t our Father in heaven create all people, Philistine and Hebrew alike?” I reason. The rain is heavy in my long hair. “They may be wayward, but they’re also made in His image.”

“We, the Israelites, are the chosen people,” comes the response.

“Wayward?” another mocks. “Wicked through and through is more like it.”

I hop onto a boulder for a better view of the assembly. “Yes, I do speak of love. I love a woman from Timnah, and we shall marry next week.”

They hiss and spit in my direction.

“My tribesmen, my brothers, I don’t want to fight you.”

“At least listen to him,” Caleb calls out from among them. “Let him explain himself.”

Wadesh and Orum agree with this notion. Their joined voices and the forces of nature manage to cool tempers for the moment, and I try again to defend my position, believing they’ll understand.

“Listen, men. The prophecies are being fulfilled in a way we never imagined. You want war, I understand, but we don’t need another Joshua to strike down our enemies by the thousands. Where has that gotten us, brothers? We’re still enslaved. We need a new route to peace, and that’s what Taren and I seek. We want to show families and friends on both sides that unity is possible. Soldiers will be won over and lay down their weapons, picking up plowshares instead. I know this sounds impossible, it does. Look at Prince Rallah, though.”

The jeers start up again.

“Listen, he wants my marriage to his servant girl to serve as an example to all. He himself is paying for our celebration. I was just as surprised as you.”

“It’s a trap, Samson.”

“You’re a fool.”

“Sleeping with our enemy makes you our enemy too.”

The anger grows, and they press toward me. Caleb, Wadesh, and Orum try to hold them back, but the group is too large. They don’t want peace; they want justice. And none of them are convinced that my dreams of bliss will spill over into their own daily lives. I must run from my countrymen or turn to fight them. Neither option sits well with me.

“Lord, what would You have me do?”

Thunder cracks overhead, shaking the hills, and the unexpected happens. The soaked earth on the far end of the valley breaks away in a mudslide, rocks and wet soil churning down the slope in a great rumbling wave that fans over the valley floor, stopping only a few paces from the startled men at the back of the crowd.

“This is a warning,” I say.

“Oh, you think you’re so superior,” Treus says. “Protected from on high.”

“A warning for me too,” I answer. “Let’s not fight amongst ourselves. We are brothers.”

The assembly dissipates slowly, breaking off in groups as they go their separate ways.
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West of Zorah

I cannot believe the turn of events. Taren and I thought we risked the prince’s wrath, and instead we have his royal blessing. My parents haven’t given theirs, not directly, but my father went down to Timnah to meet Taren’s father, Ahar, and discuss our marriage. Whether our fathers exchanged a traditional dowry or bride compensation money, I do not know.

What I do know is that in a matter of days we’ll be man and wife.

My heart skips at the thought, and even though it’s not time yet, I walk in the direction of Timnah with thoughts of the feasting to come. Taren and I haven’t yet been together, naked and unashamed, and it’s been torture for me. I am a man. I want what God created for us. It’s too much to think upon, and I try to turn my mind to anything other than our first moments as bride and groom.

Meandering off the path, I bask in the sunlight and lift my face to its warmth. Flowers poke between crags and brush, splashing this hillside with color after yesterday’s rain.

I still don’t know what to think of yesterday’s encounter at the camp. It reminds me that peace will not come easily. If even those who know me well are skeptical, then there will be doubters throughout the capitals and all of Canaan.

Ahead, a copse of trees draws my attention. I know this place . . .

A guttural roar. The rushing shadow. Sharp fangs.

My pulse races in my neck, and I remind myself it’s daytime and there’s nothing to fear. My shoulder throbs where the lion’s claws dug in. Not even Mother and Father know what happened here.

A buzzing sound reaches my ears from the woods. I follow it. As I get closer, I realize it’s the drone of a thousand bees. They make their hives in hollow branches and stumps, anywhere secluded and within the proximity of fields and blossoms. This time they’ve settled in the carcass of the lion, and I’m drawn by the sweetness inside.

I look over both shoulders. No one is watching, and I cannot resist. Ignoring my Nazirite vows and the pain of a few stings, I plunge my hands into the dead animal and break off a portion of the honeycomb. Thick white gold oozes around my fingers, and I put it to my mouth. The goodness numbs yet another sting, and I take a second bite.

Until the wedding this sweetness on my lips will have to do.
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Caleb is coming toward me as I head home. He has a sheathed dagger on his belt, and this, combined with his lengthening hair and stubbled face, give him the look of a young warrior. He tells me he is meeting with some of the other men of the village to discuss tactics and defense.

“You’ve certainly won their respect,” I tell him.

“Whatever respect I have would be yours,” he says, “if you’d be at the camp.”

“Call me a fool for love, Caleb. Men are fools for much worse things.”

“I don’t trust them, Samson. I don’t trust the prince’s intentions. For you and Taren, I wish all the happiness in the world. I do. If I spy anything suspicious, though . . . ” He draws his dagger. “I’ll create a diversion, and I want you to promise that you’ll take her and make an escape.”

“Put that away.” I muss his hair. “It’s a feast, not a fight. And where would we run?”

“Where can any of us go? Pushed into a corner, what do they expect us to do? I’ll never be my big brother, I know that, but I’ll stand with our larger band of brothers, and we’ll keep preparing for when the time comes.”

“So you agree with Mother and Father. You don’t think my marriage will change things.”

“I’m not taking sides here,” he says. “I just want to be ready either way.”

“You’re still coming to the wedding, aren’t you?”

“You think I’d leave you alone with all those Philistines?”

I want to hug him. “You know, Caleb, you’re the best friend a brother could have.”

“What about your friend from Timnah?” He falls into his childhood insecurities. “You’ve never taken me along on your hunts.”

“Pyzor? It’s been weeks since we hunted together. Next time you can join us, all right? Just be warned, he smells like onions, and his feet stink.”

“Your feet stink.”

“Must run in our family.”

He shoves me again. “So why’d you ask him to be the best man, then?”

“I had no choice; you know that. A Philistine wedding requires a Philistine best man.”

“You’ve always had a choice,” he points out. “And each choice has led you here.”

“Do I know what will come of it all? I admit, Caleb, I do not. But I do believe God has a purpose in it, and I’ll seize each moment as it comes. Let time be my judge.”


CHAPTER 21

LEATHER POUCHES
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Village of Zorah

ZEALPHONIS SAT ON the threshold, cradling a leather pouch in her lap. She still wrestled with the idea of giving its contents to Samson. Would doing so put her seal of approval on his choices? Or could such a gift be an act of motherly love, with no other message than that?

“I don’t like it,” Manoah told her.

She looked up, already guessing his thoughts. She and Caleb shared in this ability, while her husband and oldest son were the task-driven types. Manoah, even now, worked in the heat of the midday sun, using a stone block to smooth the surface of a new table. He talked more openly when his hands were busy.

“Timnah,” he said, “is no place for Samson. There are soldiers at the gate and unclean foods in the town marketplace. He doesn’t even seem bothered by it.”

“Did you meet the girl?”

“I met Ahar. He is a soft-spoken man, weary from his years of service to the crown.”

“Enough with your worrying, Manoah. It’ll be over soon, and then Samson will bring his bride back to Zorah so that we can meet her.”

“He has yet to make that decision. The young men are opposed to him bringing a Philistine woman into our midst. They’ve let that be known. The council has not spoken on the matter.”

“I want my son nearby.” She watched Manoah run a hand over the wood surface and continue buffing. “They’re too harsh on him, I think. Where else would he go?”

“Too harsh.” He paused. “You were here; you heard me tell him that if he followed this course, it would bring dishonor upon our tribe. Were those not my words to him?”

“I don’t like it any more than you do.”

“Caleb will do better,” he said, shifting his focus. “He knows the meaning of honor.”

“You know, I’ve sought the Lord on this, and here is what I’ve come to . . . We can’t always know the mind of God.”

“That’s right, Zealphonis. Because God gives us minds of our own, that we might think for ourselves. That’s why He wrote His laws on our hearts.”

“But you yourself said that the heart cannot be trusted.”

“When we leave it to our own reasoning.”

“Maybe, in this matter, we’ve done just that.”

Manoah huffed. “When Moses led our ancestors out of Egypt to this Promised Land, he told them not to intermarry with the people here. He did this to keep us strong. To keep us from forming alliances that would weaken our nation and lead us into idolatry. When I went down to Timnah, I saw for myself the intermingled species of grapes and vines, but we are not supposed to intermingle. That is for pagans perhaps, but not us.”

“He and this girl Taren, they might prove us wrong. God will yet work through our son.”

“Samson will do what he wants, regardless of our thoughts on the matter.” Her husband spotted the pouch on her lap. “Is that what I think it is?”

“I’m going to give it to him,” Zealphonis said.

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.” She held it close. “Yes, it’s something I must do.”
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Samson arrived before the evening meal, one hand behind his back. Zealphonis tilted her head to see what was hidden and found herself pulled into an embrace. She laughed. Her son, this man who once played at her feet, still knew how to draw joy from her heart.

“These are for you, Mother.” He presented a bouquet of handpicked flowers.

She accepted them with a smile of gratitude.

“What’s this?” Samson smacked his hand on the table. “We eat like kings now?”

“Your father labored over it the past few days.”

He ran a finger along the wood. “He did good work.”

“You know, Son, he always means well.” Zealphonis spread out the implements for the meal. “He feels pressure from all sides and only wants to do what’s right.”

“Or what elevates him in the minds of the council.”

“Not true, Samson. Don’t you think that of him.”

“What’s not true?” Manoah asked, ducking through the door.

Zealphonis exchanged a look with her son, then turned to her husband. “Is Caleb with you?”

“He won’t be here till later,” Samson interjected. He found a seat. “Let’s eat, I say. Look at this fine table, fit for royalty.”

“Or,” Manoah said, “for my firstborn on the eve of his wedding.”

“What?”

“You heard me. It’s yours.” A sly grin parted Manoah’s bushy beard. In that moment Zealphonis loved her husband more than ever. He gripped Samson’s arm and carried on. “You now stand on your own two feet, Son, and as I do, you must answer to God. Over the years, I’ve spoken my mind to you, father to son. From this point I will speak to you man to man. And no, I do not seek to elevate myself in anyone else’s minds. Other than your mother’s, perhaps. In the council, I speak as bluntly as I do here, even more so.”

“I’m sorry, Father. I do know that.”

Manoah released his hold. “I now give you unto God, Son. Just as we did nearly twenty years ago, when you were born to us in the middle of the night.”

Zealphonis remembered it well . . .

The agony. The unspeakable joy. The promise fulfilled.

“I want you to take this table,” Manoah continued. “Go and make your home.”

“Thank you,” Samson said.

“Let it be said, though, that we cannot attend your wedding. I was in Timnah, I saw it for what it is, and not so long ago Tobias was murdered by men who’ll be in attendance there. It’s too dangerous. I will not travel with your mother to such a place.”

“Wait. No. I’ll be there to protect you. Please.”

“You’ll be dancing—”

“We’ll all be dancing,” Samson said.

“You’ll be dancing to the beat of a different drum. I’m sorry, but it’s been decided.”

Zealphonis thought that her heart might burst. She still struggled with this decision, and her words came out in barely a whisper. “He’s right, Son. It’s not safe for us.”

Samson pushed back from the table.

“I made this decision,” Manoah said. “Not the council.”

“You won’t feast with your own son at his wedding. I have nothing to say to that.”

“You made your choice. I’ve made mine. This table here is yours, a token of my love but not of my blessing. These are tough words, I know, spoken to you man to man.”

Samson stood to leave.

“Wait,” Zealphonis pleaded, reaching for his hand. “I also have something for you.”

He hesitated.

She pulled out the pouch nestled in a fold of her robe. “I’ve held on to this since before you were born. It was given to me by my mother, and to my mother by her mother, and so on. Hundreds of years ago, when our people were in slavery, God sent the plagues so that Pharaoh would yield to Moses. The Egyptians gave of their gold and their jewels, their finest things, begging our people to go so that the plagues would cease.”

“Mother, I know the stories.”

“Some families held on to those treasures, and this is the last of ours.”

She unfurled his clenched fist and turned the pouch upside down. Its contents slid from the leather confines, pooling in Samson’s palm. The distinctive turquoise necklace glistened in the lamplight, polished and ready for the finest of necks.

“You said that she’s slim. Please, would you give this to her? It should fit your bride well.”

“I don’t know what to . . . ” Samson kissed her head. “We will cherish this, Mother.”

Zealphonis closed her eyes and let his nearness warm her. Though she respected him as a man, he would always be her little boy, and she wanted to hold on to this moment as long as she could. All week she’d had grave misgivings about the wedding, which was in part why she chose not to attend. She wondered if this evening would be their last meal together as father, mother, and son. She recalled the flames, leaping from the altar, taking the Angel of the Lord into the heavens. Was her son’s wedding a part of God’s calling?

“One more thing,” Samson said. “Open your eyes.” He presented a leather pouch of his own, much larger, misshapen. “For you, Mother.”

She peered inside. “Oh my goodness. Where’d you find such a treat?”

“Out of the eater, something to eat . . . ”

“Oh, Samson, I am going to miss your riddles. Can we have some now with our food?”

“What is it?” Manoah asked. Then his eyes widened. “Honey.”

Samson joined them again at the table, where they broke bread together, the rich honeycomb lending rare luxury to their meal. He licked his fingers and figured it was best not to tell them where he had gotten it. Or the manner in which it was gathered.


CHAPTER 22

A SCHEMING MIND
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City of Gaza

IT WAS ASHDOD who brought the news. “My lord, King Balek summons you to the gates.”

Rallah lifted his head from Delilah’s lap. “Let’s go, then. We are wanted.”

“Only you,” Ashdod said. “The lady stays.”

“You have no authority to—”

“The king’s orders.”

“Very well. Take your hand from your sword, soldier. I will be there shortly.”

“I will wait.”

The prince slipped into more formal robes and footwear, combed the slender lines of his beard and goatee, and kissed Delilah’s wine-scented mouth. “When I return,” he told her, “we’ll begin our travel preparations. A week’s feasting away from this squalor.”

“I look forward to it,” she said.

Ashdod led Rallah from the palace chambers through the courtyards and gardens, down flights of wide limestone steps to a waiting chariot. They climbed aboard, and Ashdod unhooked the reins. He drove through the city streets with no shouts of warning. Women and children jumped aside. Merchants shook their fists. Block after block they rode until the gates of the city rose in their view. These gates represented power. They were a ruler’s status symbol.

A monument to his masculinity, Rallah thought wryly.

“What does my king want of me?” he said as dust settled around the chariot wheels.

“Step down.” King Balek gestured from his place beside the watchman. The traffic through the gates was suspended. “This man makes accusations, and I want to hear your response.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, my king.”

“Tell him,” Balek said to the watchman. “Tell him what you told me.”

Rallah recognized the man now as the one who only a few short weeks ago delivered word of Samson’s arrival in the capital. For Dagon’s sake, what was all this hubbub about? He tried to read the fellow’s expression. The king rarely deigned to join commoners on the streets, and this excursion from his private chambers indicated something serious.

“I know of your plots,” the watchman said. “Your plots against the king.”

“You speak foolishness.”

“The Hebrew champion was here, bunked in our city for nearly a week, and you allowed it.”

“It is allowable,” Rallah said.

“He ran off in the mornings with a servant of yours. A young woman. When I mentioned it to others, they said you turned a blind eye to it. This makes you party to treasonous acts, our enemy cavorting with a servant of the crown.”

“Boys and girls, they fall in love. It does not mean the crown is threatened.”

“You rode north last week, and you met with their champion.”

“Samson,” Rallah offered.

“You see, my king, he admits it. He schemes against you. He wants the throne for himself.”

“Simply not true,” Rallah said. What he did not say was that yes, he wanted the throne, but not only for himself. He wanted a queen to share it with him.

“How do you respond?” asked King Balek.

“I say this man seeks the king’s approval at any cost. Look at him. He’s getting older, and he’s served at the gates for years. Maybe he thinks he deserves more for his work. Maybe he carries a grievance against the throne for the way I treated him a few weeks back. Very well, if it’s favor he wants, or reward, let him have it. I don’t have time for this finger-pointing.”

“What grievance would he carry?”

“It’s true, he came to tell me of Samson’s presence in the city, and I thanked him for that information. Job well done. When he hinted at a reward, I told him to leave my presence. His pay as a watchman was all the compensation necessary.” Rallah shrugged. “If you disagree, my king, do as you see fit.”

“That’s a lie.” The watchman spat out the words. “You rewarded, but I did not ask.”

“The prince gave you a reward?” The king raised an eyebrow.

“Actually,” Rallah said, “when I dismissed him from my chambers, he stormed off. Where he went or what he did, I do not know. I assumed that his anger would fade.”

“I wasn’t angry,” the man yelled. “I still have the jewels you gave me.”

“Imaginary jewels, yes. Well, let’s see them.”

“Indeed,” said King Balek. He waved a hand. “Go, Ashdod. Search the man’s home, and we shall discover who speaks the truth. If the prince did pay this reward, it sets a troublesome precedent, and he’ll be chastised accordingly.”

Ashdod brought the chariot around and disappeared up the road. With the rattling of axles and beating of hooves, he returned a short time later and presented his findings to the king.

“Where was this?”

“In a covered hole beneath his bed, my king. A bag of jewels, just as the man said.”

King Balek shook out the bag, studied its contents, then studied the watchman’s defiant posture. “You wanted reward, and you weren’t pleased with the prince’s rebuttal, were you?”

“My lord?”

“Gemstones, a ring, a cloak clasp. These did not come from the prince. They came from my own chambers adjacent to his. If he wouldn’t pay, did you think you could palm a few items without anyone taking notice? No, don’t say a word, watchman. Close your mouth. As if stealing from your king was not enough, you still wanted revenge and made accusations against your prince.”

Ashdod stepped forward, hand on his sword.

The king unsheathed the weapon for him and gave it to Rallah. “You were the one wronged. It’s for you to make justice.”

The watchman whimpered. “I served faithfully. I have a wife.”

“She’ll be taken care of,” the king said. “I’ll personally see to it.”

Prince Rallah knew he could not back down now. He aimed for the ribcage, piercing heart and lung, silencing the man forever. He stepped on the fallen body and tugged the blade free.

Ashdod accepted the sword back with a nod.

“The prince and I will walk,” King Balek told the soldier. “You may go.”

Side by side the royals strolled toward the palace. Citizens gathered to watch their passing, bowing in respect, and Rallah felt like a little boy again, his father proudly displaying him for all to see. This was the relationship he used to wish for. Perhaps it was still possible.

His father halted him at the palace steps. “My son, you have a scheming mind, which I admire. The watchman, he was up in age. No loss. Next time, though, don’t you lie to me. If you do, the sword will be in my hand as I pull it from your chest. Do not assume that my anger will fade.”


CHAPTER 23

DECLARED TRUCE
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Town of Timnah

I ARRIVE IN TOWN with my brother at my side. It seems a much smaller place now that I’ve been to Gaza. Then again, the world is mine in this moment. It’s been weeks since I heard Taren’s voice or felt the softness of her face, and I long to go to her. Soon enough the week of feasting and frivolities will begin, culminating with our betrothal and its consummation. I am giddy. I have much to celebrate.

Only one small matter nags at my mind.

It was wrong, I know, to reach into the lion for the honey. My hands touched a dead creature in violation of my Nazirite vows. According to those vows, I should spend a length of time in purification, but my wedding cannot wait. And, more practically, no one knows what I did.

It will pass.

“There are more soldiers here than the last time we came,” Caleb notes.

“They’ve come for the wedding too.”

“With armor and weapons. And you have no problem with that?”

“Prince Rallah and his lady, they’re personally covering all expenses. They want this to be a celebration of unity, a declared truce for all involved. Soldiers, servants, merchants . . . Everyone’s welcome. I only wish Mother and Father were here.”

“I can’t blame them for their decision.” Caleb’s voice has an edge to it.

“But you came,” I point out.

“Not without my blade.” He pats his tunic, making clear what he carries beneath.

“You’re asking for trouble where there is none. Please, don’t spoil things for Taren and me.”

“It’s merely a decorative weapon,” he explains. “A tribal custom at our weddings.”

I roll my eyes.

“The feasting begins tomorrow,” my brother says. “So where are we staying tonight?”

“Just around the corner there. Pyzor has room for both of us.”
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Pyzor greets us with back thumps and solid claps on the arms. He’s shorter and wider than I am, a man chiseled from quarry stone. His hair is dark and cropped short, his ears adorned with earrings, and his cheeks scarred by adolescent acne. Just as I warned, he favors onions with his meat.

“Come, my friends. Enjoy the show.”

We follow him up stone stairs to his rooftop and watch as the Great Sea swallows the sun in a fiery gulp. In the gathering darkness my Philistine friend sets out bed mats and furs, then offers sesame-seed treats from a copper platter. He’s never been one to sleep the moment darkness falls, and with Caleb as captive audience he decides we should exchange tales of our various hunts. While he exaggerates certain portions, the furs prove he’s not far off the mark, providing a list of local wildlife, from hare and vulture to fox and deer. Some provided us with sustenance. Others benefited us with bone needles and tools.

“Nothing wasted,” Pyzor tells Caleb. “The fun of the hunt is never without purpose.”

This is Caleb’s first time in a Philistine home, and he seems uneasy.

“We’re taking Caleb along next time,” I tell Pyzor. “He’s a skilled hunter.”

“Better than his brother, I hope.”

“Well, who caught that hawk?” I say. “And without a weapon.”

“A weighted net, ha. That’s for slaves who can’t master a good spear throw.”

Caleb bristles.

I give him a slight shake of the head before responding to the gibe. “Say what you will, Philistine. You remember the time, or do you deny throwing your good spear to hit a leopard in a tree, only to bring down a ripe piece of fruit.”

“Best fruit I ever tasted, Samson.”

“The rare and elusive leopard fruit.”

Pyzor flips a fringed pillow at me.

I catch it and tuck it behind my head. “Tomorrow will be here soon enough,” I say. “Let’s get some rest, or my bride-to-be might take one look at me and change her mind.”

“I doubt it,” Pyzor says, slapping at my leg. “She’s clearly blind, or she would’ve never agreed to your proposal in the first place.”

That, at least, gets Caleb to chuckle, and we lay our heads down beneath the stars.


CHAPTER 24

PREMONITIONS
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DELILAH ACCEPTED THE invitation into the stone house belonging to Taren’s aunt and uncle. While its ma-terials awoke memories of her own family’s home at the vineyard, this place was small and humble. High windows kept out the night predators, and threadbare rugs covered dirt-packed floors.

“Thank you for having me,” Delilah said to her hosts.

They bowed in acknowledgment.

“Your niece is a friend of the crown, and this wedding celebration will ensure that her husband remains one as well. That should give you some peace of mind.”

The couple nodded but said nothing. The aunt presented Delilah a cup of their household wine. It was mediocre at best but a passable effort from these poor townsfolk. Everyone who knew of her relationship with the prince understood she would be queen one day, and they were wise to show honor and hospitality accordingly. Those who didn’t? Well, she’d learned as a child to never forget a wrong, and she had a growing tally of wrongdoers in her head.

“How is Taren?” she asked.

The girl swept into the room, adorned in shimmering bridal robes and a headpiece with a circlet of coins. The coins were a gift from Rallah and Delilah. “I love it,” she gushed.

“It couldn’t be worn by a more stunning bride,” Delilah said.

“Thank you, my lady.”

“And now let the seven days of feasting begin. Come, and I’ll show you to the bridal tent, where we’ll prepare you and your bed for your groom. “

Taren blushed at that, hiding her face from her aunt and uncle.

“Your aunt can join us, of course. There will be food and drink like she’s never seen. Music and dancing in the streets. A display of exotic animals. Performers, minstrels, and storytellers. I promise you, it’s not to be missed. Prince Rallah will be along shortly for your uncle since, of course, your family are special guests of the throne.”

“He . . . I’m sure my uncle will be able to make his own way to the feast.”

“Nonsense, Taren. In fact,” Delilah said, “here’s the prince now.”

Rallah was at the threshold, his eyes outlined in charcoal, his goatee trimmed. Despite wearing none of his military garb, he presented a fierce aspect in the semi-darkness of the hut, and Delilah saw the uncle bow and take a step back.

“They have nothing to fear,” she said to Taren. “Let them know that.”

“Are we all ready to proceed?” Rallah asked.

Delilah touched his cheek. “Go, darling. The ladies and I will be along shortly.”

Taren’s uncle slipped into his sandals and followed Rallah outside. To Delilah, the uncle looked oddly like a man walking toward his execution, and then Taren was tugging at her arm and whispering an explanation.

“Forgive my aunt and uncle their reservations, my lady. Ten years ago, outside this very door, they watched the prince take my mother’s life.”

“Your mother?”

“The most beautiful lady in the world to me as a little girl. When King Balek came to collect the tribute, he decided he wanted her for his own, but she wouldn’t move from my father’s side.”

“Taren, I did not know of this, I swear.”

“The prince was following his father’s orders.”

“I deeply regret the pain your family suffered.” Delilah thought of quiet Ahar, whom they had carted up to Timnah for the wedding preparations. “I guess that I . . . I never considered how it was your father was widowed. The heartache he must’ve endured. No one said a word of it to me.”

“What can be said?”

Delilah considered that. There were certain memories that could never be soothed by words, and even time did not always do its job correctly, leaving wounds that festered in the soul. A sudden premonition of more death chilled her. She cleared her throat. “The only thing we can do, Taren, is help your family make many happy new memories. Will you let us do that for you?”

Taren nodded. “Samson, he’s all the joy I need. You must feel the same about the prince.”

“Love is a mysterious thing. Let’s go, shall we?”

They were still a number of blocks from the town square when they heard drums and tambourines announcing the start of the feast.
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Delilah’s second premonition came early that evening.

The warmth of the day had collected under the canopy, and she slipped between dancers and revelers in search of cooler, less crowded space. To her surprise, three camels and their handlers were lined up in the square, engaged in some impromptu contest, with the prize going to the owner whose camel spit the farthest. She wasn’t sure if this was a typical game among nomads, but the handlers took it seriously enough, barking insults and making accusations.

Sidestepping a pool of camel drool, she spotted Samson a few paces away.

So this was the Hebrew.

He was easy to recognize from the myriad descriptions of him. His shoulders were broad, and his chest angled down to strong thighs and muscular calves. His hair was long, gathered in strands down his back, and his eyes were shadowed, dark, and intense. He looked to be younger than her by a few years, which made him younger than any of her brothers.

He pushed back a lock of his hair, and his eyes swept past her. And then back. They lingered on her, then swept away again.

The heat of his gaze clung to her.

It stirred something within.

This time the premonition shook her physically, and she pivoted back into the throng of gyrating bodies and limbs. She adjusted her hair under her gold-leaf laurel, smoothed her dress, and found the prince at a table of fresh loaves and piled fruit. She pulled him out among the dancers, where she moved and flowed with him, lifting her arms overhead and swaying. Each movement was designed to shake off the hold of those deep-set eyes, and she told herself again that she was in love with Prince Rallah. They were destined for great things, rulers side by side, once King Balek made way for it.

“What’s on your mind?” Rallah asked.

“I don’t feel so well, darling. We have a week of revelry ahead, so I’ll go now and rest and make certain I don’t miss anything else.”

“You look flushed. Was it too much wine?”

She brushed her lips across his cheek. “I’m fine.”

Death and desire, two premonitions . . . They haunted her steps as she departed.


CHAPTER 25

THE CHALLENGE
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I AWAKE BENEATH THE main feasting canopy, my head on a plush pillow, one leg propped on the chest of a fallen Philistine soldier. His tunic and arm bear scarlet stains, and I wonder if I struck him dead in the midst of some late-night squabble. Or maybe Caleb and Pyzor jumped in. I don’t know.

My worries are interrupted by a sudden snort from the soldier. He rolls over, mumbles what sounds like a woman’s name, and starts to snore. The stains, I realize, are only spilled wine.

That’s a relief. One wrong word, one drunken act, and these hopes of peace could come tumbling like Jericho’s walls. I must not let the mood or moment spoil a lifetime of peace with my Timnah-born bride.

Where is Taren?

I drag myself to my feet. Partygoers are sprawled about the tables in the street, and I see Pyzor among them, just waking up. His eyes are glazed, his hair matted. Last night’s festivities carried into the early morn, with drinks flowing and women dancing. I’ve never seen anything quite so eye-opening, certainly not at any of our village celebrations. Our enemies do know how to party.

Whether that’s a skill to be envied, I have yet to decide.

Beside me a man about Caleb’s age loses the contents of his stomach. Instead of staying to clean up after himself, he stumbles out into the early gloom and is gone.

“Taren?” I call. “Taren, can you hear me?”

She looked radiant last night, more desirable than ever. These remaining days of the feast will go fast for most, but for me they’ll move as slowly as the honey I harvested with my own two hands. Sweetness delayed. Oh, to be alone with my bride. To look into her eyes, to share our dreams as we did on the beach and beneath the terebinth. To live, raise children, watch grandchildren, grow old together . . . These are my wishes.

“Taren, please answer.”

“Shush,” someone tells me. “Trying to sleep here.”

“It’s my wedding,” I snap. “You’ve got a bed at home, don’t you?”

Don’t let the moment undo you, I warn myself again. That is how fragile treaties are broken, and our wedding is a declaration of peace that I don’t want to mishandle. If we manage to see this through, if there is a touch of God’s hand in these events, it will change things for generations to come. Of that I am convinced.

An hour later I find her.

“Samson? Good morning.” Wiping sleepy eyes, Taren greets me beneath the canopy of a decorated tent. “I’ve been in our bridal chamber. You’re not allowed access, not for a few nights yet.”

“Six.”

“Less than a week.”

“More than I can bear.” I kiss her lips.

She’s quick to pull away. “Anticipation, my love. Don’t ruin it.”

I throw my hair back and fold my arms over my chest. “I’m already ruined.”

“It’ll be worth the wait, I promise. The prince’s lady is helping me prepare the sheets and my garments, and she’s shown me how to handle perfumes and oils and finery. She and the prince, they’ve been so good to us, don’t you think? Surely your God is on our side.”

“What about Dagon?” I ask, trying to hide any sarcasm. “Does he get any credit?”

“Dagon? He’s a statue,” she says. “I’ve never seen an image of your Hebrew God.”

“It’s forbidden to make such a thing.”

“Is He that awful to look upon?”

“Taren,” I scold. “He’s the living God. He’s not an immovable stone in a temple. Who could sculpt such an image, considering no one has seen His face and lived to tell it?”

“If no one’s seen Him, how do you know He’s alive?”

Why does she ask these questions now, in the week of our feasting? We are of one heart and mind, I thought. One soul. I try to keep the edge from my tone. “He speaks to His people through the written commandments and the law in their hearts.”

“Have you heard His voice yourself?”

“My parents have. Before I was born. He spoke to them through His angel.”

“That seems far-fetched.” She wrinkles her mouth. “You’re certain they told you the truth?”

“What sort of question is that? You’ll meet them soon enough, and you can be the judge.”

“I don’t mean to upset you. I just want to understand your Hebrew faith.”

“Can we discuss these matters later? My belly’s growling, and I’ll be less irritable if I eat.”

She smiles. “There it goes. I just heard it.”

“What about this beating of my heart? Can you hear that?”

I draw her into my arms, and she rests her head on my chest. She feels small and warm and vulnerable, and I want nothing more than to protect her from all harm. My one fear is that my own words will inflict damage, my own strength will cause pain. I never once saw my father lift a hand against my mother, and I could not forgive myself if I did such a thing.

Taren leans back, looking up at me. “Hearing your heart made me think. What will our baby’s heart sound like? Can you imagine it, my love? I want to raise a child with you.”

“My mother will be glad about that.”

“What about you?”

“I don’t know. Would I be a good father?”

“You’d be a great one, Samson. My father raised me and my sister practically on his own, and you’ll have me by your side. It takes practice, as does anything. We can start practicing,” she adds, with a mischievous grin, “in a few days.”

“Six.”

“Less than that now.” She gestures to the sun peeking over the buildings. “Five and a half.”
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By evening the partying is at a frenzy again, with the music and wine leading both strangers and friends into flagrant debauchery. Torches cast flickering shadows. Jodel, the Philistine priest, is as guilty of improprieties as any of them. Pyzor too is in the midst of it, stout and strong, drinking to his heart’s content. Last night provided me some tantalizing crowd gazing, but tonight goes against my grain. This is not pleasing to God. This is not what I want of my wedding.

Taren glides between the revelers, her robes flowing, coins jingling on her circlet. She finds me in the corner. “Come dance with your bride-to-be, won’t you? What’s wrong, Samson? Did you take a vow against having fun?”

“You dance. I’ll watch.”

I broke one Nazirite vow already. To go along with some of the things now happening in this town square would be to violate Mosaic Law and the commandments written in stone. Though my legs want to rush me away, I remain fixed in this spot. I’m a stallion tied to a post.

Taren backs into the crowd, her moves teasing me, and I wiggle my eyebrows in response.

Less than five paces from me, Caleb has his back to a wall, his arms crossed. He gazes over the revelers and shakes his head. Do I look equally self-righteous? After all, we are here to form alliances, and that means we make some concessions. Maybe I should loosen up a bit.

“Samson, my friend.” A hand slaps my shoulder, a bit harder than a friendly pat.

I wince at the tenderness still remaining from the lion’s claw marks. I turn to find the prince wearing a contrived smile. His pupils are dilated. He has a goblet in hand. “Prince Rallah, hello.”

“You look so sober, strongman. Here, have a drink.”

“I do not drink.”

“The costs are taken care of.” He slurs his words a bit. “Relax.”

“I do not drink,” I repeat.

“What’s this he says?” He swivels toward a table full of soldiers. Their swords and shields are stacked nearby. Their tongues are loose, and the wine free-flowing. “He says he doesn’t drink. Why, only babies don’t drink. Should we get him some milk? Or how about a wet nurse?”

This elicits a burst of raucous laughter.

I decide to control my impulses. After all, the prince is our financier here, our royal wedding coordinator, our ally of peace. I won’t allow his drunkenness to undo what’s been put into motion. I say, “No wine for me. It’s that simple.”

Another burst of laughter.

“We know of your strength, Samson, but is that all you have? Is there anything more?”

I keep silent, unsure of his point.

“Is there anything at all?” Waving and sloshing his drink, he speaks louder for his audience of soldiers. “Up there, between those ears of yours?”

“I have more than they do.” I nod toward the table, and the soldiers’ faces turn hard.

“Care to prove it to us?” Rallah sets down his goblet. “A riddle for you then.”

“I’m listening.”

“At night I come without being called. By day I am lost without being stolen. What am I?”

It’s a new one to me, and the answer eludes me. Pyzor and Caleb both move closer. Neither shows any sign of solving the riddle, but Caleb’s attention is upon the soldiers.

“Too difficult?” Rallah says. “A star.”

We all chuckle at that. I play along, keeping my temper cool.

“Your turn.” Caleb nudges me. “You’re always coming up with riddles and rhymes.”

“Let’s hear what you have for us,” the prince agrees.

I think of the turquoise necklace from my mother that I’ll give to Taren on our seventh night. I think of terebinth leaves showering me. And then it hits me. “All right,” I say. “I do have one for you, a riddle I’m sure none of you can solve. Not even my own brother knows the answer to this.”

“Just because you’re older than me, Samson, doesn’t mean you’re smarter.”

“If you’re so smart,” Rallah says, “then what about a wager, my Hebrew friend? Give us a challenge, me and my men, all thirty of us. What shall be the stakes?”

I eye these barbarians, so smug about the table and hardly aware that their fine tunics and linens cost more than most of my people could ever afford. Here, then, is an opportunity to help my countrymen. I cannot resist.

“All right,” I say. “I will take your tunics. All of them.”

“Thirty Philistine tunics, that is your wager?”

It’s a high price, costing more than my father makes in his fields. “It is, my prince.”

He considers it. His men await his response, and he can’t back down now. “Very well. But if you lose, you owe me the same. And if you don’t pay . . . ” He draws his sword, the sound of the sharpened blade quieting the room. “Listen, one and all. Samson is about to give us a riddle.”

My eyes find Taren across the way among a group of ladies. She licks the remnants of a cake from her fingertips, and her gaze meets mine, emboldening me. I face the prince and his soldiers. I say, “Out of the eater, something to eat. Out of the strong, something sweet.”

Rallah waits. “Is that it?”

My laughter bubbles up, and I spin once. “Oh, is my slave wit too much for you? You have till the end of the week to give me your answer. And, my good soldiers, keep those tunics clean for me, will you? Much appreciated.” Their mood is somber and confused, whereas I am soaring. I grab Caleb by the arm and drag him toward Taren and her friends. “Come on, Brother, let’s join the ladies.”

“Samson, wait. You know I can’t dance.”

“Let your heart and your feet do the thinking, not your head. Music, please, musicians,” I call out. I gesture to Pyzor to join us as well. “This is Taren’s and my party, after all. Let’s dance!”


CHAPTER 26

SPOILED FRUIT
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PRINCE RALLAH WATCHED Samson, Caleb, and Pyzor frolic among the dancers the way fox pups yipped and pounced at each other. While it all had a certain cuteness, it was not masculine, by any means. Nonetheless, the ladies seemed to love it and flocked around the trio.

Delilah had already retired for the night, and Rallah downed the last of his wine, wondering if he should follow after her. His head was spinning, and his lips felt numb. The words of the Hebrew’s riddle rang in his ears, and behind him the soldiers mulled it over amongst themselves. Even Jodel was stumped, as educated as he was. Did the riddle have an actual solution?

Ashdod appeared at his side. “My lord, this ploy cannot succeed.”

“Which ploy is that, soldier?”

“Samson. He looks to make fools of us.”

“It’s a riddle, that’s all. I presented one first, and he responded in kind.”

“If I may dare, you’re letting strong drink soften your spine, my lord.”

“You grow far too comfortable speaking your mind these days, Ashdod.”

The bald-headed man was not finished. “The king gave me instructions before leaving Gaza. He said to be sure that you don’t let this Hebrew get out of control. If it’s to be a mutual peace, very well. But the man cannot leave this wedding thinking he’s got the upper hand.”

“We have things well under control.”

“You need to find out the meaning of the riddle, or it’ll bring shame on the throne. The king said you would do well to remember the words he spoke to you in private the other day.”

Rallah remembered. Yes, his own father threatened to kill him if he made a false step.

He narrowed his gaze at Ashdod. “You have a lot to say for our king.”

“Repeating the things he told me, my prince. Nothing more.”

“Where lie your loyalties?” Rallah asked. “If you were forced to choose . . . ”

“Choose what?”

“Forget it, soldier. You tire me, and my mind’s already exhausted. Go now. Leave me.”

Alone again with his thoughts, the prince worked his way toward the edge of the party. He chewed on a chunk of bread from the table and splashed his face with water from a copper urn. His head began to clear, and with that clarity came an idea. He watched Taren in full dance, her countenance beaming from the midst of the throng. She was his key to Samson’s heart and mind.

Time to twist that key just a little.

Rallah was steady on his feet again by the time Taren tired of her dancing. He followed the bride-to-be as she angled from the crowd, either needing fresh air or to relieve herself.

He caught her in the moonlight in the alley and spun her round by her thin arm.

“Rallah?” she gasped. “You startled me.”

“Daughter of Ahar.”

She stiffened at the mention of her father.

“Why isn’t he here? Does he not celebrate the marriage of his only daughter?”

“He was here for the noonday meal, but he’s sickly; you know that.” She peered up through her thin veil. “He’s worked many years, and it’s difficult for him to carry on.”

“Do you blame his health on the palace’s treatment of him?”

“Please, I . . . I’m only explaining why he’s not here now. And he is happy for me. He likes Samson very much.”

“Everyone loves Samson. Samson, he’s so wonderful. What a fighter. What a physique.”

“My lord?”

“Forgive me if the drinking has gone to my head,” he said. “I think, though, that you forget your purpose. You, Taren, are my servant girl. That has not changed. We are here so that you can form an alliance by marriage with a man who poses a threat to our kingdom. In this way you will pay off the debt that now hangs over your father’s head. We went over this, did we not?”

She nodded. “Thank you, Prince Rallah, for all that you’ve done. The feasting is more than I could’ve hoped for. You and Delilah have been wonderful to us.”

“Our pleasure, of course.”

“My lord, would you mind letting go of my arm? I must relieve myself.”

He leaned closer. “Your debt can be paid in full, Taren, right here and now. Imagine that.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Your groom, he’s given us a riddle. We placed a healthy wager on it, and I’ll admit that he has me perplexed. We need to know the answer.”

“You want me to reveal this to you?”

“If you would.” He tightened his grip. “Consider, all of your debt washed away.”

“What is the riddle?”

He flung her aside. “Don’t play foolish with me, girl. You heard it, as did everyone . . . ‘Out of the eater, something to eat. Out of the strong, something sweet.’ What does that mean?”

“Tonight is the first time I’ve heard it.”

“You lie.”

“If I knew, my lord, I would tell you.”

“Then you’ll find out,” he growled. “You have a unique bond with your Hebrew; that’s been apparent from the start. It would be a shame if you were to never see him again.”

“What’re you saying?” A tear glistened behind the veil.

“Before these days of celebration are through, you will get me the answer.”

“What if Samson won’t reveal it to me?”

“Of course he’ll reveal it. Consider this your first test as a new bride. If you want something from your man, you must discern his weaknesses and motivations. All part of love’s grand game, moving pieces here and there, unlocking doors, tugging on strings. Delilah’s quite adept at it.”

“It’s not like that for Samson and me.”

“It will be,” he said sourly. “Love is a ripe fruit that eventually spoils and draws flies.”

“I won’t use Samson in the way you ask. I refuse.”

Rallah shrugged. “Poor Ahar. Is he aware that you’d sacrifice his life for your new love?”

“My prince, my father has done nothing but serve you. Please.”

“You’re making this all much more complicated than it is, Taren. Ask Delilah for help if you think it necessary, but find a way to loosen your groom’s tongue. All I ask is the solution to his riddle. It’s nothing of much consequence, after all. A wager at a party, all laughter and games.”

“I will try,” she whispered.

“I know you will.” He gestured back at the feasting. “We’ve gone to all this effort and expense for you, and I don’t want to see you cry. Be a good girl, won’t you? Relieve yourself, wash up, and go have some more fun.”


CHAPTER 27

ON THE SEVENTH DAY
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FROM THE EAST a crimson glow appears over the hills of Jerusalem and Mount Zion. I watch as it turns orange, its long fingers poking through crags and wadis, prying at oak groves and sycamores. Then here along Timnah’s rooftops, a blaze of yellow announces the new day.

Not just any day. The last of seven days.

On this day our feasting ends and the consummation of our marriage begins.

“You’re a lucky man,” Pyzor says. “The prettiest girl in all of Timnah, and a lousy Hebrew steals her away from me.”

“Seems your hunting skills need some work,” I tell him.

“Being your best man will have to do.”

We are at his home, where I’ll cleanse and dress in my finest robes. I will pull my hair into seven separate locks, braiding and binding them, making myself more presentable for the privacy of our bridal chamber.

“Can you do me a favor, Pyzor?”

“Name it, my friend.”

“During the toasting, would you give Caleb a moment to say a word?”

“The jealous little brother? He can’t even wake up this morning. You trust him to say nice things about you?” The Philistine scratches his chin and chuckles. “Of course I can do that.”

“Thank you. And don’t think that being married will keep me from our hunts.”

“Well, we did promise your brother he could come along next time. Plus, you have mouths to feed, Samson. Two now, not just one.”

“And a third within a year, we hope.”

He punches my arm. “Already planning to be a father. Good for you. I prefer my freedom.”

Standing side by side, neither of us realizes how far apart this day will take us. Our words, spoken in earnest, come nowhere close to describing what shall actually roll out before us. If we knew, if we had even a peek, we would both flee this town and never look back.

It’s the seventh day, though. And I have waited for this.
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Despite the partying and frivolities, Taren has acted strangely the past few days. I caught her gazing off. She asked me to repeat things. Each evening she changed from playful to moody when I refused to divulge the answer to my riddle. It became an obsession with her.

“I like my rhymes and riddles,” I tell her. “Ask Caleb. I’ve always been this way.”

“I’m your wife.”

“Not yet.” I kiss her forehead. “But very soon.”

She steps back. “Why can’t you tell me?”

“That’s the fun of it, Taren. If I tell you, the suspense is gone, and I lose interest.”

“Is this how it’ll be between us, you harboring your secrets? I thought as man and wife we would hide nothing from each other.”

I venture another kiss, this time aiming for her lips, but she looks away.

“Come on, Taren, don’t act like this.”

“How can you say you love me?”

“What? Now you’re just being foolish.”

“This is what men do. Delilah told me all about this . . . Delilah, the prince’s lover . . . You’ve seen her . . . She told me that men stop communicating with their wives, and the trust between them erodes. Is that what you want to happen between us? Is this how our relationship will start?”

“On the seventh day I’ll have more to say.”

She brightens. “You’ll tell me?”

Holding up seven fingers, I nod.

“You’re serious?”

“I am.”

This time when I try a kiss, she’s a willing participant, and I marvel again that this woman would love me, a man from a poor village among the oppressed people of Israel. My decision to marry a Philistine hurt my parents. I suspect that she too pays a price for this love. Though she doesn’t speak of it, I see its cost in her far-off stares.

We can make it work. That’s what I believe. Together we’ll show it can be done.

Now, at last, the seventh day is here, and she knocks at Pyzor’s door. She reminds me of my promise, and when I whisper my riddle’s answer into her ear, she grins. She promises in return that tonight will be a night I won’t ever forget.


CHAPTER 28

GIVE OR TAKE
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THE MOMENT I see him, I suspect something is different. The prince is seated in the main festival area, his thirty soldiers surrounding him at the tables. Others talk, slurping from cups and nibbling on this final day’s food, while Prince Rallah and his soldiers are quiet and calm.

Each day now I’ve come with my brother to hear their solution to my riddle.

Each day their answers have grown more far-fetched.

This day is different. My brother is still sleeping, and I have come here early with Taren so that together we can greet our guests and embrace all that this final day holds. The prince watches our arrival, looking more smug than defeated.

“There he is,” he calls. “Mighty Samson, a groom of rare strength and wit.”

“Are you ready to make good on our wager?” I ask.

He raises a large chalice. “You thought we would remain clueless, but you were wrong. I have the answer to your riddle. It came to me this morning.”

“At the bottom of which barrel did you find this answer? You think your wine gives you wisdom to deduce such things?”

“You’d be surprised.”

“Try me.” I spread my arms wide. “Let’s hear it, my prince.”

“It was not so hard. After all, what is sweeter . . . than honey? And what is stronger . . . than a lion? No real mystery to it, Samson.”

I stand flabbergasted. “How did you—?”

“Remind me again of our wager? Thirty tunics, is that right?” Beneath his charcoal-outlined eyes a triumphant grin splits his face. “I am ready for you to deliver on that promise.”

“I cannot,” I admit. “I do not have them.”

Victory was to be mine on this day. Instead, he gloats. By what trickery did Rallah discern the truth behind my riddle? No one knows of my encounter with the lion, not my brother, my parents, or even my beloved bride-to-be.

Taren . . .

Impossible, I tell myself. She wouldn’t betray my secret.

“No tunics?” Rallah draws his sword. “Then you shall lose more than just your wager, strongman.” He is at Taren’s side before I snap out of my thoughts. He pulls her to his side, his blade at her throat. Her eyes are wide, seeking mine for rescue and for . . .

Forgiveness?

Yes, I see it there.

She is the one. She did this. She told him the things I shared in confidence.

“Don’t you dare harm her,” I command the prince. “By tomorrow I will bring you your tunics.”

I bolt from the scene of this week’s drunkenness and debauchery. What convinced me that a Philistine celebration would be anything other than displeasing to God? Have I been blinded by my devotion to Taren?

My legs churn beneath me, leading me through the town gates and to the west, toward the sea and the peoples who populate its shores. The heat of the day beats upon my back, and the ocean breeze at my face offers scant relief. My pulse throbs in my ears, at my throat. How is it, then, that my heart is at a complete standstill in my chest?

Dear Taren, why? What could coerce you to divulge my secrets?

My heart starts up again, a hollow drum, pounding, pounding.

Has she been working hand in hand all along with my enemy, setting a trap for me? That seems far-fetched. The prince’s soldiers could’ve cornered me on the beach near Gaza. They could’ve taken me from the harlot’s room near the city gates. Above all, I know the love between Taren and me is real. She did not share her dreams with me as a ruse. She could not fake the depth of passion in her eyes.

We are in love—that much I know.

And we will still be one, alone in our bridal chambers.

Then the realization comes to me. Ahar, soon to be my father-in-law, is subject to the king and the prince. They must’ve threatened to do to him what they did to his wife over ten years ago. Only this makes sense to me. Only this could trigger Taren’s betrayal. She’s already lost her mother, and the thought of losing her father would be too much.

Oh, my love. I’m so sorry.

My anger switches from Taren’s betrayal to Rallah’s treachery. All along he has played me for a fool, meaning to tame me through this union with a Philistine woman. Some rulers keep harems, giving and taking beautiful women to create alliances with foreign kingdoms. He’s done much the same, offering me a bride to ensure my good behavior.

He shall soon learn the nature of my wrath.

[image: images]

City of Ashkelon

My sandals still race over dusty soil. I look back. No soldiers follow me, or if they do, they cannot keep up. I dart over paths, bound through fields of wheat, and sprint past scrub brush and rows of grapevines. Ahead the fronds of palm trees wave in the coastal winds.

Thirty tunics. How will I come up with them? It’s a price I cannot pay.

But I must.

With Taren’s face in my mind, I decide that it will be done now, at the enemy’s gates. I will gather the wager today, pay off the prince tomorrow, and be rid of him for good. I’ll take my bride, go with her to Zorah, and build a life that honors God. Forget these oppressors with their manipulations and intrigue. I will not cooperate with such schemers.

The walls of Ashkelon loom ahead. It is one of the five capital cities, and its fortifications are imposing. My steps slow, and the dust curls down the hill, catching up with me.

A guard on the wall notes my arrival. He doesn’t look friendly. Rather than risk entry into this enemy stronghold, I collapse beside a well outside the gates. I haul up a bucket of cool water and cup some to my mouth. I run it through my sweaty hair, rinse it over my neck and chest. It’s midday now, and I close my eyes against the brightness of the sun.

I see Taren again, with Prince Rallah’s steel at her throat. The same skin I kissed is now kissed by his blade, and it enrages me. How long will Rallah wait? If he does anything to her, he will lose his bargaining power, and nothing will hold me back. Surely he will stay true to our wager and give me time to bring him his due.

“Leave here, beggar.”

I squint up and see two helmeted sentries standing over me. They have come from within the walls, keeping an eye on their water supply. They wear clean tunics beneath light armor.

“This water is not for you,” the sentry says. “Off with you.”

“Give me your tunic.”

“What?”

“Your tunic.” My fingers begin to twitch at my side.

The sentries exchange raised eyebrows, humored by the demands of a Hebrew at their gates. Their sense of superiority stirs my rage even more. They think all Israelites are dogs, not even worthy of their water, the water they draw up from the riches of our Promised Land.

We didn’t follow Moses from Egypt for this.

We didn’t march with Joshua around Jericho for this.

We didn’t ask for any of this.

“Both of you, remove your tunics now,” I snarl. My hands are shaking, and the whirlwind roars in my ears. “Give them to me, or I will take them myself.”

The first sentry touches the hilt of his sword, and the second thrusts out his hand, wrapping his fingers around my throat. He tells me it’s time to leave, no more dallying, then sneers and shoves me away. I plant my foot. Spinning, I slam my fist into his face. His helmet flies from his head, and I feel cartilage give way as his nose caves in. He thuds to the ground, his eyes staring directly into the sun, empty pools, unblinking.

No, that cannot be. I meant only to defend myself.

The first sentry stumbles backward, gaping like a fish. He’s as astonished as I am.

I drop beside the dead man, shake him by his arms. I’ve never taken a man’s life before. It carves a hole from my chest, this realization. There’s no glory in it, no victory. No sense of godlike power. What have I done?

The ground shakes beneath me. I look up to see a full patrol of soldiers rushing at me from the gates. They draw their swords, yelling threats. Some carry shields. They aren’t coming just to take me captive but to do me in.

What have I done? I ask myself again.

I do what I must. For my bride. For my people.

With a glance at the sky, I feel the trembling swell to full force. It takes hold of my entire being, the rushing wind swirling through my arms and legs, imbuing me with power. My fists are twin hammers, hanging at my sides. Blood drips from one already. I will not leave until I get what I came for. I rise to my feet, face the onrush, and roar at the top of my lungs.


CHAPTER 29

FERMENTED
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Town of Timnah

HE’S . . . HE’S COME BACK.” Chest heaving, the soldier fell at Prince Rallah’s feet. “Samson’s coming up the hill, and . . . ”

“Catch your breath, soldier. Speak slowly.”

“He’s . . . carrying something, my lord.”

“What?” Rallah picked at the fruit before him, plopped a berry into his mouth.

“It’s big.”

“For Dagon’s sake, what is it? What is he carrying?”

“I don’t know. The sun . . . it’s barely up, and I couldn’t tell.”

Rallah caught Ashdod’s attention beside him, making sure the man was alert. It was dawn now, and they were both dreary-eyed. The week of wedding activities was over at last. Many of the partygoers were gone, and here in the first light of the eighth day all that was left were platters to clean, tables to clear, hangovers to nurse, and the inevitable letdown after nonstop indulgence.

There was also the matter of the wager.

“I didn’t think he’d return,” Rallah admitted. “He has a backbone—I’ll give him that.”

Ashdod brushed the other soldier aside and addressed the prince. “Your king will be proud that you solved the riddle. You held your ground, and you shamed the filthy Hebrew.”

“Do animals have any shame?”

They both chuckled.

“Rallah.” A deep, rumbling voice called from down the street. “Rallah!”

The rest of the soldiers rubbed their eyes and sat up. The stragglers from the wedding crowd joined them, everyone curious as to what the ruckus was all about.

“It’s early,” someone griped. “Tell whoever that is to halt his tongue.”

“Rallah!”

“It’s Samson,” Rallah said.

Confirming this, the Hebrew champion stumbled into the square. He looked haggard and dirty, his legs coated with dirt. Dried blood streaked his arms and his chest, and he bore an open wound in his torso.

“You made it back,” Rallah said. “Where have you been?”

Samson swung a net from his back and thumped it onto the nearest table. The net was wet with blood, the impact splattering the remaining food and half-empty cups. “There you go,” he said. “My debt is paid. Now, where is Taren?”

Ashdod examined the net’s contents. “Philistine tunics, my lord.”

“Thirty of them,” Samson said. “Count them, if you like.”

“They’re bloody,” Ashdod noted, as droplets pooled and drained onto the floor.

“We can all see that,” the prince snapped. “Tell us, Samson, how did you get these?”

“The how doesn’t matter. I’ve paid back my wager.”

“It seems you have, but you’ve been gone since yesterday.”

“I made a detour to Ashkelon.”

“There and back in such a short time? Is that possible? Uphill most of the way here.”

“I’m standing before you, aren’t I?” The Hebrew set his hands on the table, holding himself up. “Just tell me, Prince Rallah, where is my wife?”

“You have no wife.”

“Not yet, but I will. After we finish what was begun.”

“No.” The prince wagged his finger. “No, you don’t understand. You have no wife. You did not return in time for the ceremony, and after six days of feasting, the seventh day completes the marital contract. That is standard practice by Dagon law, and we could not go through the night into an eighth day without a consummated marriage. Ahar, her father, agreed that it wouldn’t be right.”

“But I wasn’t here. If you did anything to hurt her, I’ll—”

“Calm yourself, Samson. I did her no harm.”

“A consummated marriage? Did you—?”

“And no,” Rallah said, raising his hand, “don’t think I took advantage in your absence.”

Samson dropped his head and sighed in relief. His hair hung over his shoulders, ratted and dusty. “Then bring her to me, please, and let us go in peace. That’s all we ever wanted. Give us that, and we’ll leave you alone.”

“I can’t do that. Ahar already gave your betrothed to another. He’s offered you his other daughter instead. A young thing, and pretty. That’s satisfactory compensation, don’t you think?”

“Compensation? You are insane to even suggest it.”

“Did you really think I would allow a Hebrew to touch one of our finest women? It seemed more fitting that she should go to the next in line.” Rallah gestured upward. “Your best man.”

From the nearby rooftop, Pyzor looked down on the crowd with his new bride at his side. Taren was weeping. As Pyzor tried to comfort her with a hand combed over her hair, she shrunk from his touch, her head hung in humiliation.

“Pyzor?” Samson looked incredulous.

“Such a strange name,” Rallah said, “for such a squat-looking fellow.”

Samson glared at his friend, then turned and growled at the prince. “I will kill you if it’s the . . . ” He winced suddenly, clutching at his side. “If it’s the last thing I do, you will pay for this.”

Ashdod held him at sword point. “Take one step forward, and you die.”

Samson shot another look at the rooftop. Taren managed to look back through her tears, shaking her head. It all unfolded before Rallah like a bit of theater in the streets of Gaza, with actors playing parts in melodramatic style. Undeniably entertaining.

“One more thing, Samson,” said the prince. “These are soldier tunics. By the look of it, you killed some of our men and stole their clothing to pay your debt. For that, you will spend the rest of your very short life slaving in the king’s quarries and mines.”

Pushing off the table, Samson released a great cry of pain, a sound so raw that it was painful to hear it. He threw back his hair and ran toward the town gate. He looked too weak to make it far. Ashdod took off in pursuit, followed by a dozen or more soldiers, and the prince watched the chase fade from view, waiting for the cheers signifying the Hebrew’s capture. Of course the soldiers were all fighting stupor and exhaustion themselves.

Ten minutes later the prince tired of the wait. He looked up at the newlyweds on the roof. “What’s wrong with you, Pyzor? Take her inside. If you’re feeling sorry for Samson, remember that he was never anything but an enemy in disguise. I spared you, Taren. You’ll thank me one day.”

“I hate you.” She spat at him from the rooftop.

“Hate is nothing but love’s fermented juice. Drink of it and enjoy, because you’ll never be with Samson again.”


CHAPTER 30

WHISPERS
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Village of Zorah

ZEALPHONIS HAD AGONIZED throughout the week of her son’s wedding, with both of her boys away at the festivities in Timnah. Even now, on the morning of the eighth day, worry constricted her chest.

Last night she was pacing the hut when Manoah threw up his hands in exasperation.

“Would you sit, woman? A week of this already. Please.”

“It’s the seventh night,” she said.

“The seventh night of your pacing. I’m no longer a young man, and all the mumbling, it grates on my ears.”

“You want to know grating? I can show you grating. Please, Manoah, why all the grumpiness? Don’t you see?” She pulled joined hands to her chest. “This is the night of the consummation. Our son, on this evening, finalizes his marriage.”

Manoah glanced up, his eyes catching the lamplight and his wrinkles creasing in a show of mirth. “It was a wondrous thing,” he acknowledged. “I remember it well.”

“We were so young.”

“And look at you now, Zealphonis, even more glorious.”

Her husband rose to embrace her, and she was moving toward his arms when the door burst open and their youngest son entered.

“Caleb? Oh, Caleb, you’re back. How was it?”

“Horrible, Mother. There was nothing I could do.”

“Your eyes are bloodshot. What’s happened? Where’s your brother?”

“That’s just it. I don’t know. It was all too much, the late nights, the dancing, the noise, and the crowds and drinking, and . . . It was all so overwhelming, and this morning for the first time I didn’t go down to the square with Samson. I was at his friend’s house, snoring away.”

“Where is he now? He and his wife, they’re in their bridal chambers, of course.”

Caleb shook his head. “He left, Mother, earlier today. They told me that he lost a wager with Prince Rallah, and when he couldn’t pay up, the prince threatened Taren. Put a sword to her throat. Samson vowed to make good on the wager and ran from the town. Thirty tunics, that’s what he was supposed to deliver. Thirty. You realize how much that would cost?”

“He never came back? Not even with his wife held at sword point?”

“I waited till dusk, and still no sign of him. The soldiers were drinking, growing belligerent and flashing their weapons. I have a blade.” He patted his robe. “But the mood grew threatening, and I was the only Hebrew. I slipped away, hoping to find Samson here.”

“We haven’t seen him all week,” Manoah said. “You should’ve stayed by his side.”

“He left this morning without waking me.”

“Are you a child that he must do everything for you?”

“We were up so late, and all the food, and I . . . No, of course not, Father.”

“Where would he go?” Zealphonis mused.

Manoah wasn’t done chastising their son. “Listen, now. Your brother’s chosen his path, choosing to live among our enemies. To love them even. Lord in heaven, if this has some purpose, may it reveal itself soon. But you, Caleb, you must choose your own path and stand by your people.”

She said, “How can he choose, Manoah, if you tell him his path?”

He slapped his palm on the table. “It’s my role as a father to give instruction, and if these sons of mine do not learn, then I fail in that role.”

“And when you or I disobey God, does that mean that He too has failed?”

“What? Now you speak in riddles like Samson.”

“You’re a good and wise father,” Zealphonis said. “Our sons are no longer children at our knees but grown men, and even their Father in heaven does not make their choices for them.”

“I wish I could.”

“So do I,” she agreed. “So does every parent, I suppose. We need to find Samson.”

The three of them pulled on their night cloaks and moved through the village, door to door, checking if anyone had an inkling of their oldest son’s whereabouts. He was in Timnah, they were told. He was bedding with a Philistine. Other than that, no one knew where he might be.

Finally Manoah said they should get some rest and widen their efforts in the morning. It was good advice, and they agreed to it, though Zealphonis tossed and turned throughout the night.

Now, on the eighth morning, she lay motionless on her bed mat, her chest tight with fear. Her husband snored beside her, his beard fluttering with each exhalation, and her youngest was asleep in the adjacent alcove. Gray light seeped through the cracks at the front door.

Where was Samson? Was he alive? When would he return to his bride?

A sense of foreboding sent a shiver through her.

Zealphonis slipped to the clay oven and lit a fire in its belly. Her men would be awake soon and hungry. They needed sustenance if they were to continue their search today. Where to even start? As the fire crackled, she eased outside to draw water. The sun had not crested yet, and the early chill hurried her through her tasks.

When she stepped back into the hut, she felt the presence of another. She’d been gone only minutes but knew something had changed. Mother’s intuition? Perhaps.

She filled a pot and set it on the hearth, then paused to listen.

Yes, from Caleb’s alcove . . . whispers.

As she poked her head around the corner, a hand clamped over her mouth and a familiar voice hushed her. She saw Samson’s face, and her heart swelled. He was here, alive. Her boy was all right. He gestured to her to remain quiet as he removed his hand, but as he stepped back, she realized he was not all right. Far from it. She had never seen him so depleted, never seen his long hair so wild, and even the folds of his robe could not hide the oozing wound in his side.

“Samson,” she whispered. “Look at you. Lay down, and let me help you.”

“Later.” He turned to his brother, who had already thrown aside his coverings. “Come on, Caleb. Before Father awakes.”

“I’ll wake your father now,” Zealphonis warned. “You tell me what’s going on.”

“They took her from me.” Samson’s voice caught, and he blinked twice. “They gave my wife to another. To Pyzor, the best man. My very own friend.”

“What do you mean, Son? What happened?”

“I love her. That is real. All along, though, the prince was playing me for a fool. Now,” he said, his voice jagged as flint, “they will see how I play their game. I’ll return to you, I promise, but I have things to do. Come on, Caleb, this’ll take the both of us.”

Before she could respond, her sons vanished from the hut.


CHAPTER 31

BROTHERLY BONDS
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Caves of Etam

I HAVE NO PLAN of attack. I have only my brother.

And for me that is enough.

Caleb and I rush from our parents’ mud-brick home, the same structure in which we grew and learned and played together, and we hide among the rocky clefts near Etam. As we build a fire in the mouth of a cave, I relate all that happened in Ashkelon and Timnah, and he is as furious as I am. He nods as I insist on revenge. What else is there?

My bride is now with my former friend, and Prince Rallah is behind it all.

I will not let it go unpunished.

“Are you ready for this?” Caleb asks. “It’s going to hurt.”

“I’m ready.”

He pulls a firebrand from the flames and presses it to the wound in my side. Its heat sears my skin, closing and sealing the gap. My teeth bite down on leather, the very leather pouch that holds the turquoise necklace once meant for my bride, and I scream.

Later, from the high lip of the cave, I spot a fox slinking through the dry riverbed below. It stops and looks at me, moves on, then stops and looks again. It seems to want my attention. A type of small jackal, these foxes are numerous between here and the coastline, overrunning orchards and vineyards. Many villagers consider them a pest, and Pyzor and I used to hunt them for their furs.

“Brother, I have an idea.”

“Oh no,” he says. “Your ideas always worry me.”

“What?” I feign ignorance. “Why would you say that?”

“Mother wasn’t too thrilled when she discovered where her chicken broth came from. She said you stole those birds from some poor old men.”

“Those poor old men love their vicious games. Mother is naive.”

“And that’s what we love about her.”

A lump forms in my throat, and I look again for the foxes below. I don’t want to talk about our mother any longer. I’ve caused her only heartache and disappointment. My brother is the one person who remains safe to me now. Between us are bonds that cannot be broken.

“Whether you like it or not,” I tell Caleb, “here’s my idea.”

He listens, then grins as I finish.

“What?” I ask.

“I like it.”
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East of Timnah

We work through the day, into the night, and through the next day again. We use the nets and snares that Pyzor and I have used on previous occasions. We set traps. We move through the valleys and along the slopes, gathering and tethering our prey so that we can herd them westward through the lengthening shadows toward Timnah. By the time we reach our destination, we have three hundred foxes in a makeshift pen, all yelping to get loose, and the only things keeping them from doing so are the ropes and bonds that my brother and I have wrapped around their tails, tying them off in pairs. They nip at the ropes, then yelp and snarl at each other, but our knots hold firm.

I gaze down at the town walls silhouetted by the setting sun. Sentries pace the perimeter, and one of them stops and cups his ear in our direction.

“We can’t wait too long,” Caleb says.

We agree on that and go about our next task without a word, building a fire and creating thick smoke with damp brush, twigs, and pitch. Soon we’ll have the town’s attention. What happens from this point depends on Prince Rallah.

“Stay here on the hillside,” I tell my brother. “This is between me and the prince.”

“You can’t do it on your own.”

An alarm sounds, and archers appear on the wall. The sentries have spotted our fire.

Four hundred paces separate us from the town below. The area in between is a patchwork of woods, orchards, grapevines, and acres of barley and wheat. It’s a fertile area, one King Balek and his prince rely upon for the good of their people and the bloating of their own storerooms.

“Stay hidden, Caleb; that’s all I ask. Watch for my signal. If Rallah won’t cooperate, you’ll light the foxes’ tails and send them into the orchards. We’ll burn every last bit to the ground.”

“Better go,” he says as the alarm sounds again. “You’ve got their attention now.”


CHAPTER 32

AN ENEMY FOR LIFE
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Town of Timnah

DELILAH GAZED ACROSS the town square, now empty after a weekend of scrubbing and cleaning. Darkness was falling, and in the morning she and Prince Rallah would make the return trek to the palace in Gaza, where they would pretend that life was back to normal and nothing had changed. In fact, everything had changed. The groom was missing, the bride was bedded with another, and the prince was still fuming that his prey had eluded his soldiers two days ago and escaped.

The feast for the ages was a royal disaster.

Delilah had avoided most of the week’s feasting for fear that her own thoughts and lust might betray her. If she was to be queen, she must stay true to her prince and to her course.

No faltering. No distractions.

And no Samson.

While mere mention of the man caused her heart to race, she had to know more about his recent activities. “It’s been confirmed, then?” she asked Rallah.

“They say he never entered Ashkelon at all. He simply stood outside the gates and killed dozens of men as they fell upon him. When he was done, he stripped their bodies clean. Thus his payment in bloody tunics.”

“What weapons did he use?”

Rallah’s voice dropped to a near whisper. “His fists alone.”

“Where does such strength come from?” She tried to conceal her admiration. “If only we knew his secret, we might apply it to our soldiers and make them unstoppable.”

“Unstoppable? No, Delilah. Don’t let that lie take root in your pretty head. He’s inhumanly strong—that’s certain—but no man is unstoppable.”

“You should’ve gone along with my schemes,” she said.

“To wed him to one of our own? To form a lasting peace?”

“It would’ve worked. You know for yourself the love he feels for the girl.”

“Forget all that,” he said. “Love spoils, and—”

“You seem fond of that concept.”

“It’s the truth. Lovers as we may be, we don’t ride along on a chariot of bliss and false realities. We are driven by deeper desires and motivations. We accept that about each other, and it allows us to pursue those goals together.”

“Hand in hand,” Delilah purred, twining her fingers through his.

“If the situation calls for it. Don’t worry, Samson will change his mind and accept the younger sister. Ahar offered her once he realized I left him no choice.”

Kissing Rallah’s hand, she peered up into his eyes. “Time will tell.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I believe Samson will haunt you, my prince. You’ve created an enemy for life.”

“What do you know about these things?” He disentangled himself from her. “You’re wrong. We’ll ride back to the capital, and King Balek will reward us for not succumbing to this strongman. The king never wanted a truce. He wants his tributes. He likes the people underfoot, where he can use them as stepping-stones. In the end we’ll reap more benefits from this course of action.”

“Is that smoke?” Delilah pointed over his shoulder. “It is. I’m sure of it.”

He pivoted to take it in for himself. Darker than the night, an inky, black plume rose from somewhere beyond the walls, and the first acrid smell of it stung their nostrils.

“My lord.” Ashdod lumbered into the square. “There’s trouble in the fields and orchards.”

“Is it an actual fire?”

“It moves on its own, my lord. We don’t know the cause of it.”

“Well, alert the townspeople, and you and your men may help if you feel so inclined. Remember, though, we leave at the crack of dawn so that we can arrive at high noon in Gaza. All of us together, soldiers, priest, family members, we’ll make a glorious procession through the city.”

“You might first want to come see this.”

“What is it?”

“Go on,” Delilah urged him. “I’ll head up to check on the new bride.”

“Bring her down,” Rallah said. “If this is Samson’s doing, I want Taren to see it.”

She agreed to do so and watched Rallah dash off through the shadows with Ashdod. On the distant slope flames were visible and growing higher, spewing forth noxious billows.


CHAPTER 33

THE PITS OF SHEOL
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THE HEAT OF the bonfire, only two paces from me, stirs the pain in my seared abdomen. It’s a reminder of the enemy I face, who would like to steal all that is precious to me. I light a branch. Lofting the fiery implement, I march down the incline past woods and fields toward the hometown of the one woman I’ve ever loved. If Prince Rallah, Jodel, Pyzor, Ahar, or any of Timnah’s citizens have any wisdom at all, they will heed my warnings and respond to my wishes.

A few evenings ago I was to be in private chambers with my bride. Now I arrive in public to set things right. Is that too much to ask?

As I pass an acre of wheat, I decide to make my intentions clear. They will know that tonight I do not play games, that this is no time for riddles or jokes. I pass my firebrand through the wheat closest to me, and flames crackle through the golden stalks.

I continue my march. The blaze at my back throws my shadow ahead of me, where it grows monstrous and large, reaching for the walls.

Here I come. I am Samson.

Fire bringer.

Tunic taker.

Foe.

Appearing as only dark shapes, soldiers and archers ready themselves along the perimeter, and sounds of chaos issue from behind the gates where the townsfolk are surely scurrying for shelter. Even among the Philistines, it’s the regular working men and women who get caught between forces larger than themselves. They, like my countrymen, are fodder for the whims of military might and palace intrigue.

No, the people of Timnah are not my enemies. That distinction goes to the man who stands atop the wall near the gate. Even in the darkness and smoke I recognize his profile and bearing.

Stopping beyond reach of the archers’ arrows, I point my torch at Prince Rallah.

“Samson,” he yells. “What is this madness?”

“You know why I’m here.”

“You escaped my soldiers once, but not again. They will hunt you without relenting.”

“Do you think I fear them, Rallah? Ask the men of Ashkelon if I showed fear.”

The fire in the wheat has run along my right-hand side, scorching the stalks to their roots and edging close to the town. In daylight I’ve seen harvesters come through the gates to work here. Now flames do all the work and lap thirstily at the base of the wall.

“The field and the wall, they’re burning,” the prince says. “All because of you.”

“Because of you,” I fire back. “Release Taren to me—that’s all I ask. If you do not, more than this field and section of wall will burn. This entire hillside, all its produce and profit for the king, it will all be set ablaze and turned to ash.”

“My men will pursue and kill you before you can do so.”

He thinks that I act alone. This is good, for my brother’s sake.

“Send them,” I challenge. “Let’s see how they fare.”

“It’s Taren you want? That’s your demand, is it?”

There’s a hint of resignation in his voice, and my heart skips a beat. Perhaps he will surrender. “Yes, Prince Rallah. Bring her to me, and this will end.”

He waves a hand. Moments pass. Then I see my love shoved into view, held in the clutches of Ashdod. Her face is pale, her hair bedraggled. She is joined by her father, Ahar, and the priest, Jodel. All three are put on display. Ahar looks resigned, Jodel confused.

“Here they are, Hebrew,” Ashdod calls out. “They are released.”

“Taren . . . ” I drop my torch and extend my hands. I want her more than anything.

It strikes me suddenly that I just gave Caleb the signal to send out the foxes, and the fires will spread quickly in all directions, their destruction both devastating and complete. I must claim my bride back now, before it’s too late. Risking the archers, I rush forward.

Prince Rallah lets me get close enough to see his eyes, ringed in charcoal, reflecting the flames at the base of the wall. He raises his hand and gestures forward. Without hesitation, Ashdod hurls Taren from the heights into the blaze, followed by her father and the priest. Not one of them makes a sound as they fall, and they are lost to the fire, their voices sucked dry by the wavering heat.

“Noooo!” A sob bursts from my lungs. I am staggered. “No . . . ”

I rush into the conflagration, but the heat is too much, and the fire forms a red-hot barrier. I can’t even get close to the burning bodies, and they are devoured as though by a demon from the pits of Sheol. Retreating, I cry out till my throat is hoarse. What have I done? What has the prince gained? Peace was at our fingertips. Why this?

I gasp. Drop to a knee.

My hair drapes over my face, and I weep.

Through tears I scan the hillside and see that the fire is spreading in random patterns as the foxes tug and pull through the orchard, into the woods, past the grapevines. If I stay and wait for the blaze to come for me, I can also depart this land of sorrow and join my beloved Taren. We can be together.

My tragic notions are interrupted by the cold slice of an arrow. It grazes my shoulder, draws blood, and jolts me into action. The time for mourning will come later.

I take five steps up the incline before I am faced by a handful of soldiers. More arrive in moments through the gate, completing a circle about me. I will not go quietly. The longer I keep them here, the less chance they discover Caleb at the fox pen up the slope. For now he is hidden by clouds of smoke, and the world is aflame.

My heart too.

I can scarcely breathe.

From the wall Ashdod commands the soldiers to take me captive. They step forward, shields raised, swords drawn. The feathers on their helmets remind me of the roosters forced to fight each other to the death. With outstretched arms I lock hands on two heads and bring them together in a clash of metal that drops both men to the ground. I aim to escape through the gap just created, but others step in to block my way.

Will they not learn?

The power that takes hold is not nearly what it was at Ashkelon. My hands do not tremble, and the whirlwind never comes. I am Samson, though, and I am strong. My hair snakes about my face and neck as I throw men down, toss others aside, catch one man’s arm and use his Philistine steel to slash the throat of another. My knuckles turn bloody as one by one they pile at my feet.

With the armored men no longer standing about me, I present an unobstructed target, and the archers string their bows. I am already running, chased up the hill by the hiss of their arrows.

My mind rages. What’s happened here tonight will shape the destinies of our peoples.


CHAPTER 34

FATHERS AND SONS
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Village of Zorah

YOUR BOYS, THEY’RE all the talk, Zealphonis.” The neighbor widow poked her head into the hut. “They were spotted, I’m told, chasing foxes about the countryside. Really, as if there’s nothing better for our youth to do these days.”

“Hello, neighbor,” said Zealphonis. She was at her loom, weaving a new blanket.

The widow stepped over the threshold. “Here, I’ll just let myself in. I won’t stay long.”

“If you want information, I don’t know a thing about fox catching.”

“Well, your boys certainly do.” The widow lifted the pot’s lid on the hearth, sniffed, and pursed her lips in appreciation. “You’re industrious as always, aren’t you? So what happened to Samson? A prophesied birth. Strange tales of angels. And what’s come of it? He’s gone soft in the head, or in the heart. Hard to tell the difference sometimes.”

“You’ll leave it to me to correct my sons. I’d appreciate you staying out of it.”

“But I only—”

“You only want to help, I’m sure. Here, hold this strand while I pull the loom. There now. Thank you.”

“I’ll admit,” the widow said, “you do nice work.”

Far-off cries brought Zealphonis’s head up from her labors.

“Nice work,” the widow repeated. “Mind you, it might look better if you threaded—”

“Mercy, would you hold your tongue a moment?”

“Why, I don’t expect such rudeness, from you of all people.”

“Listen.” Zealphonis tilted her head. “Something’s happening in the village, some sort of trouble.”

“Really?” The widow perked up. “We best go investigate. People will want to know what all the fuss was about, and they’ll expect me to fill them in on every sordid detail.”

“And I’m certain you will.”

Zealphonis rose from her loom and pulled on a cloak, and they walked the path to the main dirt road. Manoah and Caleb met them there, along with others who had been alerted.

“What’s all the hubbub?” the widow wanted to know.

“Prince Rallah,” Manoah said. “And his thugs.”

Caleb’s nostrils flared, and Zealphonis rested a hand on his arm.

From a nearby home a group of armed men emerged, with Rallah and Ashdod leading the way. Their eyes swept the faces of those gathered. When the large, bald-headed soldier stepped closer and pointed a finger, Manoah eased himself in front of his wife and son. Zealphonis had never known her husband to be a fearful man, and she only wished he would avoid conflict now. Neither of them knew Samson’s whereabouts, and Caleb was silent regarding the last few days.

“Give Samson to us,” Rallah shouted to the crowd, “or your entire village will burn.”

“Samson’s no longer one of us,” someone replied.

“We will answer for Zorah,” another said, “and Samson will answer for Samson.”

The words cut Zealphonis to the quick. Had it come to this, their own friends and neighbors wanting nothing to do with her son? Didn’t they realize that she and her husband also wrestled with his choices and their aftermath? Regardless, they did not cut him off, though in truth Manoah had considered it a time or two.

Rallah said, “If Samson thinks he can torch Philistine towns without repercussion, he is a fool. His actions will bring down the wrath of King Balek, and the king has no mercy. I, on the other hand, give you this chance to avert disaster. Spare yourselves, your village, and tell me where he is.”

“He is not here,” Manoah said.

“You.” The prince stepped closer. “You’re Manoah, father of Samson, are you not?”

“I am.”

“All you need do is tell us your son’s whereabouts.”

“And I tell you again, he’s not here.”

Rallah snapped his fingers, summoning soldiers to his side. In response Caleb moved to his father’s side, where a soldier’s drawn sword held him at bay.

Zealphonis had never seen such intensity in Prince Rallah’s eyes. On the day of Tobias’s death, the prince had looked bored. Now he was a man possessed, and it frightened her for the safety of her boys. Samson’s hopes for peace had spiraled downward into this man’s whirlpool of animosity. Was there any hope for the peace of Israel?

Manoah met the prince’s glare and said, “Are you sure that you want to bring all of Israel and Judah into war against you?”

“If Samson does not show, he will find himself without a father,” Rallah said.

Zealphonis held back a gasp.

“And you, the people of Zorah, will find yourselves without a village.”

Ashdod and his men took hold of Manoah and dragged him toward a waiting chariot. Manoah gave them no help, only closing his eyes and muttering prayers through his beard. Once he was secured, the prince stepped into the chariot and faced the crowd a final time.

“You are wrong,” he told them. “You do answer for Samson because he is one of you. For every day that Samson delays and does not appear, two of you will be taken and beheaded. This is what comes of angering the king. If need be, we will carry out executions till there are none of you left.”

The chariot rattled forward, with the soldiers following, and Zealphonis tried to catch Manoah’s eyes. As the wheels spun past, he did look her way for a fleeting moment and offer a slight smile, as if to say all this nonsense would pass and he’d be back soon and he was sorry for the trouble.

Then he was gone.

Caleb’s arm wrapped around her and kept her from collapsing. How had this come about? What would they do to Manoah? She thought of this morning, how the two of them in the light of dawn had shared quiet, intimate conversation as husband and wife.

“Come on, Mother.” Caleb turned her back toward their hut.

The neighbor widow joined them, abnormally silent. She reached out and took Zealphonis’s hand, knowing better than anyone the emptiness left by a missing husband, and they walked this way until reaching the split in the path.

“He’s a brave man, your Manoah,” the widow said. “We need his type now more than ever.”

Zealphonis thanked the woman, then leaned upon her son the last steps along the trail. He seemed ready to burst beside her but kept his mouth closed until they were alone in their home, where words were muffled by mud, brick, and thatch.

“I think I know where he is, Mother.”

“Hush,” she said. “Don’t tell me. Just go to him, Caleb. Go.”


CHAPTER 35

CONFESSIONS

[image: images]

Caves of Etam

THE CAVE FLOOR is cool. Flat on my back, I stare out the opening at wheeling vultures in the pale blue sky and imagine I am up there with them.

Floating. Circling.

Carried on the breeze, while waiting for death below.

I tell myself to sit up and tighten my belt and walk out of these hills. I don’t do anyone any good in this hideaway, feeling sorry for myself and asking questions of the Lord on high. He’s not saying much these days, and I’m not sure I could hear if He did speak.

The moment my eyelids drop shut, victims of exhaustion, I pry them open again. In the darkness behind closed eyes, memories plague me.

Robes swirling in free fall.

Flames snapping.

Bodies charred beyond recognition.

Keep your eyes open, I tell myself. Open, you fool.

No matter how much I want to blame Prince Rallah and his Philistine horde, I know I am also at fault. My refusal to heed my parents’ warnings. My blindness to the prince’s schemes. My bull-headed insistence that the peace between one man and woman could serve as a balm to all others. Ultimately my conviction that God will honor my every choice because I am chosen.

He has no need of me. What am I that He should require my help?

The sun rises higher in the sky over Etam, and I roll onto my side close to the cave’s lip, letting the rays warm my back. Now it’s the cave that fills my vision, a dark empty space. Against its backdrop the images form again in my head, and my chest heaves in a single sob.

Taren . . .

The wave of emotion washes over me, and somewhere in the tumble of its power I sink beneath the surface and find sleep.
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“Brother?” The voice comes at me from far away. “Are you there?”

Daylight still warms the mouth of the cave, and I don’t know if I’ve been out for only minutes or an hour or a day. My hair is sweaty. My robes are wrinkled and torn. My legs and back ache.

“Samson?”

“Please . . . leave me.” My voice cracks with dryness.

Caleb’s outline appears at the cave’s entrance, looking more like a man than I remember. He’s a good kid, a loving brother, a faithful son. Let God use him in my place. He’s better suited for the tasks of service and righteous living.

He sits beside me without saying a word, and I pull myself up, shaking my head.

“I’ve broken my vows, Caleb. Maybe that’s why God took her from me.”

“What’re you talking about?”

“My Nazirite vows, I broke them. The wine that flowed during our feasting, I let Taren talk me into trying some. It was made locally, a proud tradition of the town, and she convinced me it would help me relax. I liked it,” I confess. “I drank it more than once with her. It was sour at first, but . . . I also touched a dead body. Even you didn’t know of that.”

He turns to look at me.

“In the woods on the way to Timnah,” I explain. “A lion sprung upon me, and I killed it.”

His eyes widen.

“I went by later, and bees had formed a honeycomb inside the carcass. I craved that honey. I don’t know what came over me, but I reached into the beast and took the honey for myself and for Mother and Father. We all partook of it. I never said a word.”

“So God arranged Taren’s death,” he muses. “To punish you, I guess.”

“I don’t know.”

“He didn’t, Samson. Ashdod threw her from the wall.”

“Into . . . ” I swallow hard. “Into the very fires I started.”

“You didn’t kill her. God didn’t kill her. The Philistines did that, and what you do from here will define you. Moping in this cave is a death no better.”

“I loved her.”

“She loved you,” Caleb says. “Don’t ever forget that.”

“She betrayed me.”

“To protect her father’s life—that’s what you told me.”

“I don’t even know what to think, Caleb. I’m so angry. It’s like this fist right here.” My palm thuds twice against my chest. “It makes my jaws tight and my neck tense. It’s a pain that won’t go away, all this pent-up rage. At Rallah, and Ashdod, and myself. Nobody made me violate my vows. I did that all on my own, and it’s over. If Mother found out, it would rend her in two. I’m done.”

“There’s one vow you haven’t broken.”

I push my fingers through my matted locks. I still have my hair, in all its grime-and dust-ridden glory. Truly a razor has never touched my head.

“Is your strength still with you?” my brother wants to know.

I shrug and nod.

“Then it’s not done, Brother. Summon that strength once more.”

“What? Caleb, that’s what I’m telling you. This anger has already caused too much pain and death, and I don’t wish to stir it up again.” His silence gives me pause. “Why? Is something wrong?”

“They took Father.”

My legs thrust me into a standing position. “Who? Prince Rallah?”

“He’s waiting for you. He demands that you turn yourself over to him.” Caleb rises to his feet as well and moves to the cave’s lip. “Come, you need to see this.”

Together we gaze down over hundreds, even thousands of men in the valley below. These are the men of Mahaneh-dan. Our tribal warriors. I see Treus, Wadesh, and Orum. All are armed and ready to throw off the fetters of our oppressors. Though their swords and spears are crude, their shields wooden, the expressions on their faces are unyielding and fierce.

Someone points up, and a great roar rises. “Give us Samson,” they chant. “Give us Samson.”

“They’re here for you, Brother.”

“To kill me or make me king? Difficult to tell.”

“They’ve come to make sure that you are handed over to Rallah,” Caleb explains, and the continuing chants give me no reason to doubt it. “You’ve brought down the king’s wrath, and soldiers are going through our towns making threats and wreaking havoc. If you give yourself over, they can save Zorah from being burned to the ground.”

“They want me to go as their prisoner, then.”

“As a ransom. For our village.”

“Why so many? Did thousands of men need to come to see this through?”

“They’ve heard of your exploits,” he explains. “They want to be sure they have enough bodies to detain you, if it comes to that.”

“And say I cooperate. What then? Does the prince promise to release our father?”

“Do his promises count for anything, anyway?” Caleb faces me. “Please think about this. Surrender is not the only solution. You should do what you do best and make these men your army. Lead them. They want to follow you, but—”

“I think that day is past.”

“No, Samson.” He clutches my robes. “They do. You just have to give them a reason.”

His passion is persuasive, but I’ve already shown that I’m no leader to be trusted. Why put myself in that position again? To let more people down? Taren and I dreamed of peace and love, not war and hate. It was an ideal that’s been torn from me now, and bitterness fills the hole the way pus fills a wound. It’s a sickness I cannot tame.

“Give us Samson,” my tribesmen shout.

“You’re right,” I tell my brother. “These hands will save our people today. Not like this . . . ” I make two fists. “But like this . . . ” I cross my wrists as though bound by shackles.

“Forget that. Stand and fight. You said it yourself, you have your strength.”

I push my hair back over my shoulder. “I’m done fighting. I’m done with all of this.”

“My big brother.” Caleb speaks softly. “I never thought you’d be the one to let me down.”

His words hurt, and I look away. Mother’s and Father’s expectations have weighed on me so long that I always knew I would disappoint them. My brother, though, his expectations have been less demanding. He just wants to be near me and share work and activities. Realizing that I’ve disappointed him is a weight I never expected. Then again, it should come as no surprise.

“I’ve let everyone down,” I reply. “This way, at least, I save Father and our village.”

“Until they come to oppress us again. No, let’s put an end to it.”

The warriors are still chanting my name.

“You lead them, Caleb. They admire you. They trust you. Earn their respect now, and be the one to bind my hands.”

“I’ll do no such thing. You’re speaking nonsense.”

“Do it, Caleb. Or they will. Either way, I’m going down there. Bind me in fresh ropes, and make them promise that they won’t kill me before delivering me to the prince.”

“That much I can guarantee.”

“Very well, then.” Avoiding his eyes, I pull him into an embrace, and we thump each other’s backs. We are in full sight of those below, and I make a show of crossing my wrists and surrendering myself. “I’m ready, Brother. Take me down to your men.”

“This feels wrong.”

“All of the things that felt right landed me in this mess.”

As he leads me down over rocks and scrub, the chants of the mob turn to cheers.
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The ropes bite into my wrists and ankles as I shuffle between a dozen or so of my tribesmen. The others have gone back to their homes now that my surrender is secure. Treus leads our small procession, his enmity toward me never in doubt. Orum and Wadesh are on either side of me, allies from the start, and I wish them well, no matter today’s outcome. Caleb’s in position at the rear, hating that I am bound like a common prisoner.

Our progress is slow. The heat intensifies. We stop for sips of water from a goat’s bladder.

“Just about there,” Treus tells us. “The Philistine camp is on the other side of this hill.”

The din of milling soldiers meets our ears moments later. Atop the closest ridge sentries monitor our progress around the slope, and we arrive on a lofty promontory at the encampment of a thousand men. Most wear tunics like the ones I paid to the prince.

Then I see him. He looks dusty and tired.

“Father,” I cry.

He too is bound. He gives me a slight nod, and the flicker of appreciation in his eyes is all that I need. Disappointed as he may be, he still accepts me as his own.

“Here he is,” Prince Rallah proclaims. “Mighty Samson has been found at last.”

The troops shout their approval.

“Your loyalty to your king is acknowledged, Hebrews. Your village shall be spared.”

With that, my tribesmen slip away through the crowd. Only Caleb lingers to watch. Ashdod is still at his prince’s side, and I wonder why he hasn’t come forward to oversee the exchange of prisoners. They can put me in chains, lock me in a dungeon, just so long as my father goes free.

“Golian, he’s all yours,” Ashdod says.

A swarthy soldier stomps into view, his bulk casting a shadow over me. He carries a large ax.

“I came as you requested,” I say hurriedly. “Now release Manoah.”

“The old man, he’s your father, isn’t that right?” says Rallah.

“The best a son could hope for.”

The prince sneers at that. “I know of the relationships between fathers and sons. In the end each of us stands alone.”

“Let me stand here alone, then. Please, let my father go.”

“Have you forgotten what happened the last time you made demands of me? Do you think you deserve special privilege? Kneel, Hebrew.”

Golian clamps his hand onto my neck. His strength rivals even that of the Egyptian giant, and each of his fingers tightens like an iron band as he shoves me down. My knees hit the dirt before a tree stump, and he presses my face into the whorls of grain. My breath stirs dust, wood chips, and scents of resin. Even though I can’t see it, I sense the soldier’s ax nearby, yet I remain calm.

Is any of this really a surprise? I suspected this would be my end. I’ve killed their soldiers, burned their fields, scorched their walls, and it was only a matter of time till King Balek and Prince Rallah decided to make an example of me. Here it is, they’ll say. Samson’s head. Look upon it, and know that this will also be your fate should you even think of defying the throne.

Lord, have mercy, I pray silently. I confess that I’m a strongman who is weak.

At the edge of my vision I spot scattered bones and raw meat from the Philistine soldiers’ latest meal, and then I see that my father’s still here. He has not been released. I beg again that our agreement be honored. “He’s no threat to you,” I tell the prince. “Please let him go.”

He utters his response into my ear. “Before your head hits the ground, Samson, every Hebrew village will be awash in flames. And where you are going, your father will be waiting.” He gives the slightest gesture to Ashdod.

The soldier takes one step and thrusts his spear through my father’s back.

“Noooo!” Caleb screams from the back of the crowd. “You promised he could go.”

Golian rises to full height, pulling his ax over his head for a swing at my neck, and already my hands are trembling. Though they are tied at my back, I feel the strength of my unbroken vow.


CHAPTER 36

THE OLIVE PRESS
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THE SHARP PAIN started in her back and moved into her belly. In the sunshine on the bench outside the hut, Zealphonis doubled over and gasped.

“Father in heaven,” she said.

She had prayed a lot these past weeks, and still the bad news rolled in.

Samson, her oldest, had watched his bride-to-be die before his eyes, and now he was missing, hunted by the Philistines. Caleb, her youngest, had stirred trouble of his own by training with the local warriors, and his intentions grew more tribal and militaristic by the day. Manoah, her dear husband, had been carted away by their enemies, and she didn’t know where he was or when he’d come back to her.

If he’d come back . . .

These were dire times, and she harbored no illusions. She’d seen others die as a result of Prince Rallah’s impulsiveness, and her three men had lined themselves up against the prince in a show of resistance.

Another bolt of pain.

“Manoah, dear, where are you?”

Zealphonis held her stomach and leaned over to gather the fallen olives. These bits of fruit from the tree became more valuable to the family as they were pitted and pressed. Beneath the grind of the stone wheel, the oil flowed, rich and warm. She lighted her home with it. She baked with it. She mixed it with salt and used it as a rub on dry skin and aching muscles. All of this bounty from the family olive tree. Even its contorted limbs hinted at the troubles it endured to create something so rich and marvelous.

“Whatever Your hand in this, Lord, I trust these trials will bring something good.” One by one she dropped the olives into the press. “I believe, even now, the promises given to us about Samson. The fruits of his actions have been bitter, but I know You can turn sour into sweet.”


CHAPTER 37

ANNIHILATION
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WHERE YOU ARE going, your father will be waiting . . . ”

Even as Prince Rallah uttered the words to Samson, he felt victorious. Despite Samson’s escapades of the past few days, the prince and his soldiers had tied things up nicely. Using Manoah as bait, they had drawn Samson here, bound hand and foot, without even a fight. Neither man would leave this encampment alive, and their corpses would serve as warning to any Israelite upstarts who thought of lifting a hand against the throne.

Rallah gave the signal.

He watched Manoah lurch as Ashdod’s spear pierced his middle.

Samson’s brother screamed from the back of the crowd, drawing the ire of the soldiers nearest to him. When they drew their swords, he held his head in his hands and stumbled off in the direction of his fellow Hebrews.

Rallah grinned.

One man down. One to go.

The second signal was given with a glance at Golian, and the beast of a man raised his ax. The blade was heavy, rusty, but still sharp enough to separate a head from a body. Even a head like Samson’s, full of long, tangled hair.

Somewhere, though, in that moment between the lifting of the ax and its downward trajectory, the world slowed down, and Rallah noticed the trembling in Samson’s hands. He had seen it before in the quarry as Samson mustered an inexplicable strength and rose to face Bolcom’s might.

The ax was coming down now.

Screaming, Samson snapped apart the ropes on his hands and arched back from the tree stump. The rusty blade dug deep into the wood, missing its target by a hair. He screamed again, rose to grab Golian’s smooth, large skull, and slammed it down onto the ax head, still thrumming in the wood. Death was instantaneous.

Rallah stumbled back a step. His eyes were wide, scarcely believing this turn of events. He should really have nothing to fear, considering a thousand men surrounded him in this hilly encampment. Nonetheless, he’d seen with his own eyes the things this Hebrew could do.

Quaking, Samson stood over Golian’s dead body. Shredded rope hung from his wrists and ankles, and he wore his same tired robe and belt. Did this commoner ever change clothes? Rallah wondered. Did he even have a weapon? The Hebrew scanned the area close to him and selected the only option available, other than the one stuck deep in Golian’s face.

It was a jawbone.

With a pop of sinew, Samson tore it fresh from the donkey’s skull.

Rallah fumbled for his sword. Beside him Ashdod struggled to get his spear loose from the old man’s body.

Samson swung.

The jawbone came down fast and hard across the prince’s face, splitting the skin in a vertical line from above his eye and down his cheek. The force of the blow was incredible, rocking him backward, dimming his vision. He cried out and moved a hand to the wound to keep the folds of skin together. Blood oozed between his fingers.

“Protect the prince,” Ashdod ordered his men. “Kill the Hebrew!”

As their commander gave up on the spear and unsheathed his sword, soldiers advanced. A ram’s horn blared, and dozens more men approached from Samson’s side, picking their way toward him among the boulders and rock.

“What’re you waiting for?” Rallah shouted. “Bring me his head!”

Samson’s eyes blazed with rage. His chest heaved. The jawbone in hand was nearly a cubit long, hard enough to break collarbones, but still pliable and fresh from the socket.

“You should’ve let my father go,” he growled.

“And you should’ve kept your eyes in your head and paid no mind to my servant girl. You brought this upon yourself, Hebrew.” The prince nearly collapsed, still dizzy with pain. He waved at his troops. “What’s wrong with you? Don’t let this man scare you.”

Beside him, the word Ashkelon passed between two soldiers.

“Ashkelon,” he said. “You heard the stories and you quiver, is that it? Samson drew the men out and used their own weapons against them. He caught them during the sun’s zenith, when their bellies were full and their heads swimming with wine. Don’t fear him. He’s just a man.”

The Hebrew strongman said nothing. He stood trembling, jawbone dangling at his side, at the end of the promontory. He was cornered there but also had no need of guarding his back.

“A bag of silver to the first man who attacks him,” Rallah offered.

This was enough to send a soldier into action, and his forward motion drew along a mob.

“God, give me strength,” Samson prayed.

One by one the men rushed at him, and he batted them away. The first man perished when the jawbone tore through his shoulder and came back around across his cheekbone. The next on-rusher’s legs were swatted out from under him, and he sailed off the end of the promontory in a fading cry. The jawbone hooked arms, blocked sword thrusts, cracked hips, and snapped spears.

Rallah watched in awe. Samson maneuvered with such precision. He stepped into each blow and used flawless angles to conserve his energy while getting maximum results. After the first dozen men succumbed, Samson wiped beads of sweat from his forehead, took a breath, and waited for more.

“He’s mine,” Ashdod bellowed.

Samson dropped into a crouch, his weapon ready. As Ashdod jabbed, he sidestepped and feinted. The commander lowered his head, growing impatient, and charged forward with another jab. The strongman deflected the sword with the base of the jawbone, then spun and stabbed his weapon through Ashdod’s ribs into his heart.

The lumbering man who had served the palace for years dropped into a heap.

Lifeless.

Rallah lowered the hand clutched to his wound. He was incredulous. How could one man best so many so quickly? This sham of an effort by his troops would end now.

“Forward, men,” he yelled at them. “You are many, and he cannot take you all.”

They responded to their prince, worthy soldiers prepared to follow orders, even in the face of possible injury or dismemberment.

Anticipating the onslaught, Samson rolled his shoulders, lowered his head, and furrowed his eyebrows. To Rallah, he had all the aspect of a snorting bull.

Samson launched the first man over his shoulder, took a step, then whipped the jawbone around to block a sword. He suffered a gash here and there but didn’t falter. He knocked one soldier back so hard that three men went down. More rushed forward. He yanked away a spear directed at his chest, pivoted, and skewered the next two soldiers coming from his flank. Rather than slowing, he gained speed and strength. His hair flew about him. The mighty jawbone smashed knees and obliterated forearms, carved scalps from shorter men and gored the torsos of taller ones.

When the attackers shrunk back, he taunted them. The few who dared respond did so from a distance. His eyes seemed to burn with some internal fire.

“Lord,” he cried out, “hear my prayer.”

This time, as Rallah fumed, Samson didn’t wait for the troops to regroup. He became the attacker, rushing the closest group of men. He took off a man’s head. Broke skulls. Those who tried to flee felt his fury in their backs. Those who stood to fight were crushed, hurled aside, or kicked over the edge of the cliff. The few whose courage remained waded through the mounting obstacles of bodies, only to add another layer to the carnage.

“He’s just one man,” the prince said again. How was this possible?

A cluster of soldiers nearby took heed of his words, agreeing to throw themselves at once upon this Hebrew strongman. He had only so many arms and legs to defend himself—wasn’t that so? He would go down beneath their collective weight and determination. With a bolstering cry, they mounted their assault, and it looked to the prince as though they might even succeed. One went down, but the others arrived en masse. From the perimeter it was difficult to even see Samson, as he was utterly covered by men.

“We have him,” a soldier cheered. “He is defeated!”

Rallah allowed himself to hope. From here, through the trickle of blood at his eye, he saw the mountain of bodies grow. No one alone could resist that much force and weight. It seemed that mountain would cave in upon him, burying him once and for all.

Instead, the mountain turned volcanic.

Samson burst through in an eruption of bodies and limbs. He freed himself from his assailants and stood tall, prayers still spewing from his lips for all to hear. “I am Your humble servant, Lord. Don’t abandon me now. Be my strength.”

All this pleading to the foreign God turned Rallah’s stomach.

The Hebrew clenched his fist and with the other hand wielded the jawbone again. He swung and took down two more soldiers.

“His God is with him,” a soldier declared. “He is invincible.”

Samson struck again.

And again.

He smashed together the shields of two attackers in an explosion of wood and metal. He cracked helmets and simply tore away others with their contents still inside. If anything, his movements and speed had increased yet again. He drew the jawbone all the way back to his left, then uncoiled his hips and arms, carving a swath of destruction all the way to his right. Five more men fell, and he was not done.

He climbed upon the bodies now. “I’m still here,” he taunted the few who remained.

Terrified men backed away.

Most of them ran.

It was obvious, the demoralization of Prince Rallah’s troops. It appeared in their slumped shoulders, fleeing feet, and round-with-fear eyes. The great and mighty Samson had put on quite a display, and only a handful managed to escape unscathed. Bodies were everywhere—across the wide promontory, between the boulders, hanging in the branches of low trees, and splattered far below on rock. The destruction was total.

Prince Rallah hunkered behind a boulder, keeping his enemy just in view.

Samson, done at last with his afternoon’s work, drew in deep breaths. He was left standing alone. He stumbled between mound after mound of bodies, kicked aside a stray helmet, and wandered on wobbly legs from the scene of annihilation.

“Dagon,” Rallah muttered, “I call upon you now. Give me your power.”

He felt a surge of courage, perhaps even an extra measure of strength, and he crept up behind the Hebrew with sword in hand. Once he was close, he charged, calling out his enemy by name.

Samson turned, then swiveled aside to avoid the blade thrust.

“Dagon!” Rallah begged once more.

He charged again, sword flashing in the sun, only to have his attempt parried by the jawbone, that infernal thing. What man defeated an army alone? And with an impromptu weapon torn from the remains of a stubborn field animal? What God resorted to such crude implements?

The crude implement was arched back over Samson’s shoulder.

“No,” Rallah said.

Samson swung the jawbone forward, driving it into Rallah’s chest. The strongman lifted him then and tossed him atop the nearest rocks. Rallah groaned. The pain washed over him in a numbing wave. He looked down at the gaping hole in his chest and felt the rush of blood in his ears.

Then the darkness came, and it carried him down, down, down . . .


CHAPTER 38

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS
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THE TREMBLING SUBSIDES. With it goes the last of my strength, and I drop to the dirt beneath the midday sun, my arms and face sticky with blood, my robe drenched in sweat. Rivulets of both run down my neck and my chest.

I throw down my weapon. I have won.

Yes, on this day, in this lofty place, I defeated a thousand men.

“A donkey eats with it, and I stack bodies with it,” I mumble. “What is it?”

There’s no elation to go with my victory, only the satisfaction that I am alive and my enemies are not. While it’s not the future Taren and I envisioned, it seems to be the only future left to me as long as these oppressors remain in the land. Peace was given a chance. And now, well, the Philistine rulers seem bent on aggression and conflict, throwing their own people into the fire for the cause.

Taren, Ahar, Jodel, and now Father . . .

Nothing but human sacrifices, fueling the flames of war and revenge.

“A jawbone,” I say to the fallen bodies. “That is the answer to your schemes against me and my people. From this day forth this place will be called Ramath-Lehi, the Hill of the Jawbone.”

The words dry the last of my mouth’s moisture. My tongue is parched, and I hang my head, trying to work up some saliva, with no success. Surely there’s water in this encampment. Men have to drink, after all. I clamber back to my feet. My legs feel as brittle and useless as twigs. Scouring the camp and the strewn bodies, all I find are animal bladders torn during the battle, their contents sucked dry by the sand and heat.

Lord, I pray silently, is this how my day shall end? Did You raise me up to deliver my people and slay our foes only to let me die of thirst beneath this merciless sun? Spare me now. Give me relief. A drop of rain. Anything.

My answer comes in unexpected fashion.

Only a few paces away, near the base of the hill, a boulder splits apart with a gritty, rumbling crack, and a small stream of water spills forth. I scramble on hands and knees to the liquid coolness, lapping it up, cupping it in my hands, splashing it on my face and neck. I laugh. Water has never tasted this good.

“And this place will be called En-hakkore,” I decide. “The Spring of He Who Cried Out.”

Did the searing heat split the rock? Did a hidden spring force its way through at the very moment I cried to the heavens?

Some questions don’t need answers.

I simply drink. And drink some more.
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Caleb finds me on my side in the flowing stream. He lifts my weary body, wraps my arm over his shoulder, and assists me on our trek back through Etam toward our village. He doesn’t say much. He grunts every now and then, shifting my weight. He plugs onward through the afternoon.

“I’m sorry,” he says softly as daylight dwindles and shadows grow.

“Thank you for coming back,” I respond. “I wouldn’t have made it out on my own.”

“I should never have left you. I should’ve fought at your side.”

I shake my head. “This was my battle to fight, Caleb. Mine and the Lord’s.”

“They killed Father. I knew we couldn’t trust Rallah.”

“They were going to kill him all along. They just wanted me to die with him.”

“What do we say to Mother?”

That silences both of us, and we walk together, lost in our thoughts. We are not the only ones to pay a heavy price under enemy occupation. Even our neighbor lady was widowed by the Philistines who ruled before King Balek.

“We tell her we will love her and honor her,” I say. “We tell her we will be sure she never goes hungry and never knows a day without love.”

Caleb nods, pushing a tear from his eye.

“And,” I state, “I’ll tell her that I will serve as judge. I’ll accept that role which she believes the angel foretold and do my best to protect our people. As long as I live, I’ll do all within my power to lift this burden of slavery from the backs of my fellow Hebrews. Will you stand by me in that?”

“You know I will. I mean, what are brothers for?”

“Not much,” I say with a shrug. “Just friendship and some laughs. Oh yes, and survival.”


CHAPTER 39

THE NECROPOLIS
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PHILISTINE REINFORCEMENTS ARRIVED that evening, only to discover they were too late. The battle was over, the encampment a necropolis. Bodies were everywhere, in awkward positions, and flies were already gathered in such mass that the buzzing could be heard from well below the promontory.

“What army did this?” one soldier asked. With his foot he rolled over a wide-eyed corpse.

“Have the Egyptians declared war on us?” another responded.

“Could be.” The soldier brushed shut the dead man’s eyelids. “I’m sure they’ve heard by now about Bolcom. Their very own giant, shot down by Philistine arrows.”

“Let’s start the cleanup right here. Seems as good a place as any.”

The troops guided a pair of oxen into place with a long wooden cart for the stacking of bodies. Considering the sheer number, it would take all night by torchlight to clear the camp, and it was gruesome work. They wrapped linens around noses and mouths and set to it.

“If it was the Egyptians,” one said after the first cartload was half full, “why are they not among the dead? I see only Philistine helmets and shields. Not one weapon other than our own.”

“Could’ve been a surprise attack. A quick strike from the hillsides.”

“With what? Bows and arrows?”

“What else?”

“Have you seen one arrow yet through our men? Even if they came to retrieve their arrows, we would see some broken shafts or fallen arrowheads. I’ve seen nothing of the kind.” He reached for the breastplate of a body on the rocks, ready to heft it. “This one here, for example, just a gaping hole through the chest and over his eye. What could do such damage? It’s almost like . . . ” He stumbled back. “This man, he’s . . . he’s alive, he’s alive.”

The man who was presumed dead opened his mouth and took a huge gasp of air.

The other soldier joined in the astonishment. “It’s . . . Why, it’s Prince Rallah.”

The prince’s eyes burst open. “I heard you two talking. About time you found me.”


CHAPTER 40

FOR SACRED USE
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ZEALPHONIS MARVELED AT the extremes of emotion that could abide in a woman’s heart. She and Manoah had shared nearly twenty-five years together, and she would never forget his scruffy beard against her cheek, or the intensity of his gaze, or the bend of his back at the plow. As man and wife they had experienced their joys, private and public, and endured their share of hardships. This particular hardship would be the worst of all for the simple reason that he wasn’t here to shoulder it with her.

She had her boys, though. Two fine young men.

And now Samson was ready to take on that mantle in a whole new way.

“I’m so proud of you, Son.” She pinched at his clean-shaven cheek, played with his combed locks of hair. “I sometimes worried this day would never come.”

“I always knew it would,” he kidded. “Keeping you in suspense just seemed more fun.”

“You rascal. I only wish that . . . “

“What?”

As always, Caleb knew her heart and filled in the words for her. “I wish Father could be here to see this. The amount of grief you caused him, Brother? He, as much as anyone, deserved to see it with his very own eyes.”

Samson turned solemn. “I believe that he’s watching.”

The Levitical priest stepped forward in his tasseled robes, a horn of oil in his hand. The oil was mixed with aromatic ingredients, a blend for sacred use only, but he had accepted Zealphonis’s offer of homegrown, home-pressed olives as the base for his blend. Blessed be the name of the Lord.

Those gathered offered prayers and blessings over her son. Samson closed his eyes and lifted his head, accepting the generous pour from the priest’s curved horn. The oil, rich and golden, oozed through his hair, over his forehead and face, and to Zealphonis he seemed to glow with a light unlike any she had seen since the day the angel came to her.


CHAPTER 41

DEEPEST DESIRE
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FROM THE SHADOW of a scarlet wall hanging, Delilah could see candle flames reflecting off copper vases and silver pitchers. She had gained increasing access to the palace throne room and royal chambers, and she took it as a sign of King Balek’s approval. She was still careful, though, not to overstep her bounds.

Now, for example, seemed a good time to remain circumspect.

She stood at such an angle that she could just glimpse father and son in the king’s private chamber. The king wore a soft linen covering. His head was bare, as were his feet, which were on a pedestal being attended to by a scantily clad servant girl. Rallah had only recently returned from the battlefield and still wore his dark cape, attached to rings on his breastplate. A head wrap held a patch of cloth over his eye, protecting the ragged wound inflicted upon him by Samson.

The moods in the room were volatile. Delilah quieted her beating heart with a hand over her breast and listened to the exchange between her king and her prince.

“How many?” King Balek wanted to know.

“You’ve heard already from the troops.”

“I want to hear it from you, Rallah. Tell me.”

“One thousand.”

The king shook his head. “Hmm, so it’s true.”

“Ashdod was one of the first to succumb. He fought nobly.”

“Fighting nobly does us no good, does it? Have you any idea how long it’ll take to replace and train a thousand men?”

“A royal burial for the commander might inspire others to serve, my king.”

To Delilah’s ears, this made good sense.

“A royal burial?” King Balek scoffed. “What inspiration is there in that? We’d do better to toss his body onto the city garbage heaps. That might snap the men from their cowardice. If they fear this enemy more than us, they’ll run yelping beneath our robes like dogs. No, let them fear us more.”

Rallah winced, clutching at his chest.

His father poured himself another chalice of wine from the pitcher.

“It would be difficult,” the prince said at last, “to fear anything more.”

“Than this Samson? Nonsense. Your lack of swordsmanship does not make him special. Your wounds will heal, won’t they? Stop speaking of him as though he’s a leviathan, some mythical monster that cannot be killed.”

“He has the strength of a god,” Rallah snapped.

“We have other ears in this room,” the king cautioned, his eyes darting to the girl at his feet. “Do not exaggerate the exploits of one battle.”

“You refuse to believe,” Rallah pressed on, “but I saw it with my own eyes.”

“Your eyes deceive you. Did you see him bleed?”

“Yes, and—”

“Then he is not a god!” King Balek swept his hand across the nearest table, scattering utensils and pieces of fruit across the room. “You fear this man, and you’ve let that fear creep into the hearts of your men. You want to lead? You must grow a backbone first, Rallah. Enough. Leave me.”

“Father, I—”

“I am your king.”

“My king, I vow that I will end this matter. I swear it on the graves of my fallen brothers.”

“Do not speak of your brothers, most of whom you barely knew. Why, you’ll join them shortly in their graves if you continue cowering in the presence of every Hebrew with a sword.”

“He had nothing but a jawbone.”

Delilah herself had doubted this part of her lover’s story, but the puckered gouge in his ribcage convinced her otherwise. It took great effort for him to even walk into this room.

“Get out of my sight,” the king said. “Enough of this nonsense, you child. You want to do the throne some good, go tell the Hebrews that we will only refrain from retaliating if their strongman vows to end his violence. That is all.”

Prince Rallah bowed, then turned to leave. Delilah saw him clench his fists even as he shuffled from the chamber in agony.
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She heard his rampage before entering the room. She slipped through the door, pressed herself close to the bedchamber’s window. In the streets beyond the palace, stories circulated about the great slaughter on the heights of Lehi, and the king had already issued an edict prohibiting such tales.

Delilah, like Rallah, had seen Samson with her own eyes. His strength was impressive.

And that was not all.

Breaking her from her thoughts, Rallah snatched a statue of Dagon from its candlelit alcove and slammed it into tables, benches, the very chamber walls, until the image was defaced. Next, he dropped to his knees and beat the object against the floor.

All of it was sacrilege, of course, but to touch a god to the floor, that was egregious.

“What’re you doing, Rallah?” she cried. “Think of the consequences.”

He brought down the statue again and again, grunting in pain from his wounds, but unrelenting as he punctuated his words.

“You . . . ”

Crack.

“Are . . . ”

Craack.

“Not . . . ”

Craaack.

“A god!”

Craaaack!

Dagon’s statue shattered, the pieces careening about the room, and the head rolled to a stop next to Delilah’s sandal. She didn’t dare touch it for fear of taking part in this desecration.

“You risk Dagon’s wrath?” she asked.

Rallah looked up. “I do not fear Dagon or my father.”

“You fear another then.”

“I’ve seen a real God, yes. In a real man. That is true power, and I will have Samson’s power. When the time is right, I will take it from him. This I swear.” He rose to his feet, adjusted the cloth patch over his eye, and moved in front of her. “You, Delilah, you’re going to help me. We will bide our time, we’ll be patient, but mark my words, we will rule one day.”

She gave him a light kiss. “That,” she agreed, “is my deepest desire.”


CHAPTER 42

MIGHTY STRONG WORDS
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Nearly Twenty Years Later—Village of Zorah

I PULL AT MY beard, and I realize again that I am my father’s son. I was nearly twenty when he died, and nearly twenty years have passed since that horrible moment in the Philistine camp. Not one day goes by without me thinking of him, of what he would say, what he would have me do. Though my hair and my beard are still full and dark, not the gray scratchy stuff that he sported, I hope, as a judge, that I’ve exhibited even a portion of his wisdom.

“Samson, we normally come asking for your advice,” says Orum. “We’ve done that for years, and what has really changed?”

“The time for your advice is over,” Treus jumps in, always at odds with me.

It’s no mistake that we are seated here, this small group of men. Once the rebel youth, the upstart warriors, we’re now the elders of the village, and it was here in Zorah’s square, beneath this canopy, that the priest poured his oil over my head. The scent of it clung to my hair for days, and I want to believe that its consecration rests on my shoulders even now.

“What’s this?” I ask. “Caleb, do you already know the direction of this discussion?”

My brother lifts his gaze to mine. “Something has to change, I agree.”

“What’s the trouble? I don’t understand.”

“We are still oppressed.”

“We are at peace,” I say. “When I became judge, I held back my acts of revenge. I stopped killing Philistines, and they stopped killing us. Men, tell me, am I wrong on this? King Balek called a truce, and we haven’t seen anyone murdered in our streets in ages. You know it’s true. Some of you now have children of your own. You, Orum, do your sons even know about poor old Tobias, how he was run through on this very road? Wadesh, does your daughter know that you nearly died at the hands of the Philistines’ champion? Even if they’ve heard the stories, our young ones haven’t seen that sort of evil in their midst.”

“As youth, we saw it,” Treus says. “And you fed it so that it would leave us alone.”

“Explain that to me.”

“I don’t have to. You just explained it yourself.”

My gaze pans over the gathering, and most of the council won’t meet my eye. Caleb, at least, rises to stand by my side. “For years, men, I have said that our only hope is in peace.”

“What is peace?” Wadesh ventures. “A lack of violence?”

“Peace is food in our children’s bellies,” Treus says. “And our share of this coming harvest will not be enough to feed them, not once the tribute is collected.”

“The tribute is less than it once was. The king was merciful in that.”

“Merciful, Samson? Listen to yourself.”

“Please, Treus,” my brother says from my side. “At least give him a chance to explain. Do we miss fighting so much that we resort to fighting amongst ourselves?”

“I do miss it,” Treus declares. “I miss our days at Mahaneh-dan.”

Orum and Wadesh nod their heads, and they’re not the only ones.

“At least then we had a purpose,” he adds. “A direction. Not these wishy-washy notions that Samson calls diplomacy. You ask me, it’s time for war.”

No one tells him to calm himself, to quiet his voice, to stop this foolish talk.

Pulling on my beard again, I give a heavy sigh. “You are mistaken. War will only bring death and anguish to our people. Do we so easily forget? I’ve shed blood. I’ve killed more men than some foreign armies. Yes, it served a purpose. We have the measure of relief that was foretold, and I don’t want that to go to ruin. I don’t want to take another life in anger.”

“What do you suggest?” Wadesh asks. “I ask it sincerely, Samson. We are simply thinking of our families, while you are a man without wife or children.”

I bristle at that.

It’s true, of course. I do not know in full measure the responsibilities these men bear. I do know love, though. I do know loss. I do care daily for my mother, seeing to it that she is fed and protected and loved.

My mind is decided. “Men, I will leave this day to Gaza to negotiate peace.”

“Peace again,” Caleb says. “What you’re calling peace, we call starvation.”

The council murmurs in agreement.

“The tribute is too much. It must end,” Treus says.

“It’ll never happen,” Orum argues.

“Our only hope,” Wadesh says, “is to rally the other tribes and prepare an attack. We’re not as disjointed as we once were. There’s the prophet Samuel, now sitting in the temple at Shiloh, and all of Israel and Judah heed his words. You could speak with him perhaps. If he gave the call to war, we could muster thousands upon thousands.”

“It’s a good suggestion,” Caleb agrees, clapping a hand on my shoulder. “God did not choose you from the womb to be a diplomat, Samson. He gave you the power and strength to fight. To fight like no man ever has. These elders, these brothers of ours, they’re not asking you to neglect your strengths and forgo your wisdom as judge. They urge you, I urge you, to use the very gift God gave to you.”

What these men want has been decided. I see no other way.

Perhaps they are right.

While caring for my mother and acting as judge, have I been blind to the insults and burdens my tribesmen still suffer? I sit on this wooden bench addressing the elders, passing down decisions, and telling myself what a wise old man I’ve become.

Only foolish men believe they are wise.

Rising from my bench, I allow Caleb to help me with my cloak. “I will make a trek to Gaza,” I tell them, “and any who want to come along may join me. I will return with freedom. No more tributes, no more suffering. If I cannot do that, I will not return at all.”

This seems to placate them for the moment. Feeling their eyes on my back as I walk away, I square my shoulders and push back my hair.

My strength is here with me. I still feel it now and then, tingling in my fingertips.
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We leave the village in a dusty caravan of ox-drawn carts. The carts carry stalks of wheat, a down payment on our coming tribute, an offering of peace. If all goes well, it will be the last payment for years to come.

“Do you think this will work?” Caleb asks as we ride side by side.

“Do you really think that being a diplomat is so wrong?”

“Wrong?” He shakes his head. “You were chosen for something else, that’s all.”

“What if King Balek refuses?” I want to know.

“You promised the elders that you wouldn’t return. Mighty strong words from our strongman.”

It’s a sobering reminder, and I wonder if my impulsive vow now leads me into trouble once again. We’ll find out tomorrow within the walls of Gaza. The route to the capital stretches ahead, down through the forests and wadis, down past the terebinth where I once gave my heart to a girl.


CHAPTER 43

NEMESIS
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Waters of the Great Sea

THE BOAT CUT through the waves, its sail taut in the brisk evening breeze. Dusk turned the waters a deep indigo, and in the fading light the prince drew Delilah to his side at the stern.

“Do you see that?” he said, pointing off their starboard. “I believe it’s a Phoenician vessel.”

She pressed closer. “Are they hostile?”

“Don’t worry your pretty head.” He kissed her brow. “Just a merchant ship. Probably headed to Egypt with a load of cedar wood, based on how low she’s riding.”

As he turned for a better look, she kissed him back, her lips catching the scar that ran from his forehead, over his eye, and down his cheek. He recoiled, and his mood blackened.

Even all these years later he hated catching sight of his own reflection, and the warmth of her lips reminded him of the scar’s ugly presence. She told him that it lent him a rare masculinity, and in the quiet of their bedchamber such words eased the tension. Here, though, where others could see, the scar underscored his failure against Samson, his lifelong enemy.

At least the scar near his heart was hidden. Far more hideous to look at, it still woke him in the night with phantom pains.

“Back to the harbor,” he ordered the sailor at the rudder.

“Now, darling?” Delilah gazed up with her sea-spray eyes. “In this romantic light?”

Rallah snorted.

Romance was not on his mind this night, not as the boat carved to port and gave a panoramic view of the capital and its lights winking in the distance. “Look at it,” he said. “It should be ours to rule. Honestly, how long till my father relinquishes his hold on this life?”

“He’s not unaware of our ambitions,” she said. “I think he holds on as long as he can just to spite you.”

The prince lowered his voice. “Earlier, before we cast off, I heard word from my spies that Samson is now headed to Gaza. We haven’t see him in ages. There might be a way for us to gain an advantage in this.”

“Can’t you just let it go, this feud between the two of you?”

“You sound like my father.”

“The Hebrew almost took your life once, Rallah. I know you don’t agree with your father’s truce, but at least we’ve been free for years of any real violence.”

“As long as Samson breathes, we are not free of those things. Not completely.”

“I just don’t want to lose you.” Her hand slid around his waist, and she drew closer. “And if you were gone, what treatment do you imagine I’d get from the king? He’d toss me aside. Or assign me to his private chambers.”

“He wouldn’t dare.”

“He’s never made mention of it,” Delilah said, “but I’ve felt his eyes upon me. My point is that we are stronger, you and I, together.”

“Together we’ve waited so long.”

“Together,” she countered, “we’ve ridden these seas and enjoyed the finest things of the kingdom. We’re not as young, nor as impatient, as we once were. We will have our day.”

The harbor opened before them, and smaller vessels moved aside for the boat bearing the king’s emblem. Fishermen bowed at the sight of the prince, and Rallah thought of the stroll he and his father once made through the streets, drawing the citizen’s awe and adulation. His father had threatened him then, and those words still hung between them. It was no father-son relationship they shared, but a simmering rivalry for the throne. Rallah knew better than to test his father’s will without a plan. King Balek would respond to any treachery with swift and deadly force.

“We will have our day,” he agreed. “Perhaps Samson’s arrival tomorrow will bring that day quicker than we hoped.”

“Be careful, darling—that’s all I ask.”

“And you be available.”

“For what?”

“Whatever your prince has need of,” he said.

The moment their boat drew alongside the wharf and the plank went down, the prince rushed across, letting the sailors assist Delilah as she disembarked. She was a grown woman, able to take care of herself. She enjoyed the benefits of his position, and yes, she provided benefits as well, but she was not his driving force, nor the one who consumed his thoughts.

That dubious honor went to his nemesis.

And the long-haired Hebrew was drawing closer even now.
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City of Gaza

Word of Samson’s arrival came before noon the next day. Rallah was at the royal stables, brushing his mount, when a messenger explained that the Hebrew and his caravan of ox carts were being delayed at the city gates.

So he’s finally returned, the prince thought.

“I’ll ride there now,” he told the messenger. “Run ahead and tell the watchman to let them in.”

“Yes, my lord.”

Rallah drew a nondescript cloak over his princely garb, fastened it with a tattered sash, and pulled the hood low. Within minutes he was at the entryway. He watched the miserly Israelites lead their oxen into the city, bringing modest offerings for the tribute. This, alone, was a common occurrence and of little interest.

Samson was with them, though. For the first time in many years.

What was this Hebrew up to?

Rallah rode past, head down, then circled back and followed. Samson was a well-built man, and the years had done little to diminish him. His hair was still long, now supplemented by a full dark beard, and he carried himself with greater gravity. He and his brother were side by side, guiding one of the carts, laughing as they went. Always laughing, those two. It was a continual mystery to the prince how such mirth could still bubble up from the souls of the enslaved.

He followed them along the road to the storehouses. Reins in hand, he edged his horse under a shop’s canopy and observed them as they offloaded their carts. The dozen or so men wore shabby clothing, all very similar, and in their milling and moving about, one of them managed to disappear.

One moment the strongman was there, a load over his shoulder.

The next, he was gone.

Rallah’s black mood returned. Barely an hour in the capital, and Samson was already making a fool of him. He best go straight to the king before word of this reached his ears by other means.

He stabled his horse, wrestled out of the tied sash and cloak, and climbed the wide steps to the palace two at a time. He dashed into his bedchamber to pull on a more presentable outfit for the throne room, only to find Delilah on the bed. She was reclined on her side, an arm draped over her hip, her eyes smoldering.

“Did you forget?” she said. “You promised a bit of romance.”

“Not now, Delilah. I must see the king.”

“What? When you could see me instead?” Her blue lapis earrings dangled over shoulders bared by downturned sleeves. “Just because we’re older doesn’t mean we’re too old, darling.”

“It’s Samson. He’s here.”

“You knew he was coming. You told me last night.”

“He escaped somehow. I had him under watch at the loading area, and then he was gone in a blink of an eye.”

“Perhaps,” she teased, “he is a god.”

“Don’t start with me. I never meant he was an actual god. Or maybe I did. I don’t know. If you saw what I saw him do at the encampment . . . Forget all that. He’s here, and we will see this through. Don’t ask me how, as I’m still working on the details. I know this, though; we may not get this close to him again. Be ready.”

“I was.” She sniffed, drew up her sleeves, and rolled into a sitting position at the foot of the bed. “I warned you long ago that he would haunt you. You created your own worst enemy.”

“And I’m asking you to help me be rid of him once and for all. Not just for me,” the prince pointed out. “For both of us. For all that we’ve worked for and waited for. King and queen.”

“King and queen,” she said.

“How do I look? I want my father’s ear without distraction.”

“Go. You look suitable enough. Should I change too?”

“Don’t do anything until I return. Once I’ve discussed this with him, I’ll know better how to set our trap.” Rallah rolled his neck, adjusted his tunic, and said, “You know, I feel invigorated by all this, facing my foe again. No more waiting around, being miserable. This time, let’s make our own destiny.”

“Is it really so miserable being with me?”

“For Dagon’s sake, woman, you know what I mean.”

He ignored the empty look that stole into her eyes and strode from his chamber toward the throne room.
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Prince Rallah stood in the receiving room, where wall-mounted torches lit limestone, latticework, and velvet wall hangings. The throne room was of much greater import. It was beyond the grand double doors across the way, and it’s where the king met the capitals’ lords, foreign emissaries, and others of note.

The receiving room, he knew, was a clear message from his father.

The worries of the prince were of minor concern.

King Balek swept into the room, crown on his head, jewels and stones about his neck. He settled into his chair atop a small platform.

“He’s here,” Rallah said.

“Of course he is.”

“Samson, I mean.”

“You assume that I don’t know who passes through my gates?”

“Father . . . My king, do you also know that he disappeared from the loading area while working with his fellow Hebrews? I came here directly. I can only suspect that he means to do you harm. Why else would he sneak off in such a manner? If you remember from the histories, an Israelite once lied his way into King Ehud’s chambers and murdered him while he was engaged in private and not-so-glorious business. It’s your safety I’m thinking of first and foremost.”

“Is it?” Balek lifted an eyebrow. “Or is it your hope that we put the man in chains?”

“He’s a threat to you and to your kingdom. I’ve seen this threat with my own eyes, and—”

“Yes. A donkey’s jawbone, was it?”

“We must post sentries here and throughout the city or risk the might of his God.”

“I am Dagon,” the king said. “Or have you forgotten? And once again, even now into your middle years you assume and you make demands, still the child that you’ve always been.”

“I am your son.”

“Actually,” King Balek said, “I have some doubts about that, but how can we know the truth of what went on in the harem of my early reign.”

The prince’s mouth dropped. “Father? What’re you suggesting?”

“An issue for another day.” The king gathered his robes and stood. “Today let it be known that Samson has come here to negotiate, and he will leave in peace. He sent word requesting a secret meeting, and I accepted. I shall go to see him now. In my throne room.”


CHAPTER 44

STAY OR GO
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THE CORRIDOR LEADING to the throne room is lit by torches, the smell of pitch and flame shoving my mind to places it does not want to go. These stark memories of heartache and loss, I must set them aside and focus on the greater good for my people. I’ve come to negotiate peace.

As I reach the closed entry to the throne room, I hear arguing from a side chamber.

“This is an outrage, my king. Samson cannot leave Gaza alive.”

“I define what is outrage. Not you. Not your lady in waiting.”

I know the first voice belongs to Prince Rallah. I still hear it in my nightmares. The second is stern and dismissive, flush with the authority that comes from decades as ruler. Surely it belongs to King Balek, though I’ve never met the man.

“Why do you insist on this?” the prince asks. “I tried this with him before, and peace is not what he’s after, I assure you.”

“Much time has passed. People change, and I—”

“He hasn’t changed, believe me.”

“I will not discuss this with you any further, Rallah.” There’s the sound of swishing robes and footsteps. “It is my wish, thus my command. My authority, thus my decree. You see, don’t you, where I’m going with this? Out the door with you. My appointment awaits.”

The door flies open, and Prince Rallah storms through.

“Rallah,” I say.

He reels back. His mouth opens as though to say something, and then his wide eyes narrow to slits. I notice the jagged scar from our last encounter and almost pity him in the moment. He says nothing and rushes by, the edge of his cape slithering over my arm.

The doors to the throne room swing open, and I am ushered into the presence of the king. He sits at an angle on his throne, comfortable in his older years. As judge, I too try to administer from a place of ease, though it still rubs against my grain on many levels. Some days, in truth, I want to draw blood and smash heads. I’ve not yet grown accustomed to the weight of being wise.

“The mighty Samson,” King Balek proclaims. “At last we meet.”

“My king, thank you for admitting me. May I approach?”

“Did you make your way to my courts unseen? We don’t want word of this spreading on the streets. It’s always best that rulers reach decisions before the people form opinions of their own.”

“I was not seen,” I tell him.

“Come, then, let us speak. We’re both men of position. No need for formalities.”

Aside from the two guards at the doors, we are alone. There’s no doubt he’s heard tales of me, and yet he shows no fear. He’s reigned since early in my childhood, and clearly he’s no man to be trifled with.

“There,” he says, gesturing to a low table adorned with fine cutlery and platters of food. “Some wine to drink, some food after your journey . . . or a jawbone from a donkey perhaps?”

I bristle at this. I will not sit at his table.

“I’m here,” I tell him, “to negotiate for the people I serve. The same people you starve.”

“Ah, right to it. Good.”

“Years ago, through our messengers, you and I agreed to a basic truce.”

“Mm-hmm. And have I not upheld my end of that truce?”

“You, King Balek, still collect the tribute from our men and women, making it difficult for them to put food in their children’s mouths. As agreed, I have ceased all warring and let you be at peace, but my tribesmen still suffer. Our elders, our council, they’ve let it be known that this is no longer acceptable.”

“Representing your people. Very good.” The king shifts forward on his throne. “Well, Samson, in order to negotiate, one must have something to negotiate with. What could you possibly have to offer my kingdom?”

“Peace. True peace between Hebrew and Philistine. It’s what I wanted years ago, when I made my proposal to Taren. We wanted to show a new way.”

“And how did that turn out?”

My patience grows thin. “You know the answer. Now, remove the tribute and give back the harvest that we plow and plant with our own hands. It is rightfully ours.”

“Or else what?”

“You will face the wrath of God.”

King Balek rises and smooths his robes. He looks amused. “So you threaten me with some vague notions of what—natural phenomena, earthquakes, a flood?”

Behind me the guards snicker.

“Mock me, if you will, but He is not a mere statue crafted by human hands.”

“Tell me, then, about this God,” he says. “Is this the God who sits by while your people claim to suffer? Is that the One you speak of? Where was He when my prince pushed your bride into the flames? Did He catch her and deliver her safely into your arms?”

The king’s questions are ones I’ve asked myself. He pinpoints my weaknesses and hopes to gain an advantage, but there is more to this than my own dashed dreams. This is about the deliverance of Israel and Judah and Israelites throughout all of Canaan. It’s about taking back the land that was promised us, even if we must take it back one field and farm at a time.

“You will not be laughing,” I tell him, “when you have another thousand soldiers to bury. My God was in these hands then, and He is with me now.”

“A slaughter that occurred twenty years ago?” The king waves that away. “My guards here weren’t even alive at the time. I’ve rebuilt my army three times over since.”

“You’d have no need of such an army if you would simply relieve the burden from our shoulders.”

“Listen, Hebrew, the only reason you still draw breath is because I haven’t given the order to take it. To your people, sure, you may be a hero. The mighty Samson. To me, you’re nothing more than a slave with an attitude. I reject your offer.”

My jaw muscles clench, and I spit out the words. “Then you choose war.”

“War,” he responds, “is in neither of our best interests. It would demand the lives of the few loved ones you have left. Do you wish to see your mother perish?” He selects a bite of food from the table and approaches me. “This is my offer to you. I will give your people their harvest, all of it, but only on one condition.”

He is fixed in my unblinking glare. “And what is that?”

“You disappear.”

“What?” His words confuse me. “You mean, leave my people?”

“Stay, and you’ll watch them suffer and die. Or go, and you’ll let them flourish. It’s your choice, Samson. I’ll wait until nightfall for your answer.”
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The sun grows weaker along the rooftops and city walls. I walk through the streets of Gaza with daylight dwindling and my answer still expected by the king.

But there is no answer. It’s an impossible situation.

As it stands, if I reject King Balek’s offer, I will have failed to remove the tribute. I promised the council that I wouldn’t return to Zorah in such a case, and I must uphold my word. Inevitably war would ensue, and I would not be there to protect those I love most.

For me, the other option leads to the same result. If I accept the king’s offer, the tribute will be lifted, but I must also never return.

I think of Mother.

Caleb, I know, will watch over her. She’s a resolute woman even in her old age, and she’s spoken to me of the cost of my calling. She will accept what comes her way, but I will miss her more than words can say. She stood by her belief in me even when I gave her reason to doubt.

An ox cart in the road ahead causes me to duck into a doorway. I don’t want to be seen by my brother or the other men, not tonight. They will only cloud my vision. I got myself in this situation, and I can get myself out.

The king’s spiteful words still stir images in my head.

I shake them off.

The aroma of the king’s wine still lingers in my nostrils, and I remember that first taste from Taren’s cup. Oh, so sweet. Her lips brushing mine.

I walk through side streets and alleyways, moving aimlessly. Perhaps it’s only by chance that I end up near the city gates, my eyes drawn to a stairway that leads to a harlot’s door. It’s been twenty years. What are the odds that she is still there? It won’t hurt to check.

My feet are heavy as I make the climb. I knock twice on the door.

As a young man, my eyes were set on Taren, and even on those nights I paid to stay in this place, I did not waver. Now, though, I feel the loneliness of all the years. I miss a woman’s touch. I want the dizzying effects of a good wine. First and foremost I want to forget all the death and hurt and shame that I’ve caused. I’m no wise man. I don’t think I ever was.

“Well, hello, handsome.” She’s still here, her voice still husky, her eyelids still painted. “Look at you. You look awful. Come in, come in. I’m sure there’s something I have that might help.”


CHAPTER 45

A GHOST
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DARKNESS HAD FALLEN over the capital. Delilah and Rallah moved through narrow alleyways, hugging the walls as they negotiated the city’s maze toward the gates. A dozen soldiers, disguised as regular city dwellers, followed along. She had forgone her usual palace attire and wore a simple robe with a blue hood. It was all quite exciting, and Delilah thought of the childhood nights in her family’s vineyard, working by the light of the moon.

The prince halted her at the mouth of an alley and pointed at the second-story room across the way. Candlelit shadows moved against sheer curtains, hinting at the sensuous activities within.

“You’re certain it’s Samson in there?” she whispered.

“He sent word from there before sunset, a message to the throne room.”

“What about the men from his village? You said he was coming with an entourage.”

“If you call ox carts an entourage. No,” Rallah said, “he’s on his own as part of an agreement he made with my father. If he leaves his people behind and doesn’t go back, my father promises to stop collecting tribute throughout the towns and villages.”

“And if he stays?”

“Full-scale war.”

Delilah looked up at him. “From the way you’ve described it, Samson might win such a confrontation.”

“He might. Then again, he’s older now, and they say he’s mellowed.”

“Then what’s he doing up there?”

She was well aware, as was most of the city, of the reputation of the woman who lived at this spot, and she wondered what would draw Samson here. Perhaps he was lonely, plain and simple. As far as she knew, he had never married after the events in Timnah. Even so, he wasn’t the sort of man to beg for the ladies’ affections, and visiting here seemed an act of lustful desperation.

She knew all about men and their shortcomings. A small part of her hated him for it.

She also knew the desire to be loved and wanted, to be truly heard.

In her own relationship with Rallah, she had not found those things, and hadn’t this afternoon’s attempt at romantic interlude been her own form of desperation? She had wanted to believe, if for only a few moments in their bedchamber, that her beauty meant something and went deeper than the curve of her hip, the wink of her eye. Instead, Rallah was off scheming, chasing his Hebrew enemy.

“What are your thoughts?” Rallah asked, as though sensing her annoyance.

“I, uh . . . ”

“Do you want to stay for the ambush? Or be escorted back to the palace?”

“What? Oh, the ambush. Yes. So,” she said, “you think your men can actually seize him?”

The prince gestured at the window. “I know this woman’s methods. A little wine, a little fun, a little sleep. He’ll be weak at the knees and groggy in the head. My father says we should let Samson just slip away, a ghost that is gone in the morning. I say we end this now. My men are stationed inside and outside the gates, armed with clubs and swords. Are you staying with us?”

She had only seen Samson once up close, at the wedding festivities, and that moment had teased her imagination for months. She’d never seen him in physical action, and the thought of it now sent a chill through her of both fear and desire.

Slipping an arm through the crook of Rallah’s elbow, she said, “You and me, my prince.”

He dropped his arm and peeked around the corner again. “It could be only moments or could be all night. Now we simply wait.”

The city slumbered. A soft breeze whispered in the fronds of a date tree. Far beyond the walls a jackal cried.

It was around midnight when they saw movement atop the stairs.

Samson descended into the alley across the way and scanned his surroundings before moving down the street. Rallah motioned to his men to be ready. The others outside the wall would be alerted by the opening of the gates.

It all happened quickly . . .

Raised voices, Samson prying up the gates at their posts, the rush of men from behind, the slash of swords, clubs coming down, and Samson knocking men aside with the slabs of iron-banded wood on his back. Men were left bleeding, moaning, as Samson stumbled, then marched away.

Delilah was breathless. She and the prince had rushed to the scene of the action, and the man was every bit as impressive as she had heard. If he was slowed by wine or weakened by his time with the woman upstairs, he showed no signs of it.

He was a beast. A specimen. His very odor lingered in the air at the gate, a concoction of fear and excitement and sweat and lust.

The smell of a man.

She wrinkled her nose at it, though it intrigued her deeply. Rallah’s chambers were scented with Egyptian perfumes and Sidonian incense. He wore freshly washed linens, painted on his eye charcoal, and trimmed his facial hair in thin, precise lines. If he was the groomed royal show horse, Samson was the mane-tossing stallion.

“There he goes,” she said, with a hint of sadness.

Beside her, Prince Rallah stared after him with a different sort of desire. He wanted at all costs the defeat and humiliation of this Hebrew strongman.

“Did you really think this would work, Rallah? They were no match for him.”

“He still has it, the power from his God. I saw it in his trembling.” The prince drew his fingers over his chin. “I thought maybe after all these years it had left him or diminished. Why, then, with this strength still simmering in his hands, has he held off from the mauling and destruction?”

“He said he wanted peace, after all.”

“Don’t be fooled, Delilah. After what I’ve done to him and what he’s done to me, no, there will be no peace. We must discover the source of his strength. No man’s strength is without its weakness.”

“Let him go, darling. He’s leaving as he promised he would.”

“He’s stolen our gates. He’s mocked us and Dagon. And should we live in fear of the day he returns?” The prince scowled after the fading shadow. “He’s weakened. He’s bleeding.”

“He’s marching away.”

“Delilah.”

His urgent tone snapped her head up. “What is it?”

“Go after him.”

“What?”

“The thrill of the fight will leave him, and he will fade. Follow him. Be there to nurse his wounds. Do what you can to find the source of his great power. There is a way to bring him low, and we will find it yet. With that power, we will toss my father aside and have the throne for ourselves.”

“And how am I to do this? Why should I succeed where you’ve failed?” She saw the flash in his eyes, and she added, “Not to sound harsh. You know I want this to work as much as you do.”

“Then do whatever you must,” he said. “Win him over, and he will spill his secret.”

A coldness seeped through her. “Are you suggesting that I . . . ?”

“I’m not suggesting. I’m telling you, Delilah.” His hand pushed at the curve of her lower back. “Go. Find it. Use any means at your disposal, and don’t come back to me without it.”
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West of Hebron

Beneath the stars it was just the two of them. Samson marched ahead, those ridiculous gates on his back, and she trailed at a distance. His steps were heavy in the dirt, and his wounds left red droplets every two or three steps.

In this silent dance between them, they carried on for hours.

How long could he go? Did he ever tire?

At last he dropped to a knee to catch his breath. Later he stopped to rest the gates against a boulder, then shouldered them again and pressed on. He was headed east toward Hebron, though she wasn’t sure of his actual destination.

Her thoughts drifted. Her eyes smarted. Her jeweled fingers toyed with a silver coin in her pocket. After all these years the prince was still more than willing to use her as he saw fit. In a heartbeat he would sacrifice her and her beauty for a selfish end.

She flipped the coin over, end over end.

Blessing . . . and curse . . .

Blessing . . . curse . . .

The sunrise brought color to the wilderness, and the first chirps of a bird carried through the valley. Ahead, Samson ended his trek on a hilltop. He fell to the earth, the gates thudding beside him.

She bridged the gap slowly, cautiously, until she stood within reach of his large hands. He was expended, bloodied, bruised. She gazed upon him and knew then that she would do this. She would take him to her family home and nurse him.

Yes, she would do whatever she must.

“Samson? Oh, dear Samson.” She crouched near, and his eyes flickered. “Here, let me help you. I am Delilah.”


CHAPTER 46

DREAMS AND VISIONS
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Valley of Sorek

I AM LOST IN a dream. I am aware on some level that it is not reality, but I don’t want to find my way back. There is no pain here. There’s no sorrow, no rush of time, no expectation. I surrender myself to this hazy state, content to drift this way forever.

My hand encompasses a smaller, softer hand, and we walk through wheat fields as the sun turns the world warm and golden.

My lips touch lips, and we move together.

My hair lies in cords down my back, seven strands, braided and wrapped.

There is feasting, laughter, the sounds of song and dance.

Oh, the dancing . . .

And then I see her in her bridal attire, her face hovering close to mine, and I know where I am. This is where it all started, and where it all ended. This is where I always wanted to be.

“Taren . . . ” I reach for her, caressing her cheek. “My love.”

With the touch of skin on skin I watch the vision sharpen. It is not the face of my bride-to-be but a familiar and attractive one all the same. Disappointment grips me, clenches my heart in its cold fist, then loosens and gives way to curiosity.

“Delilah?” I say.

“You know my name? You were listening after all.”

I blink. Though I don’t recall ever hearing her name, I know she was the prince’s lover, the one who aided my Taren in her preparations. She was . . . Yes, I remember. One night she was there at the feast, and my eyes passed over her. I do remember that.

I try to sit up.

“Here, have a drink.” She offers me a cup.

My throat is dry. I take the cup and drink from it, then spit it out. “What is this?”

“Our family wine,” she tells me. “Made in our vineyards.”

I’ve heard this sort of thing before, given in to its romance. “I’m sorry.”

“It’ll dull your pain, Samson.”

“No.”

“Why not? Let me help you.”

“Please,” I say. “I must go.”

As I prop myself on weak arms, the bed coverings slide down my chest. My tunic is gone, and I realize I wear nothing but undergarments and some wraps about my thigh and torso. How long have I been here? Did she dress my wounds?

Delilah gently pushes me back down, and my tired body relents. The bedding is soft, softer than any I have owned. If this is her dwelling, her family vineyards must do a good business.

“Where am I?” I ask.

“In the Valley of Sorek,” she answers. “Not so far, actually, from your home village.”

“Why here? What happened?”

“You don’t remember? The ambush at the gates?”

Shouts and curses.

Wood heavy on my back.

Metal slicing at my leg, drawing blood.

“You’re the prince’s . . . lady. What do you want from me?”

She brushes my hair past my ear, touches a finger to my lips. “Shh, Samson. So many questions. I brought you here on my own in a cart that I purchased near Hebron. What do I want? I want you to heal and get well.”

“I shouldn’t be anywhere near my village. I made a promise to King Balek, and—”

“No one knows,” she assures me. “Just you. And me.”

I close my eyes, calm my breathing.

“I want what Taren wanted,” she adds. “What you wanted too.”

My eyes snap open. “And what would you know of that?”

“I adored Taren. She was a sweet girl, and I detest all that was inflicted on both of you. It was none of my doing, I assure you. I believed in what you believed. When Taren told me of the love between you, of your hopes of bringing Philistine and Hebrew together, I knew I wanted that too.”

“That dream died,” I snarl at her. “Twenty years ago.”

“Yet here we are now,” she says softly. “Philistine and Hebrew, under one roof.”


CHAPTER 47

THE THRONE ROOM
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City of Gaza

PRINCE RALLAH STOOD before his father at the throne. King Balek’s face was contorted with rage, his eyes dark and brooding. He cupped one hand in the other, spinning the signet ring on his finger.

“I came,” Rallah said. “As you requested.”

Turned at an angle, Balek studied him the way he would some inferior artwork.

Rallah wondered again, was this even his father by blood? Why would the king throw that doubt in his face now, after all these years, if not to spite him? Was it possible he’d been conceived by the king’s concubine though not by the king’s own doing? Who knew what went on in the harem’s curtained alcoves. Rallah would probably never know the truth.

There was some grim satisfaction, at least, in knowing that his disobedience had forced a meeting in the throne room. If the king wouldn’t grant his prince such an honor for tasks well done, then he could do so for tasks done in defiance.

“Your incompetence knows no bounds,” the king said at last. “You wonder why I waited a full week to speak to you of it? Because I couldn’t bear to look at you the morning I found out.”

“My king, he was going to escape.”

“Escape? No. He and I had an agreement. It was no escape. It was a pathetic act of surrender and cowardice. He would’ve forever looked weak to his people for leaving, even if it bought them some favors. Instead,” the king said, settling onto his throne, “you almost made a martyr of him.”

“You’re the one who would’ve looked weak,” Rallah shot back. “Our glorious king lets the Hebrew go? And how long until he tired of his exile and came back to kill more Philistines?”

“So you tried to stop him. And failed. By only injuring him, you’ve stirred the monster and created an even more dangerous situation. Which leaves me no choice. You will find and kill the Hebrew, thus stomping out this threat once and for all. Bring me his head. I want it here in these hands.” King Balek weighed the air in his palms. “And if you do not, I will have yours instead.”


CHAPTER 48

LAST MEAL
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Valley of Sorek

FOR DAYS I wake with cold sweats and fever. Delirium spins the room around me, and the heat radiating from my forehead causes sparks and colors to flicker before me in nauseating fashion. I can’t get comfortable. Each position in the bed provides short relief before my aching bones force me to shift again.

A figure enters the room. She carries a bucket.

“Water,” I mutter. Speaking that one word saps my strength and leaves my throat dry.

A wet cloth squeezes moisture over my lips and tongue, and some of it spills through my beard. I swallow and open my mouth for more. I feel its coolness through my chest and torso. When I am satiated, the cloth dabs at my forehead and neck.

Then the figure floats away.

And I sink into sleep once more.
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It’s the cool of the night, with the scent of musty grapes on the breeze through the window. Moonlight reveals a sheet doubled over on the floor. Someone has been resting at my bedside.

My fever has broken. The thorns behind my eyes have dissolved. My hands reach for the bandages on my thigh, and I flinch at the touch. Groaning, I pull myself to a sitting position, back against the wall, and wonder if I can stand.

A woman’s form takes shape, moving through the doorway to the center of the room, and the moon puts her in silhouette.

Slim. Shapely.

“Taren?”

I know better—of course I do—but I can’t help but ask. Just in case. On the slight chance I’ve woken from a nightmare that involved soldiers and flames, only to find my beloved still breathing.

“You’re awake,” Delilah says. She hands me a cup of water and watches me drink. “Your eyes are open. For two days straight you’ve tossed and turned, never quite asleep or awake.”

“I’m sorry,” I tell her.

“I’m happy to help you. I feel I owe it to you.”

“I meant, I’m sorry that I mistook you for her.”

“Darling, you have no reason to apologize. You truly loved her, and if anyone doubts it, they should’ve heard how many times you mumbled her name these past few days.” She smiles. “No, I’ll take it as a compliment.”

She kneels within my reach, angled now, so that the moonbeams play over her long wavy hair and shaped eyebrows. Her eyes are a blend of aquamarine and turquoise, the color of the waves as they curl toward the shore.

“You take a risk helping a Hebrew,” I tell her.

“I found you injured and alone, and I know that feeling.”

“What is it you want in return?”

Her brow furrows, and I notice the first hint of wrinkles there. Despite her looking much younger, I realize we must be close in age. If she grew up in the Valley of Sorek, we were not so far apart in our childhood years. Did we ever pass on the road or in a field? Did our parents ever meet?

“Do you think, Samson, that I’ve been caring for you with some ulterior motive? We are human, you and I. We can’t turn our backs on those in need. My father taught me that.”

“Mine too. Before Prince Rallah had him killed.”

She flinches, and the emotion is real. She touches my cheek. “I did not know of that. When?”

“On the heights of Lehi. Before I slaughtered the entire camp.”

“I’m sorry, Samson. I’m so sorry. All the loss you’ve gone through, the heartache. You must fear ever loving again.” She looks into my eyes, and neither of us glances away.

I sit up. “Where are my clothes? I must go.”

“What? You aren’t fully healed yet. Please.”

The ache that takes hold of me tells me she is right. The room tilts, and I hang onto her for balance. She is warm and steady. I feel her pressed against me, her breath against my bare chest. She smells of vanilla and cinnamon.

“You’re not ready,” she says. “Honestly, you’re no imposition. Let me prepare you a meal.”

Placing my hands on her waist, I ease her away from me. “I . . . I can’t stay.”

“You must. For your own well-being, darling.”

“If my life were my own, I would. There is something you can help me with, though.”

“Anything,” she says.

“Surely you know of the bargain I struck with the king. If he finds me amongst my people, he will call down his armies, and they are greater than ever before. The thought of more bloodshed? I don’t want that. Peace is the better option now.”

“You want me to hide you here? I can do that. You can stay as long as you need.”

“It’s my mother,” I tell her. “I need to go to her, in Zorah. To see her one last time.”

“But you just said that—”

“I can’t be found there,” I explain. “I need robes, something to disguise myself. And a horse, perhaps, to make the journey quickly. Tonight, even. I will bring it back, of course.”

“Of course, Samson.” She bites her lower lip. “You’ll need to sweep north before cutting down to your village. Most nights there are sentries posted on the eastbound road.”

“Thank you.” I cup my hand on her slender arm. “I owe you my life.”

“If you want to make it there alive,” she says, “you’ll need sustenance for the journey. Let me wrap up some bread and fruit. I have nuts you can take as well. Sit here. Conserve your energy. I’ll bring you robes, and I’ll ready the horse.”

When she calls me to the back door of her place, she has everything prepared. I pull on attire woven with Philistine patterns. She hands me the food, the reins, and an extra cloak now that the night has turned chilly.

“Stay safe,” she says. “Stay strong.”

“How can I repay you, Delilah?”

She looks up, and I am captured in the moment. I move her hair back from her ear and lean down slowly to kiss her cheek. She quivers, and I tell her to go on back inside and get warm.

“I’d ask you to pray for me,” I add. “I do still feel weak.”

“Your God, is He the source of your might?”

“Well, if you took a look at my mother, you’d know I don’t get it from her.” I chuckle. “Nor from my father. Hardworking, yes, but he was rather average in strength. Farewell.”

Tugging the reins toward the north, I ride away.
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Village of Zorah

Dawn is upon me by the time I reach Zorah’s fringe. Villagers are moving about. I know these people. They are farmers, sturdy and resolute, and they raise hands in greeting as they continue with morning chores. With my chin down and face hooded, I arrive at my family’s hut unidentified.

There are no signs of visitors or the neighbor widow.

I knock softly, lift the latch. “Mother?”

She is there at the hearth, where I found her every morning of my childhood, always up before her boys to tend the fire, make a meal, work on a garment at her loom. She has served so faithfully for so long, and how has she been repaid? She would tell me no one owes her a thing.

“Mother,” I say louder this time.

“Hello?” She turns. “Oh, Samson, my boy! Caleb told me of your battle at Gaza’s gates, but we had no idea where you had gone. Come, sit, and I’ll make you some food.”

This will be our last meal together, and I accept the offer gladly. We embrace, and I tell her we need to keep our voices low. I cannot be seen, and she can’t tell anyone I was here. Except Caleb, of course. I explain my deal with King Balek, and tears well in her eyes, but she nods and pats my chest and tells me she understands.

“Do you think I made the right choice, Mother?”

“Would you rather go to war?”

“Maybe,” I admit. “But only if I knew you and Caleb would be safe. I’ve already failed to protect the others that I loved.”

“God is my protector.” She hands me a plate of food. “However, we both know that Caleb would get himself killed. He’s fit enough, all right, but no matter how much he admires you and tries to be like you, he could never match your strength.”

“Where is he now?”

“Gone for a few days, that rascal. Business with Orum and Wadesh is what he said.”

I know the sort of business they must be conducting, with swords and spears, but keep this knowledge to myself. She has enough worries for one morning.

“Samson, you made the right choice,” she assures me. “No matter how much I hate to think of its consequences.”

“I’ll come back to see you. I will. I’ll find a way.”

“Don’t let your emotion lead to rash promises,” she says. “Would you risk the lives of your family, your village, your countrymen? I’m old now, Son. I’ll be with your father soon enough. That will be my comfort. As for you, I knew the day you were promised to me that you would never be my own. I’ve kept these hands open, releasing you to your tasks and to whatever God asks of you.”

“I’ve broken my vows,” I tell her. “Again. More men have died, more death at my hands. I’ve had wine on my lips. The elders, they’re right to have lost faith in me as judge.”

“Or maybe they’ve lost faith in God.”

“Do you think God has forsaken me? Maybe I’m beyond His forgiveness.”

She pinches my cheek. “Are you ever beyond my forgiveness? Then imagine the depth of His love for you. He is still with you, Son, and within His forgiveness lies His power. You listen to Him, though. You pursue His desires, not your own.”

“Pray for me, please.”

“I’ve never stopped,” she says, pulling me into a hug.

Held in her arms as when I was a young boy, I think of the ways I’ve dishonored both her and the Lord. I think of the power that enables her to embrace me as though I’ve never faltered, a power far stronger than any I’ve ever possessed, and I can’t stop the flow of tears as I slump into her.
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The sounds of the village grow with the rising sun, and I know it’s time to leave. Mother realizes it too. I would stay a few days longer to see my brother if I could justify the risk. I miss his laugh and his easy confidence, his loyalty. Without him would I have ever stepped into my role as judge?

“I love you, Mother.”

She holds her hands to her chest. “And I’ve loved you since before you were born.”

“From the warmth of the womb to the chill of the tomb.” The words spill from my mouth in rhyme before I can stop them. She gives a wan smile, I kiss her forehead, and I’m gone.

As I ride from the village, I see a frail woman and child beside a cart. Soldiers load the cart with sacks from her home, and she begs them to leave even one bag of food. Just one, for her boy.

“Where is Samson?” she cries. “We trusted him, and he failed us.”

“Fail you, he did,” a soldier tells her. “Think of this, though. By King Balek’s orders, this will be the last tribute we collect from you. From now on our glorious king is the one you can trust.”

I feel sick all over again.


CHAPTER 49

THE GOLD CAGE
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Valley of Sorek

DELILAH PURCHASED SUPPLIES at the nearby market and carried them home under her arm, anticipating Samson’s return. He would come back to her. She believed that.

If anything, the years had made him even more desirable. His effect on her long ago at the wedding in Timnah had been searing and sudden, a lightning bolt of longing. His effect on her now was the calm after the storm. His once intense gaze carried less judgment and more empathy, and his impulsiveness came with more tenderness.

She could still feel the softness of his beard and lips against her cheek.

She still saw the chiseled lines of his chest and torso.

What, she wondered, would it be like to—?

“Delilah.” A hand clamped onto her shoulder and spun her round. “What’re you doing out here alone?”

“Rallah?” She caught her breath. “I didn’t know you were here.”

“You should assume that I am always here, always watching. What good has come from your time with Samson? What have you learned?”

“He’s only now begun to heal. He was in a fever for days.”

“Where is he now?”

She shook her head. “I couldn’t keep him for long. He was eager to go and see the plight of his people.”

“What is this? He knows he’s not to mingle with them, not ever again.”

“His loyalty to his people is his only weakness, my prince. He has no desire for war. He simply meant to verify that the king upholds his end of the bargain. Isn’t that what we all want, to continue in tranquility?” She spotted the trouble brewing in Prince Rallah’s eyes. Behind that scar he was still a man fixated on revenge. “That’s what you want, isn’t it?”

“Tranquility. Yes.” He tightened his grip. “And discovering the strongman’s secret is the only way I’ll have it. Do I need remind you, woman, who this man is? He’s our enemy. Until we know the secret of his strength, we risk his ferocious retribution. Don’t you forget that.”

“Let him be. He is not out to destroy us, only to protect those he holds dear.”

He released her then, took a step back, and studied her face.

She shifted her basket to the other arm. “May I go now?”

“Do you harbor feelings for this Hebrew?”

“Don’t be silly,” she said.

“I gave you a task, Delilah. Don’t let that task become anything more.”

In her mind she flipped the coin.

Blessing . . .

Curse . . .

She nudged close to him. “I have eyes only for my prince.” She proceeded to tell him in lurid detail what she had planned for their next time together in the palace bedchamber. She had little difficulty making these words ring true, as she thought the whole time of Samson. In her own bed. The two of them. Beneath her expensive Egyptian sheets.

She saw the prince waver from his black mood.

Then that darkness pooled in his eyes once more.

“There was once a sparrow,” he said, “who stared all day long through the bars of her tiny gold cage, longing for the chance to take flight. One day that opportunity came, and she flapped her little wings and left her shelter. It was exhilarating. Before she could reach the sky, though, a hawk descended upon her and tore her apart, piece by little piece.”

Delilah tried to hold his gaze and show no fear, but her eyelids fluttered.

“We’ve come this far, you and I,” he told her. “Let us finish what we started.”

Cape waving at his back, Prince Rallah was a hundred paces away before she dared to take a breath.

[image: images]

She was braiding her hair, her emotions as squeezed and twisted as each silken lock. Twenty years she had waited to be queen. To be in control. To wield more power than the men who sought to abuse and take advantage.

And still she was powerless.

She had herself to blame as much as anyone. She’d walked willingly into the tiny gold cage. No, the prince did not abuse her, not in the way her brothers had, but he took advantage just the same. Hadn’t he sent her off on this mission, expecting her to use her beauty to buy a place upon the throne?

She slammed her brush down on the table.

Forget this obsession with the Hebrew, she told herself. It only played into Rallah’s hands. She had told the prince once that to be queen was her deepest desire, but that was not so. What she wanted was the power to be free.

A knock jolted her from her thoughts.

Turning, she saw Samson poke his head through the door.

“You came back,” she said.

“Am I allowed entry?”

She hesitated. “Come in. Come and sit. How do you feel?”

“Not quite at full strength, but I made it. I told you I would return.”

“You could’ve taken advantage, you know, and ridden far away from here.”

“I wouldn’t do that,” he said, settling on the floor beside her, his back against the wall. “I gave my word.”

She continued her braiding. “Well, not every man’s word is of worth.”

“I’m not every man.”

She had to undo her braid and start over. He had her flustered already, only moments after she had decided to forget him and the prince and this underhanded scheme.

“Delilah,” he said, “will you look at me?”

“I don’t want to.”

He touched her knee. “Please.”

With her hair still in her hands, she let her eyes swing around. “What?”

“I admit, I thought of riding away, if only to keep you from facing any trouble.”

“You should’ve,” she said.

“I couldn’t, Delilah. I had no choice. I had to come see you again.”
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Samson’s longing was too much to resist. She let him stay.

Over the next weeks his sword wounds closed and lost their angry, swollen edges. He assured her that his aches had subsided, and she saw for herself that his bruises faded away and left only smooth, tan skin. He walked about her hut in her father’s old robes. They were not an exact fit, but he made do, leaving the belt loosened so that the seams would not be stretched. By doing so, he gave her ample glimpses at his throat and chest.

The harvest was long past in the family vineyard, and her brothers lived in the next village over with their wives and children. They hired helping hands to carry on their father’s business. None of them cared for it as he had. It was a duty to them, nothing more. Only Delilah remained on the premises, caught between her favorite childhood memories and her worst.

The closest neighbors were longtime friends of the family, an older couple not much interested in the comings and goings of younger folk. They put their heads down and went about their daily business.

Only Rallah was aware of Samson’s presence here.

And Delilah assumed, as the prince had told her, that he was always watching, waiting.

Let him watch. She was doing as he wanted, wasn’t she, gaining the Hebrew’s confidence so as to discover his secret? If he saw her falling in love, she would explain it was all part of the ruse. What an accomplished actress she was. Why, she could join the theater in the streets of Gaza.

She told herself not to fall in love.

Told herself to stay focused.

Each day, though, Samson won her heart a bit more. He was silly, and his sense of humor could pop up at any moment. He spoke in riddles and strung words together in unexpected ways. He liked to think he was old and wise, but he lived in the moment, ready to embrace each new activity and experience. He even surrendered to her offers of wine. He liked it, he told her. He’d shared his first sips of it with Taren. It was in violation of some long-ago vows, he explained, but those no longer mattered, now that his disappearance had won new freedoms for his people.

“Who am I to second-guess the ways of almighty God?” he asked.

“You were chosen—isn’t that what they say?”

“What they said, Delilah. I’m not sure anyone says it anymore.”


CHAPTER 50

CAREFUL WHAT YOU ASK FOR
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HOW LONG WILL you stay?” she wants to know as we stroll through a field opposite her rows of grape trellises. “Where will you go?”

“I don’t know,” I tell her.

The autumn sun bathes us in rich light, and in this part of the valley we seem to be the only two people on earth.

“Isn’t it beautiful?” she says. “I imagine the Garden of Eden of your faith was something like this. This must be what peace feels like. None of the city’s noise. None of the worries.”

I stiffen. “Peace is a dream that I no longer feel.”

“Darling, what you and Taren dreamed of, that was special. Don’t let the hatred in others make you doubt that it was real.”

“Maybe so.” My fingers run through the tall grass. “But I’m numb to it now. I feel nothing.”

“Then tell me what you do feel.”

“Nothing.” I tear up a handful of grass. “I just told you.”

“What about at my place, the night you kissed me?”

“It was . . . ” She catches me off guard. “It was just a kiss on the cheek.”

“It was enough to make me feel something,” she confesses. “Tell me you felt it too.”

My desire for her can no longer sleep. My hands find the curves of her hips and pull her to me. My eyes search hers, our bodies press closer, and I kiss her hard. There’s some long-suppressed emotions there, things I don’t understand. I ease up, brush back her hair, and cup her neck. This time I kiss her more tenderly, and we lose ourselves in the moment. The tall grass swishes about us as I spread out my cloak and lower her to the ground. The kisses don’t let up.

Later, as the sun starts its descent, I tell her, “I’ve meant to ask you something.”

“What?” Lifting my hand, she touches her lips to my fingertips.

“You told me weeks ago that you found me injured and alone, and that you knew that feeling yourself. What did you mean by that?”

“Oh,” she says. “That. Can’t we just relish this moment a little longer?”

I take her hand. “What happened?”

“Samson.”

“I want to know,” I press on. “If it mattered to you, it matters to me.”

Delilah gazes across the valley to her home. “Did you know my father died the same year as Taren? He was ill, and I spent months at his bedside.”

“Before you came back to the capital, you mean?”

“You heard the rumors, I suppose.” She sniffs. “I never knew my mother. She died during childbirth. I was the youngest of five, all brothers above me.”

“That must’ve been hard. My mother means everything to me.”

“My father, though, he was a loving man. He treated me like a queen.” She falters. “Before he was gone, there were things I wanted to tell him but couldn’t. They would’ve hurt him too deeply. Those things, Samson, they still haunt me. I can’t shake them.” She blinks, staring up at blue skies. “My brothers, just two of them, they . . . Well, to them it was all a game. They laughed about it, like I was a toy that only the two of them could share.”

The horror of what she says weighs heavy on me. “Delilah.”

She bites her lip. “I’ve never told anyone of it. Until now.” Her eyes flicker toward mine, she gives a brave smile, then adds, “It’s stupid, I know, but it still makes me teary eyed. All this time, and you’d think a capable grown woman could forget such things.”

“You could never forget,” I tell her. “God didn’t create you to be treated like that.”

“This God of yours, did He create me for you?”

I sit straight, pull my knees to my chest. “Yes,” I tell her. “Man and woman, both are created in God’s image. Alone, we’re only part of His reflection. Together, we are whole.”

“If so, why is love such a war?”

“We’re selfish beings,” I answer. “As simple as that.”

“You have all the answers, don’t you?”

I shrug. “I was judge once. Still am, I guess. All these questions and answers, where have they gotten me?”
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The trellis shadows are gnarled, clutching at me as we pass through the rows on our way back to her house. Delilah has promised a good meal, some more wine, and perhaps another helping of what we shared on my cloak in the grass.

“What if we could leave all this behind?” she wants to know. “Where would you go?”

“Anywhere we want?”

“Anywhere.”

I stop and let my mind soar. “Goshen. Egypt. All the cities of Joseph. Kush, even, where I’ve heard they have creatures that stand tall as the trees.”

“Oh, how I wish.” She slaps at my chest. “I know you, though. You’d never go that far from your own people. You feel responsible. Why, I’d have to take you there by force, binding you with my own two hands.”

We laugh.

“As if anything could bind you,” she adds.

“What if there was something? I’m not invincible, you know.”

“Tell me,” she purrs, “and I will take you to all of those places tomorrow, to every place that you ever dreamed of.”

“You’d have fun tying me up, would you?”

“Don’t tempt me, darling.”

“You think you’d have me in your power then, making me like any other man.”

“Samson, you could never be like any other man. Bound or not.”

I’m fascinated by her musings. For a man who’s always been in control, always had the upper hand, there is some allure to this thought of being the helpless one. Being captive to another. I draw her close, kiss her chin, and give her my permission. “Do it,” I say. “Tie me up with fresh ropes, ones that’ve never been used before. Then, you’ll see, I will be like any other man. You can have your way with me, carry me off to wherever you wish.”

“Be careful what you ask for, strongman.”

I find her lips this time with a deep, lingering kiss.

As we enter the house, she encourages me to rest while she prepares our evening meal. The passions of the afternoon have drained my energies, and I succumb to the comfort of her Egyptian bedding. So cozy. So soft. So sleepy . . .

When my eyes open, she is before me.

“Are you ready, darling?” She offers me a goblet, and I drink from it. She reveals a length of rope from behind her back and gives me a seductive grin. “Are you ready to go away with me?”

Still groggy and a little confused, I feel my desire reawakening.

“Fresh ropes,” she assures me. “Like you said.”

I nod, playing along.

She winds them around my hands and arms, pulls them tight, and cinches the knots. She steps back. “Let’s see now, are you just like any other man?”

“Almost, my love. Almost.”

I snap the ropes with only minimal effort.

“You lied to me,” she says.

“Maybe the ropes weren’t fresh enough. Listen, if you use bowstrings, that’ll do the trick. I’ll be helpless before you.”

She rummages around in other parts of the house and returns at last with strings that she tells me are taken from her brothers’ odds and ends. She ties them tighter than the ropes, and I pretend to tug at the bonds.

“Looks like I’m all yours.”

She saunters to her window, a red scarf in hand, and my imagination stirs up possibilities. She sets it on the sill so that it dangles over the edge, then spins back to face me. “Would you really go away with me?”

“Of course.” I’m enjoying her game. “I’m ready for you. Take me away.”

In this quiet section of the valley we often hear circling birds of prey and winds that sweep up from the Great Sea. Now I hear something that does not belong. It’s the sounds of clinking metal, and I know that something is wrong. The door flies open, and soldiers burst through in helmets and shields with their swords drawn.

“Delilah, get back,” I tell her.

She presses herself against the wall as I react, snapping the bowstrings and leaping to my feet to deal with this threat. If they’ve come to harm or capture her, they’ll have to deal with me. My shoulders bulge. My strength courses through my limbs, and it’s enough to send these weaklings scurrying back out. I charge after them, only to find them regrouping outside. One man stands in the center of them.

“Rallah,” I snarl. “What’re you doing here? If it’s a fight you wanted, you should’ve brought more men.”

“You’re outnumbered,” he points out. “You have nothing to protect you.”

“I need no protection. Or isn’t that scar on your face proof enough?”

He narrows his gaze. “But your people, they do need protection.”

“I will never abandon them.”

“Is that so, Hebrew? Well, it seems you already have.”


CHAPTER 51

PROOF
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DELILAH EASED INTO the doorway, watching the exchange between mortal enemies. Two men, two lovers, facing off with her heart and loyalty in the balance. Did Samson even suspect her betrayal? The red scarf, the ropes, they were all part of her ploy, and he was so caught up in the fantasy that it blinded him to reality. These soldiers were not here to take her away but to take him.

Well, let them try, she thought.

Prince Rallah had set a trap, using her as bait, and now that trap would snap back. Samson was a man romantically involved and not to be trifled with. She hadn’t actually betrayed him. Not really. She had set him up for a rousing victory, a chance to get rid of Rallah once and for all.

And if the prince came out victorious?

In that case she would have her lifelong dream of being queen.

Samson stood in the waning light on her threshold and barred the soldiers from advancing, even now looking out for her welfare. “How,” he demanded, “have I abandoned my people?”

“Is it not obvious to you?” Rallah said.

“I have exiled myself to bring them relief.”

“This is what you call exile, is it?” The prince cast an eye at Delilah. “I wonder what they’d think to hear you’ve bedded with a Philistine.”

“She’s a diversion, that’s all. I will go from here soon.”

Delilah recoiled from Samson’s words.

On either side of Prince Rallah the soldiers readied for another attack, and archers drew their bows. Samson didn’t budge. He stood at the low stone wall of the entry, hands trembling, eyes fixed on the prince only ten paces away.

The prince took note of the fury coiling in the strongman. “Halt,” he cried out.

His men lowered their weapons.

“Let us leave this man to his . . . diversion,” he said, drawing out the last word.

Cautiously, as Samson fumed, they all made their retreat. Delilah also withdrew, stumbling back into the shadows of the house. She caught the seat of a chair and fell into it, trying to breathe. A knife stabbed into her chest could not have caused her more pain than Samson’s words.

Her brothers, they had seen her as a toy to be shared.

A diversion.

Rallah had seen her as a tool to be used and in his bedchamber as a temporary cure from the headaches of palace politics.

A diversion.

She’d believed until now that Samson saw her as something more. How had she been so foolish? While he had been blinded by his fantasy of ropes and scarves, had she been blinded by her fantasy of love and travel and confession and hope?

“They’re gone for the time being,” he said, reentering the house. He closed the door, then moved to the bedside and began packing his things. “I need to leave. My being here has put you in danger.”

She slipped from the chair to the bed.

“I should’ve known,” he continued. “Of course the prince would be watching your place.”

“Samson?”

“I was stupid to think that—”

“Samson, am I just a diversion to you?”

He stopped and looked at her. “If he believes you mean nothing to me, then you’ll be safe.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“It was said to protect you, Delilah.”

“So give me your answer,” she pleaded. “I need to hear it from you.”

“No,” he said, taking her by the arms. “You are not. You mean more to me than I thought possible. When Taren died, it tore me apart. I never thought I could love another. These past weeks, though, you’ve stirred feelings and passions in me all over again. You’ve proved me wrong.”

As he lifted his hands to cup her face, she pulled back. “I’ve been hurt before too, you know. How can I be sure that you’re telling me the truth?”

“Delilah, I love you.”

“Words are so easy to say.”

“I . . . ” He stopped, his eyes lighting up. He dropped to his knees and fumbled through his robes and belongings on the bed. “Here, take this.” He opened her hand and placed a small leather pouch in her palm. “There is my proof. It’s the symbol of my love.”

Her heart thumped against her breast. She swallowed. “What is it?”

He loosened the pouch and revealed a turquoise necklace, simple and elegant. As he stood and clasped it around her neck, she felt his breath against her ear.

“It belonged to my family,” he said, “an heirloom from their days under Pharaoh’s rule. It’s an Egyptian necklace, and my mother gave it to me on the week of my wedding. It was to be a gift for Taren. I’ve held on to it ever since.”

“And you would give this to me?”

“Now do you believe me?”

This time when he cupped her face, she surrendered to his touch. Emotion welled in her eyes, and the tears moistened their lips as they kissed.

“Darling, let us start a new life together.”

“I wish I could take you to my village,” he said. “To my people.”

“No, we must leave,” she said. “Somewhere far away from here. You said it yourself, that they no longer want you. It’s better this way.”

“Let’s stay awhile on the Nile.”

“Not funny, Samson.”

“Or find a bush in Kush.”

“I’m serious,” she said. “I want a new life.”

“By this age everyone does.”

“Speak for yourself, old man. When I look around this place, all I see are memories. My brothers could care less about the vineyard, and I can’t oversee it on my own. I’ll sell it, and we’ll find someplace nice to settle down. How does that sound?”

He kissed her hand, then touched the necklace at her throat. “It looks amazing on you.”

“I love it,” she said, her heart swelling. “I love you.”

“Give me a few hours. I’ll get word to my brother to meet outside Zorah so I can share the good news and say my goodbyes. I’ll be back soon, Delilah. I promise.”


CHAPTER 52

NOTHING BUT BONES
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West of Zorah

I SEND WORD TO my brother through a shepherd boy; then I wait in the woods where I once killed a lion. That was long ago. The trees are dense here, but the autumn leaves are few, allowing trickles of moonlight through. My sandal sweeps through the grass, kicks aside a branch, and turns up scant evidence of what happened here. Nothing but bones. All that’s left of my heroic conquest.

This place, it’s one of the first where I ever used my strength.

And the first where I broke a Nazirite vow.

All of that seems long ago now. More than anything, at this point I just want to settle down and find tranquility with someone I love. I know Caleb will be thrilled for me, and to some extent Mother too.

A shape appears on the hillside. It glides over rock and weed, moving quickly.

“Caleb.” I spread my arms.

He appears in a rush and shoves me back on my heels.

I catch myself. “What’s ailing you, Brother?”

“You stranded us in Gaza, you haven’t shown your face around here for many moons, and now you come to tell me that you’re leaving for good?”

“I struck a deal with King Balek. I had no choice.”

“You always say that.” He huffs. “When will you learn otherwise?”

“You’re so smart, are you? Well, my choice, Caleb, was between our people having the tribute lifted and our people being drawn into an all-out war.”

“And how long do you think that promise will last, Samson?”

“He knows the terror I will rain down if he breaks it.”

“When he’s gone, what then? When Rallah takes the throne, do you think he’ll be bound by his father’s promises? Of course not. He’ll make our lives miserable. That’s why we must fight now to overthrow these Philistines.”

“Come on,” I say. “Not all this revolutionary talk.”

“The king thinks we’re weak, and he’s let his defenses down. It’s been a generation since we raised a sword in challenge. What you call bluster, Samson, is what Wadesh and I call justice. Do you remember when I found you at the point of total exhaustion on the heights of Lehi? Before I came to you, I gathered hundreds of swords, spears, shields, all that I could muster, and I hid them away for a day such as this. We’re going back tomorrow, me and some of the tribesmen, to arm ourselves for war.”

“It’ll end in a slaughter. This is madness, Brother.”

“Strange,” he said. “That’s almost exactly what Orum told me.”

“Maybe Orum’s right.”

“We met earlier today, and I told Orum and Treus that they could join our cause or not. Either way, Wadesh and I agree that this land was promised to us, and we must fight for it. Or have we stopped believing in the power of our God?”

His zeal almost stirs something in me, somewhere deep down, but mostly it tires me. All the emotion and aggression, the sword rattling and rage. I’ve had my day atop the bodies of my foes. I’ve torn heads from their shoulders and shoulders from their sockets. I’m done with that. Bones and broken bones. Enough.

“I’ve fallen in love, Caleb.”

“So you’re running off.” He paces beneath the trees. “That leaves me to fight your battles and to care for our mother.”

“That’s hardly fair.”

“You said it, not me.”

“Listen, if I could stay without compromising the safety of our village, I would.”

“You can, Samson. You can stay and fight.”

None of this is going the way I hoped. I want my brother, of all people, to share in my excitement. He is one of the few who joined me at the celebration in Timnah. Of course that cost us all dearly, him included. He stood by me, risked his life for me. He is my little brother after all.

“Thank you,” I tell him, “for watching after Mother. How’s she doing?”

“She’s good, Samson. She prays for you night and day.”

“Does she have food enough?”

“We manage.” Caleb punches my arm. “So, how’d you meet this new love of yours?”

“She helped tend to my wounds,” I say. “After I was attacked in Gaza.”

“At the gates. Yes, you left quite a hole to fill.” A smile plays along his mouth.

“I’m staying with her now at her vineyard in the Sorek valley. It’s not far. And what about you, Brother? Have you never found someone to love?”

“I’ve had other battles to fight.” He shrugs. Then a suspicion creeps into his eyes. “Please tell me you haven’t fallen for another Philistine.”

“And what if I have?” I lift my chin. “What concern is that of yours?”

“Samson, have you no regard left for your sacred vows? You do whatever you will, traveling from one bed to another. Oh yes, we all heard about your night at the house of the harlot. You were the laughingstock of Gaza. The mighty Hebrew, the righteous judge . . . the lowly, whoring male.”

“It was a mistake, yes. I felt like all was lost, and I . . . I have no excuse.” I see his arms fold. “But don’t think for one moment that you understand the weight of this burden I carry. From birth it’s been upon my shoulders. Far too great for your shoulders to bear.”

“Do you hear yourself?”

“I warn you, Brother, to curb your judgment of me. Just let me be.”

“Be what exactly?”

“Come on,” I plead with him. “You know that I’ve tried. I killed thousands. I served as judge for twenty years. In the end what did any of it accomplish? I’ll die one day, and no one will remember these pitiful efforts I made. They did nothing to change our situation, and I’m done with it. You ask what I will be? I don’t know yet, but I do know this: I won’t be a failure yet again.”

“The men are finally willing to fight, Samson. They need you to lead them. As long as you have breath in your lungs, God is not done with you.”

“If He has even half your tenacity, Caleb . . . ”

“He has more,” he says. “Much more.”

“You don’t ever give up, do you? Well, I’m not leading anyone, especially not you, to certain death. I will not do it.”

“Please. Where is my mighty brother? That is the man I’m looking for.”

“He’s gone,” I tell him.

And I walk away.


CHAPTER 53

RALLAH’S BLADE
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Valley of Sorek

PRINCE RALLAH DISMISSED the archers and soldiers, sending them back to their barracks in Gath. He told them he wanted them ready should he send word again. For now he would deal with Delilah in private. She was his woman, after all. Or had she so quickly forgotten?

Samson was in the way, though.

Always in the way.

The prince stood beside his mount on the nearest ridge, hidden among the trees, his hand patting the horse’s neck as he thought of taking Delilah’s own neck in his hands. She was down there. With him. It had been weeks, and still nothing. Samson’s secrets remained just that.

How, Rallah wondered, could he draw Delilah out of her house long enough to relay a message that she wouldn’t forget? He must be alone with her without Samson standing watch.

“My lord.”

Rallah flinched. “For Dagon’s sake, scout, announce your arrival.”

“But stealth is what you asked for.”

“Out with it. What news do you have for me?”

“He’s gone.”

“What?”

“Samson, he slipped off to the east, and he hasn’t turned back.”

Prince Rallah grabbed his horse’s mane and swung himself up. Riding the narrow trail down through the crags, he arrived in the fertile valley with only the moon to light his way. The old vineyard house awaited, with the flicker of lamplight glowing in the windows.

“Rallah?” Delilah turned from her bed as he came through the door.

“You’re alone, I see. Has your lover deserted you? Is he bored already with his little diversion?”

“He’ll return at any moment. You’d be wise to leave before he does.”

“A brave try, Delilah. My scouts will let me know if he shows back up from the east. We might have this whole night together, you and I. Just as it should be, king and queen.”

“I’d . . . like that, my prince.”

“You lie,” he said. “Tell me what you’ve done.”

“I’ve done nothing.” Her eyes looked past his shoulder. “Only what you required of me.”

“Lies, lies, lies.” He waved his hand toward the bed. “And more lies. Why else would you be packing your things, if not to run off with this filthy Hebrew? You say you’ve done what was required, but you’ve yet to share anything of value with me. You’ve turned yourself into a whore for nothing.”

“But you were the one who told me to go to him.”

He grabbed her chin, glaring into her eyes. “Don’t put words in my mouth. Did I tell you to take him into your bed? You imagined these things, I’m sure. You wanted to believe them in the heat of your lust. Did you actually believe that I, your prince, would let him lie with my woman and suffer no consequence? You’re as foolish as he is, Delilah.”

“Please just let us go.”

He released her chin. “Us?”

“He has no interest in a war with you, Rallah.”

“Us.”

She took a step back.

The prince kicked over the nearest table, picked up a chair, and smashed it against the wall. He flung jars from their shelves one by one and slammed both fists down on a pair of clay urns. Wine and water splattered the walls. Wood and clay clattered across the floor. With a thin line of blood on his thumb, he pulled his blade from its sheath and pressed it to the throat of the only woman he had ever come near to loving.

“You brought this on yourself,” he hissed.

“Please, no. No, Rallah. You’re hurting me.”

“And what about you hurting me, huh? You leave me for another.”

“He’s the only good man I’ve ever known. He truly loves me.”

Rallah changed his hold, watching the lamplight glance off the blade and glow against her smooth, soft skin. “He’s handsome, yes. And strong. He might even escape me temporarily. But does he want to live the remainder of his days on the run, fearing every stranger that walks by on the street? Is that what you want, to live that sort of awful existence?”

“Take my life,” she whispered. “But spare his. Please.”

She had a beautiful neck. That hollow there in her throat, it led to even more beauty. She was a wondrous creature, and she would always be the desire of other men. Was that something he could live with? Always jealous. Always suspicious. Was that how he wanted to rule?

“If you love me,” she pleaded, “you will do this.”

“You truly care for him, don’t you?”

“What would you have me say, my prince? Yes. Yes, I do.”

“Very well, then.” He eased off the blade, smoothed her hair with his hand. “There is a way you can save him. You find me his secret, the source of his strength. Once I know that he is broken off from his God, I will spare his life. Only then. You find me that secret by tomorrow night.”

Through her whimpers she managed to nod.

“Good,” he said. He pushed her aside and stepped over a chair leg on his way to the door. “To think, Delilah, what a fine queen you would’ve been.”
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City of Gaza

Midmorning Prince Rallah awakened. Still sore from his ride back to the capital, he knew King Balek awaited updates from the Sorek valley. He dressed, attached his cape to his breastplate, and went to the receiving room.

“My king, I have good news.”

“One would hope after these weeks of nonsense and drivel.” Balek twisted the ring on his finger. “So then, the Hebrew is dead.”

“Tonight,” Rallah said, “we will have him.”

“News? This isn’t news but another vain promise.”

“It will happen, I assure you. We will take his strength from him.”

“How?”

“That,” he admitted, “is yet a secret, though my lady will draw it from him.”

Balek looked up. “Your lady, you say. I’ve heard otherwise.”

“On my life,” Rallah said, “I’ll seize Samson myself this night. I swear it.”

“Careful there. Life is a fragile thing.”

The receiving door opened, and a herald announced the arrival of two Hebrews from the northern villages. The king motioned his prince to the side and told the herald to send them in. Rallah retreated into the dancing shadows near a wall-mounted torch. He propped himself against a pillar, curious as to the reason for such visitors. His hand rested on the hilt of his sword.

Two soldiers flanked the raggedy-clothed tribesmen and brought them before the king.

“Announce yourselves,” the king said.

“Treus,” said the one. “Of the tribe of Dan, in Zorah.”

“Orum,” said the other. “Also of Dan. For many years, my king, I have sent word through the prince and kept you aware of any insurgencies.”

King Balek shot a look at Rallah in the wing, and Rallah confirmed this with a nod.

“Why do you waste my time today?” the king asked. “Are you certain of new schemes, new insurgencies? Do your weak Hebrew brothers intend to attack the crown?”

“They do, my king. It is true.”

“Treus is right,” Orum said. “We both believed once in their cause. We thought Samson might be the one to lead us. We were wrong. We know now it is futile, and we see that the king is good in removing the tribute. Even so, some of our tribesmen are hoarding weapons near our village.”

“Enough to mount a significant attack,” Treus pitched in.

“And what do you want from me? A reward for your loyalty, perhaps?”

“We only ask for your protection and good graces.”

“Well, of course,” King Balek said, lifting an eyebrow at Rallah. “And you will continue to have it. Enjoy the grace of your glorious king.”

The prince knew well what was expected. He had his sword unsheathed before either Treus or Orum suspected a thing. He took three quick steps, sweeping around at them from behind, and drew back his weapon. Calling upon all his fury of the past day, he made his blade sing, and it accomplished its purpose in one wide-sweeping arc.

Both men dropped dead.

He spat on their bodies and left the soldiers to handle the mess.

“Tonight,” King Balek called after him. “You swore on your life.”


CHAPTER 54

NO SECRETS
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Valley of Sorek

LATE-MORNING CLOUDS GATHER from the sea, pushing a cold wind through the valley and turning its usual bright colors a dark gray. I draw my cloak around me, hurrying onward to Delilah. I’ve said my goodbyes, and my brother’s recriminations won’t stop me now.

“I love her,” I mumble to myself. “And I will see this through.”

Caleb’s face hovers in my thoughts.

“I won’t lose another love, Brother. It would kill me.”

Beside the low wall outside her house, Delilah crouches over a fire pit as I approach. She looks up for a moment before turning her attention back to her cooking.

“What’re you doing out here?” I ask. “Why not cook inside?”

“I like it out here. Is that a problem?”

My eyes scan the path, the trellises, the trees. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

Crouching beside her, I put my arm over her shoulder, and she shrugs it off. “What’s wrong, my love? I came back as I said I would.”

She stands and moves a few steps away.

“Delilah?” I turn my palms upward. “Talk to me.”

“Why?”

“Because I care about you.”

“Why, then, do you keep things from me?”

I’m confused by this moodiness. When we last talked, we were rapturous with love. “Where is the necklace I gave you? Why aren’t you wearing it?”

“It was meant for her.”

“Yes, that’s true. I won’t deny it.” I stand, leaving the fire’s warmth to reach her. “But that was long ago. I held onto it all that time, just a bitter reminder, and now it means something completely different. I want to love again. You’ve given me hope that I can still find happiness in this life.”

“You say that you love me but refuse to share your innermost secrets.”

I let out a half chuckle. “What’re you talking about?”

“You laugh, funny man. Like I’m a silly little girl.” She folds her arms, turning away. “I told you my secrets, Samson, things I’ve never told anyone. I bared my soul to you.”

“And I will guard those things till the day I die.”

“Well, I want to guard your secrets too.”

“What secrets? Why do you keep pressing on this issue?”

“Who is this God who gives you such strength?” She faces me again. “Why does He allow your people to suffer if He is so mighty? Is He a cruel God? Or are you just a foolish people?”

“Delilah . . . ”

She’s right, of course, dredging up doubts I have wrestled with before. She pokes at old wounds, things I’ve tamped down and tried to forget. With her, together, I hope to find tranquility and leave these questions for others wiser than me.

“If we’re to be together,” she says, stepping closer and touching my chest, “I should be able to trust you, darling. How can I do that when you lie to me?”

“How have I lied?”

“You deceived me about the bowstrings and the fresh ropes.”

“All in good fun. What’s wrong with a little joking here and there?”

The clouds churn over the vineyard, threatening rain, and I suggest we go inside.

Delilah doesn’t move. She says, “Were there secrets between you and Taren?”

I step back, shaking my head. How can she ask me such things? How is this even fair to delve into a time when I was young and carefree? That was twenty years ago. Can’t we ever let it rest? I’m ready at last to move on, and now this woman whom I love tries to drag me back there.

“We have secrets between us,” she insists. “Why, Samson? Tell me.”

“You want to know.”

“I do.”

“You must know.”

She nods.

Drawing in a deep breath, I prepare to tell her what only two people in this world know about me. My mother and brother, they alone share this knowledge, and as much as it pains me, I might never see them again. I’ve chosen to share my love with this woman before me. She’s right, of course. Absolutely right. How can I withhold it from her now?

Her eyes are on me, her lips parted.

This truth about me, it’s a part of my very fabric. Revealing it could unravel everything. I’m still in conflict, and I want to scream.

Instead, I speak to her in a near whisper.

“I’m a Nazirite, Delilah. I have been since birth. Three vows were bestowed upon me, as confirmed by both my parents. These were things I was to hold to my whole life. One, I was to drink no wine or strong drink. Two, I could never have contact with something dead. I’m not proud of it, but I have broken those two already, as you well know.”

“You said there were three.”

“Three,” I continue. “I was to never cut my hair. If I did, my strength would then leave me.”

“Your hair?” Her eyes widen, and her mouth drops open.

“Yes, my hair. There. Now we have no secrets.”

She runs her jeweled fingers through my locks, twisting herself around me and embracing me with one arm from behind. “Your glorious hair,” she says, resting herself against its length on my back. “Thank you for telling me.”

I turn around in her arms, and she lifts on her toes to give me a kiss.
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The secret is out, and I tell myself it’s a good thing.

The storm is upon us, thunder shaking the hills and rattling stones in the house. We huddle under the blankets, finding heat and comfort in all the familiar ways. Delilah is wearing the turquoise necklace again, and that is all she wears. It looks good on her. In such a short time I feel as though I’ve been with her a lifetime. Where will we go from here? The unknown is so exciting.

I roll onto my side, and as I do, a lightning flash reveals an object across the room.

“What’s that?” I climb out of bed. “A piece of broken pottery. When did this happen?”

“Oh,” she says, “it was while you were gone. I was so mad at you for hiding things from me.”

“Well,” I say, hurrying back to the bed’s coziness, “no secrets now.”


CHAPTER 55

IN THE BAG
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Village of Zorah

ZEALPHONIS WANTED TO believe she would see her oldest boy again one day, even though deep in her heart and in moments of prayer she knew it would never happen. This, she reminded herself, was part of the cost of the calling. The cost was not always paid by those who wore the mantle. No, it was oftentimes paid for by the parents or grandparents, quietly and without anyone else’s knowledge.

She hugged her hands to her chest. “Blessed be the name of the Lord.”

The afternoon storm was subsiding now, its rain dripping through the hut’s thatched roof and sluicing through the fields.

Zealphonis gathered a broom and swept the pooled water out the door. She dried the table, made many years ago by Manoah, and dabbed at the chairs. As she worked, her concerns turned to her other boy, the youngest. Caleb was off and about too often these days. She suspected he was back to his military aspirations. Just yesterday the neighbor widow had been more than happy to confirm the rumors of men gathering again in the valley at Mahaneh-dan.

War and rumors of war.

Would they never cease? Would there be no peace?

“Mother, Mother!” Caleb slid through the door, almost fell. He had a sword in hand, made of Philistine steel, by the look of it. “Mother, I . . . have to go. I must warn Samson.”

“Mercy, Son, what’s happened? What’s wrong?”

“Philistine soldiers, they were just . . . here in the village. They called a few of us men around, me and Wadesh and some others. They had a bag in their hand, and they . . . they threw the bag down on the ground, and they said, ‘This is for Samson. From the crown.’ And they left.”

She set aside her damp cloth and reached for her son’s free hand. “Catch your breath now,” she said. “What was it? What was in the bag?”

“Heads,” he said, pulling her close and avoiding her eyes. “The heads of Orum and Treus.”


CHAPTER 56

HANDFULS
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Valley of Sorek

WHAT’S ON YOUR mind?” Samson asked from the bed. “Come back and lay by me.”

Delilah stared out the window, her fingers playing over the goblet’s rim on the shelf before her. She had her lover’s secret in her grasp and now struggled with how to handle that knowledge. Could the two of them escape unharmed? Could they flee this valley and find a new life beyond the clutches of King Balek and Prince Rallah?

She knew that at this very moment, probably hiding in the grove on the ridge, the prince awaited her signal. If she did not give it by dark, all would be lost.

Was there any other way?

“The vineyards are a mess,” she responded. “This storm, there’s mud everywhere.”

“Why should we care? We’re leaving here anyway, aren’t we?”

“We can’t until it dries up. And I do still need to secure a sale, don’t I? We need to stay and make things presentable.”

“I want to leave now,” Samson exclaimed. “Tonight. I want to take you away. Or now that you know my secret, you can leave me helpless and take me away. Make all my fantasies come true. Come on, let’s ride like the wind.”

“Where would we go, darling? Have we decided that yet?”

He sat up, still lost in that boyish enthusiasm she adored. Such a contrast to Rallah’s uptight demeanor. He said, “I lie dead. A royal spread. Man-made mountains grow over my head.”

“One of your riddles? Please, Samson. You’ve worn me out already.”

“What am I?”

“I don’t know.”

“I am Pharaoh. What if we ran off to Egypt? We know they have good sheets.”

“Oh, for Dagon’s sake, Samson. I thought that you Hebrews fled from there.” When he fell silent, she looked back over her shoulder. “Did I say something wrong?”

“Dagon. Is that the god you think will lead us?”

“It’s an expression, that’s all. But yes, I do honor and fear our gods.”

“The Lord our God is one God. You should fear Him only.”

“Yet you want to go back to Egypt. Please, spare me your religious babble.”

She turned again toward the window, her mind made up. With her finger she stirred white powder into red wine, and she watched it dissolve in streaks of fading pink. Goblet in hand, she glided over to the bed and pretended to take a sip, then offered it to him.

He took the cup and drank.

She said, “I’m sorry, darling. Wherever we go, you can instruct me in the ways of your God. I’ll be a very good student, I promise.”

“I’d love to be your teacher.”

“I’m sure you would.” She dragged a fingertip along her lip, wiping away the wine’s residue while holding his gaze. He was a man in a trance, already showing the effects of her concoction. She added, “Nothing would trouble me as long as I’m with you.”

He took her arm, pulled her fingertip to his mouth, and sucked the last of the juice from it. He said, “I love you, Delilah. I hope you know that.”

She slid onto the bed beside him, eased his head onto her lap, and combed his long hair with her hands until his eyelids closed and his body went limp.

“And I you,” she cooed.
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His snores were her assurance that he was at her command. By lamplight she stretched across the bed to the small stand and drew out her shears from the drawer. Years ago, as a small girl, she had imagined reaching for these same implements and using them to defend herself against the nighttime advances of her two siblings.

Now, in some horrible irony, she would use them for the first time . . .

On the one man she loved more than all else.

She cradled his head and started cutting, handful after handful, watching long, thick hair coil to the floor, falling lock by lock, until only straggles remained. Her work was done. Rallah, you better spare him as promised, she thought bitterly as she lifted the oil lamp and set it in the window.

[image: images]

Prince Rallah and his men came not long after. This time there was no telltale sound of clinking metal. They had learned from their first attempt. They came quiet as the night, their footsteps covered by the sound of residual rain still dripping from the wall and rooftop outside.

Delilah stood over Samson at the bed. He didn’t move.

She quivered with fear and with guilt. “What have I done?” she whispered. “Forgive me, Samson. Forgive me.”

He didn’t stir.

The latch lifted, signaling the men were ready to storm into the room.

She opened her mouth, and at first nothing came out but a dry squeak. Then she embraced her raw fear and shouted, “Samson, Samson! The Philistines are upon you!”

The soldiers exploded through the door, wearing armor and brandishing weapons.

“Samson,” she screamed again.

He lifted a drowsy eyelid, tried to pull himself upright.

“Don’t hurt him,” she begged the men. “Please, no.”

Her Hebrew strongman, finding a burst of energy, rose to his feet and clenched his fists. Delilah entertained the faint hope that he had lied to her yet again, that he was strong as ever, even with his hair in patches, and would decimate these men where they stood.

A few of the soldiers stepped back, clearly sharing her thoughts.

Samson’s first blow, however, brought only a dull thud from the shield that blocked it. He jerked his hand back, holding his knuckles in pain. The soldiers glanced at their captive, then at each other, and smiled. As one man, they hefted her half-naked lover through the door and tossed him onto the mud and stone in front of the house. He scrambled back to his feet, still wobbly from her concoction, swinging at empty air.

Delilah stood in the doorway, her night robes pulled tight around her waist, her hand at her throat. A sheared strand of long hair hung from her lip, and she swiped it away, along with the tears now rolling down her cheek.

A soldier kicked Samson to his knees. They all felt emboldened.

“Where’s your God now?” one taunted.

“Who hit you?” said another, spinning him round with a hard blow.

“No! That’s my brother,” a new voice broke in. “Leave him alone.”

Delilah remembered Caleb from the wedding feast years ago. He was older now, bearded, with light hair and a smaller frame than his sibling. As he advanced with a sword, a trio of soldiers backed him away with their own sword points tickling his ribs. They commanded him to drop the weapon, and he did so with a huff.

“Caleb, the little brother.” Prince Rallah stepped into view. “And what’s this? You carry a Philistine blade? You’ve been up to no good, it seems. You know, I’ve seen you two brothers over the years, the bond you share, the way you laugh together. Now I’ll let you watch what I do to your beloved Samson.”

“Don’t you dare touch him.”

Caleb’s words only encouraged the guards as they beat Samson with fists and the edges of their shields. The prince stepped up and delivered a vicious kick to Samson’s gut that lifted and toppled him onto his side. A soldier lifted the fallen man, holding him in place, and the prince followed the kick with a succession of hard blows.

“You were a man to be feared once,” Rallah said. “Look at you now. You’re nothing.”

Delilah wanted to fall in the mud at her lover’s feet and plead for his mercy, but she had allowed all this so that his life would be spared, at the sake of her own happiness.

“I had no choice,” she said to no one in particular.

“That’s a lie,” Caleb growled from nearby. “Your choice brought this consequence.”

“Shut your mouth, Hebrew.” The closest guard rammed the hilt of his sword into Caleb’s face, staggering him and bringing forth a geyser of blood.

Caleb wiped at his nose, then stood defiant again.

What Delilah witnessed next would revisit her in nightmares. She knew that it would, even as she watched Prince Rallah stroll to the nearby fire pit and stir the coals and ash with his sword, finding embers that still glowed underneath.

“Samson,” he said, pulling the blade from the heat to reveal its red-hot glow. “I will now prove to your God that I am worthy of His power.”

“No,” Delilah cried out. “Rallah, you promised.”

The prince paid her no mind. He towered over Samson, sword in hand, then leaned close so that glowing tip illuminated the scar on his own face. “An eye for an eye, isn’t that what they say, Hebrew?”

Samson blinked, still trying to gather his senses.

Rallah’s dirty work was done with two slow thrusts, each time allowing hot metal to pierce and scald an eyeball. Blackened skin puckered around Samson’s sockets, and he groaned through gritted teeth before releasing one long bellow.

Caleb yelled too, unable to fight his way through the guards.

Prince Rallah strutted with his chest out, circling his downed foe, and lifted his eyes to the heavens. “Give me the power,” he demanded. “Am I not now worthy of the gift?”

The soldiers cheered their new champion. “Rallah, Rallah, Rallah . . . ”

One by one, as Delilah stood by, the men came to her at the door and dropped small bags of coinage at her feet. They praised her wisdom and courage. A few, with lingering glances, offered their beds should she grow restless.

Rallah came last. He kicked at the bags piled before her.

“Leave me,” she muttered. “I don’t ever want to set eyes on you again.”

“I can arrange that,” he said with a nod at Samson’s whimpering form. “Would you like to join him in everlasting darkness?”

She glared at the man who once claimed to love her, to want her as queen.

“What?” he said. “For once you have nothing to say? Enjoy your riches, Delilah. As you live here in your solitude, you’ll know at least you were well rewarded for the whore that you are.”
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She awoke hours later in the middle of the floor. Her place had been ransacked. All that remained were the bags of silver stacked around her, these tokens from soldiers who once lived in fear of the mighty Hebrew. Now they could brag of the day they hauled him off in fetters.

She crawled over the bags to the edge of the bed. She gathered Samson’s hair from the floor and let it slip through her fingers.

“I’m so sorry, darling.”

Her shame swelled into self-loathing. She grabbed at one of the bags, clawed a handful of coins from within, and hurled them against the wall. She grabbed another handful. And another. With the final throw, it seemed she had emptied herself of everything. Blessings and curses. All of it.

There was nothing. No emotion. Only this house and its cold stone walls.


CHAPTER 57

THE PAIN OF SILENCE
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North of Gaza

THE BURNT HOLES in my skull are excruciating. Even so, the fear of this blackness, this shuffling helplessness, is almost as tortuous as the physical agony.

“Caleb?” I call.

“I’m here,” he says. “In bronze fetters, just as you.”

We marched along for hours. It’s nighttime, judging by the chill, though I cannot confirm this with my own eyes. There is nothing. No hazy shapes or shadows. Nothing.

“Thank you for coming for me,” I mutter.

Caleb doesn’t respond, and that silence is another type of pain. I know he must have run the entire distance from our village to the vineyard in hopes of saving me before it was too late. Instead, he is here with me in chains. He doesn’t deserve this.

I plod through the cold, weighted by the shackles on my wrists and feet. They dig into my ankles, drawing blisters that burst and ooze pus and blood. Dust fills my nostrils.

“Gaza lies ahead,” Prince Rallah calls out.

He must be the one on horseback. Though I heard the clop of hooves, I didn’t realize it was the prince providing personal escort into the city. It’s obvious, as I think about it. This is his great moment of triumph, and he wants all of the capital to bow in adoration.

“Over that direction,” he says as though I know which way he points, “you’ll find the city gates you stole from us, Samson. No one has the strength to single-handedly bring them back, and now even you are useless in that regard. Our gates have been replaced, but no one can replace you. Have we ever seen a greater warrior? Have we, men?”

Soldiers chortle and snort. I suspect I am the focus of Rallah’s pointing finger.

“We’re all trembling, aren’t we? My, what a waste.”

And still not a word from my brother.
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City of Gaza

By the time we reach the city walls, the streets are astir with the activities of the day. The heat of the sun bears down at an angle on my back, and I guess that it’s late morning already. The watchman and the prince carry on a short discussion, most of it centered on my presence here.

“Right away, my lord,” the watchman agrees. “We’ll send riders to announce your passing.”

“Consider it a blessing,” Prince Rallah calls to my brother and me. “You’ll have a short wait so that our citizens may gather along the way to the palace.”

The palace? Does he intend to take me before the king, a trophy for his father?

“May we sit and rest?” I ask.

“You may,” he answers. “Though by the look of it your brother will stay on his feet.”

“Then so shall I.”

And I do.

Momentarily the procession begins. Horse hooves tell me that I am just behind the prince, and I shuffle as quickly as my fettered feet will allow, tugged by the chains that link me to his mount and to my brother at my back. I can hear Caleb’s breathing. I hear occasional whispers of prayer.

Still not a word to me.

Many cheer the prince. Others taunt me in my chains. The road angles upward, more than I realized when sight was at my disposal. We climb, step by step. A piece of fruit hits my chest, its juice spilling down to my undergarments. Prince Rallah puts a halt to this humiliation, instructing his soldiers to handle any who wish to harm his prized captive.

It’s a small mercy, but I am thankful for it.

From ahead issue the odors of the royal stables. I know this area. We make a turn before the storehouses at the base of the palace; then the sounds of the crowd diminish, and coolness indicates we are in shadow or under an awning. Keys turn. A metallic screech of hinges tells me we are entering a space I’ve never been in or even knew existed.

Mildew and stench rush at me, the smell of raw sewage.

Moans echo off stone walls. Water trickles.

“Welcome,” the prince says, “to the dungeons of Gaza. Whether your stay here lasts a week, a month, or ten years, it will be the last place you ever call home.”

A deep, throaty laugh comes from just ahead.

“And our jailer here will be your best friend,” Rallah adds. “For your benefit, Samson, I’ll tell you he’s not much to look at. Bands of muscle, a lumpy bald head, and a face like a vulture. You ought to thank me for sparing you the sight of him.”

The laughter comes even harder this time, reaching me on a wave of stale garlic and cheap wine. Maybe a bit of tooth rot as well.

I almost wish my senses would take a rest.

The deep voice says, “You can call me . . . Jailer.”

This time when he laughs, I lower my head and hold my breath. He takes that as his cue and wraps a thin cloth around my forehead, covering my worthless eye sockets. It’s another mercy for which I am thankful, considering the irritation of road dirt in the wounds.

“We’ll chat more later,” Rallah says. “I’ll leave you two for now.”

Caleb is here, his shoulder jostling against mine as we curve down flights of stone stairs. We are somewhere, I imagine, in the deepest bowels of the palace. The odor of human waste is overpowering. My nostrils find some refuge in the smoke of the crackling wall torches.

Keys rattle on a ring.

Locks tumble. Doors creak open.

The chains linking us clatter to the floor.

“There you go, Samson.” With one shove, I skid over slimy rock. “Your cell.”

“And yours, Caleb.” His body thuds to the floor in a cell across from me.

With the slamming of two doors and clicking of locks, we are prisoners of the throne. For what purpose? I do not know.

“Caleb?” I venture after our jailer is gone.

No response.

“Brother,” I try again. “Forgive me. Once again I have failed you. I did what was right in my own eyes, following my heart. Father used to warn us of that, and I am proof of his wisdom. A cautionary tale. I deserve this, every bit of it. I know that, Caleb. But you shouldn’t be here. I love you, little brother. I beg your forgiveness for all the heartache I’ve caused.”

His quiet weeping tells me more than his words ever could.

I should’ve listened when he wanted to talk.


CHAPTER 58

TROPHIES AND TALISMANS
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PRINCE RALLAH STOOD in the prison corridor, eyes moving between the two brothers. For over a week now he had visited them in the wretchedness of this place, and still he was no closer to putting his hands on what he desired.

“Who is that?” Samson asked from the dank shadows of his cell.

“It’s the prince again,” Caleb muttered.

“Do what you’ve come here for,” Samson said. “Why do you delay, Rallah?”

“I’m not here to kill you. I could’ve done that already, and through a variety of interesting methods. It’s what your jailer would prefer, I’m sure. No, I’ve come to free you and your brother.”

“Ignore him.” Caleb spat through the small barred window of his door. “Every word from the prince’s mouth is a lie.”

Rallah sidestepped the spittle. Above ground, such defiance would earn a beating, whereas down here he had no need to defend his pride to these scum. Best to maintain focus. “You know, Samson, all you have to do is tell me how I can receive your power. Must I offer a sacrifice? Is there a required time of purification? I don’t know the stipulations of your God. Tell me.”

Samson said nothing.

Rallah sighed. “Jailer, stand him up.”

Samson was secured to the wall by chains fed through large iron loops. The jailer yanked, drawing the chains up through the loops and hoisting his prisoner in the process. The once mighty Hebrew stood on weakened legs with his arms overhead. Sweat dripped down his brow and through his beard. His hair was nothing but a patch of uneven bristles.

Stepping into the cell, Rallah said, “Your secret, Samson. Share it with me.”

“There is no secret. My power comes from God.”

“Dagon is the god of the harvest. Is yours the God of secrets? Petition this God for me, and tell Him that I have conquered you, that I’m worthy and I deserve this strength.”

“I can’t do that.”

“You can and you will. If you do not, I’ll rend your very flesh and feed it to these rats.”

“A just punishment for my sins.”

The prince lifted his rod, a heavy ornamental stick designed for palace functions, and said, “One more chance, Samson . . . Very well, then, if you won’t divulge your secret, let it be noted that you brought this upon yourself.”

His prisoner remained motionless, though not for long.

Swack. . .

Samson arched from the blow, gritting his teeth.

“Tell me,” Rallah demanded.

Swaack. . .

Samson jerked, and his body contorted.

“Tell me how it’s done, Hebrew. How do I take hold of your power?”

Swaaack. . .

Samson twisted, his mouth agape in a silent scream. When at last he caught his breath, his moans carried throughout the corridor, and it was his brother who succumbed.

“Stop,” Caleb cried. “Please, I will tell you. Just leave him be.”

The prince rushed to Caleb’s cell, sniffing success even here in this rancid place. He gripped the bars at the window and snarled in his face. “Tell me, what must I do?”

“You must fear the living God, and Him only. Humble yourself before Him, or He will humble you.” Caleb tilted his head toward Samson’s cell. “Can’t you see that for yourself?”

Prince Rallah began to quiver. His ploys, his plans, they were futile. This God of the Hebrews was unlike any other he had encountered. It seemed this God could not be bought with bribes or threats or good behavior. Rallah would never possess Samson’s strength for his own because it was clearly not a talisman to be passed around.

He tossed his iron rod down the corridor, where it bounced and rattled into the darkness. Let the dungeon rats have it. Let them lick off Samson’s blood.

Scowling, he climbed the steps from the dungeon to the palace.

His king awaited, and the prince had nothing to offer.
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“Where is it?” King Balek demanded from his throne. “Why have you not brought me Samson’s head?”

Chin down, Rallah stood a few paces from this man he once knew as his father.

“Answer me. I am your king, and you delay in that which I have asked.”

“He’s my trophy,” Rallah said.

“Your trophy. Why? Because you used my resources, my men, my silver to capture him?”

“I put the plans into place. I surrendered my own woman for it.”

“You’re a fool,” the king said. “Even I, as ruler, know that you can never own a woman, not truly. Her body perhaps. But a woman’s heart always wants to be free, and you thought that you could keep hers caged.”

“Delilah loves me.”

“Oh, is that so? And where is she now? Is she there in the hall, just out of sight? Is she waiting in your bedchamber? I don’t hear her, Rallah.”

The prince clenched his jaw, kept his arms at his sides.

“You’ve done well in capturing the Hebrews’ beloved leader. I applaud you.” King Balek clapped his hands twice, barely hard enough to hear. “Now their strongman, their judge, he rots in our dungeons, but how long before they come for him? We know already they are gathering weapons, and they only seek a good reason to form a rabble.”

“They are peasants and farmers. Nothing more.”

“They’re a threat to the crown, and you must kill their hero before they rally round.”

Rallah lifted his head. “My king, his death would be a waste. Word of Samson’s power has spread from Persia to Thebes, he is widely renowned, and when our enemies hear that we have conquered him, they will shake. I will hold him up for all to see that those who challenge us will face similar defeat. No one is greater than the Philistines and our gods. I will be feared everywhere.”

“You?”

“Year after year we will celebrate Samson’s humiliation and my triumph over his God.”

“Triumph?” King Balek kicked aside his footstool and leaped from his throne. His hand bearing the signet ring pulled the prince close, and he growled in his face. “You imbecile. You have learned nothing. You know nothing. You prance about as though you are ruler, but—”

The king’s eye muscles twitched.

“But what?” Prince Rallah said. “Did you have something more to tell me?”

Stepping back, the king stared down in disbelief at the blade being withdrawn slowly from his stomach. He staggered. Scarlet spread through the fabric of his royal garments.

“Father.” Rallah uttered the word with disdain. “You no longer rule over me or this kingdom.”

Balek’s face was white. He caught his fall with one hand, tried to pedal backward to his throne, but slipped on the steps.

The prince tore the crown from his head.

Balek’s voice was weak. “Guards . . . ”

“They won’t come,” he said. “They fear the man who conquered Samson. You see, my glorious king, I may not have your wisdom, your experience, or even your love, but I do have this. I have your crown.”

Eyes fluttering, Balek groaned.

“And,” he added, “I do not wish to share its glory with you.”

“My son . . . ”

“No.” Rallah flinched. “Don’t you call me that.”

“My son . . . King Rallah.”

Balek collapsed at the foot of the throne, his robes stained and his eyes staring up with unblinking allegiance at his new king.

King Rallah ascended the steps and took his rightful place. He held the crown in one hand and his dripping blade in the other. The throne room was eerily silent. He was alone in victory, with no one left to share its glory with him.

But he was king, was he not?

What was to stop him?

Yes, he decided, he would plan his own party, a great day of celebration. Let it be known far and wide that the Philistine ruler was not only to be feared but also adored for his festive moods and his revelries.


CHAPTER 59

THE VISITOR
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TIME PASSES SLOWLY in these chains. I cannot distinguish between sun and moon, darkness and light, and it seems I am trapped here in one unending night. Our jailer descends the steps, only to deliver gruel in wooden bowls and to empty our waste buckets. Creatures chatter and scurry along the edges of my cell, and I awaken at times to find them nipping at my feet.

My blisters have turned to calluses. My wounds are slowly healing.

Even so, I can’t get comfortable in any position, and I wonder if my back will ever be the same. My ribs are tender, my muscles atrophying from disuse.

“Lord, have mercy on me.”

Aside from the prayers that my mother taught me, the one solace in this place is the sound of my brother’s voice. Though he doesn’t speak often, he does at least acknowledge me. I even earned a chuckle from him yesterday with my attempt at a stupid rhyme.

Today we’re greeted by a sound unlike any we’ve heard in this dungeon.

“Samson? Are you here?”

I sit up straight, the chains clanking beside me. “Delilah?”

“Hebrew,” the jailer mutters, “you have a visitor.”

The lock turns, hinges groan, and I smell her before her hand reaches my face. I forgot that cinnamon even existed, that vanilla could be so sweet. The feel of her soft skin on my cheek is a torture worse than any other inflicted on me here. It is memory and hope and dreams. It is everything I cannot think upon, and I pull away from her.

“Don’t,” I tell her.

“It’s me, darling. You’re upset at me. I understand, but if you’ll—”

“I’m dirty. I stink. Leave me.” I turn my blindfolded face. “Jailer, we are done here.”

“Don’t be this way, please.” Her fingers slip into mine. “I am here to pay for your release.”

“You betrayed me.”

Her free hand passes softly over my blindfold. She exhales, and I imagine her look of pity. What can that accomplish? Pity does nothing but rob me of the only pride I have left.

“Rallah misled me,” she tries to explain. “I thought I was saving your life and buying our freedom. He never told me he would do this to you.”

“Your lover. You thought he would just gladly send us on our way?”

“I . . . I was blind. No, I’m sorry, I shouldn’t say that.”

I soften. “We were both blind. Even with my eyes, I could not see.”

“Samson, what we had was real. Please believe that. I’ll pay every piece of silver the soldiers gave me to buy your release.”

“You don’t want me like this.”

“That’s not true.”

“You’re reacting out of guilt, Delilah, nothing more. You don’t want to spend your best days nursing a fool without his sight. Look around. Smell the air in here. Is this really what you want?”

“I want you to be free.”

“Free Caleb instead,” I tell her. “That is how you can show me your love.”

“And leave you here, darling? I can’t do that.”

“Free him, Delilah. He doesn’t deserve to be here. Then you can have my forgiveness.”

“I’m so sorry, Samson, for everything.”

“You will free him?”

“Yes.”

She lifts my shackled hand to her lips, and I cling to this thought of her for when my brother is no longer here. I steel myself. If I show her the things I feel, she might vacillate. I stiffen my neck and clench my teeth. There is no sun and no moon, only darkness, and I rest in it.

“I will always love you,” she says.

“Let me speak to Caleb before he goes.”

“Of course, darling.”

With my head pressed back against damp dungeon rock, I listen to footsteps, soft and heavy. I hear coins. And chains uncoiling onto stone. More footsteps. And then my brother’s beard is against my neck and his arms wrapped around my chest. He embraces me, and my walls come down.

[image: images]

The jailer gives us a few moments before Caleb is led back up the steps to the streets of the capital city. Down here he has been forgotten, a nocturnal creature rarely seen.

“Now you’ll get another chance,” I whisper to him.

“What’re you saying, Brother?”

“You were right. We should fight.”

“And risk all of our tribesmen being locked away in this place?”

“Gather the men, Caleb. Get them ready; sharpen your weapons. When the time comes, be prepared to take the city.”

“Without you? It cannot succeed.”

“With the power God has placed in you,” I tell him. “Even within this dungeon I know He has not abandoned us. These chains, they haven’t stopped me from hearing His call. If anything, I might be hearing His desires now instead of only my own.”

“I want to fight beside you, Samson. That’s what I’ve always wanted.”

“You’ve stood by me when no others would.”

“And for what?”

“If for nothing else than to let me know that I am not forgotten, that I am still alive in the hearts and prayers of the ones I love.”

Caleb embraces me again, but the jailer tears him away.

I am with him, if only in my thoughts, as he climbs the stone steps, as his light hair and beard catch the light of the mounted torches.

His footfalls fade to silence.

He is out the door, into the streets.

He is free.

Alone in my cell, I clamber to my knees and lift soiled palms to the heavens. “I am Yours,” I say aloud. “My strength is now Your strength. My eyes are Your eyes. These hands, Your hands. You called me from birth, and I wandered. Here I am now, and I am listening. What would You have me do, O Lord? I know You’re not finished with me yet.”

In the silence the pain is even stronger. But it sharpens my ears.

And I listen.


CHAPTER 60

DELIRIUM
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THIS WAS THE moment King Rallah had planned since he took the throne. Here, in the great temple of Gaza, second only to the palace in grandeur and loftiness, he would make it known that he was a ruler to be reckoned with. He would be feared, naturally. But also adulated, elevated by his subjects to the heights of the gods.

The festivities were only now getting under way, with rows of soldiers blowing ram’s horns in a call to worship at the temple.

“Come one, come all,” Rallah beckoned from his throne in the center court.

Philistine worship was altogether different from the prosaic stiffness that passed as worship in a Hebrew temple. Here in Gaza the worshippers drank till the ceiling swam and ate till their bellies bulged. Here they celebrated the harvest by practicing the fruitfulness between a man and woman. Nothing was off-limits, certainly not on this day.

Let the party begin.

The king marveled at the number of citizens who streamed through the temple doors. They climbed through the windows, pressed between the pillars. On the rooftop overhead, revelers gathered at the rails and peered down into the center court. Coins were tossed. Kisses blown. Robes swirled and tunics came off as the dancing began in earnest.

Oh yes, Rallah thought, there would be dancing in the streets tonight. No one would forget this event. Why, it would mark a new epoch in the Philistine histories.

He spread his hands, felt the weight of the crown on his brow, and cried out, “Welcome to the reign of King Rallah!”

“Long live King Rallah,” the crowd called back. “Long live the king.”

“Praise be to Dagon,” others cheered.

Presiding over the entire affair, Dagon’s statue loomed large and grim.
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Delilah could not resist the call to celebrate. She made the long ride from her vineyard and shuffled along with the hundreds of others lined outside the city gates. She was a commoner now, no one special. Just another Philistine, hoping for a glimpse of the new king upon his throne.

“Long live King Rallah . . . ”

The words stirred old dreams and ambitions, and for a moment Delilah wished that she was there beside the king. A queen to her people, praised for her beauty.

“Hail, Queen Delilah . . . ”

No, she decided. That was a curse she wouldn’t wish on anyone. “Long live King Rallah,” she muttered as she was herded with the other thrill seekers into the vast courts of Gaza’s temple.

An elbow poked at her side, and she turned. Beside her Caleb was also walking through the doors with a hood over his light hair. She caught his eye; then they shifted their gazes forward. His presence here worried her. She had paid the price to free him, so why would he return to this enemy stronghold? Was he here to cause a disturbance?

“Have you heard?” he mumbled. “They’re bringing Samson out later.”

She hadn’t heard. Her heart jumped at the thought.

“They’ll make a mockery of him,” Caleb added.

“I hope not.”

“You know Rallah better than that. Thank you again for what you did for me.”

She nodded.

“But it’s best that we aren’t seen together. Not tonight.”

With that Samson’s younger brother disappeared into the throng, and Delilah was left with uneasy expectations. Her stomach turned as she remembered the awful conditions in which Samson was being held, and she spun around to leave this place before things got out of hand. She would never forget the heat of Rallah’s blade and the smell of burnt flesh as he blinded her Hebrew. She certainly couldn’t handle seeing Samson suffer any more abuse tonight.

She pushed to get back to the temple doors, but it was a losing effort. The crowd was too dense, the majority of bodies much larger than hers. She was swept up by the tide of humanity and carried into the center court.

She clung to a pillar and watched the king preen at the foot of his throne.
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King Rallah lifted his face and found one of the sun’s last rays as it splashed through a window in the temple’s western wall. This massive building was already heated by the press of bodies inside, but he relished the swash of heat upon his cheek. Closing his eyes, he ran a hand over his thin goatee and told himself it was a sign.

The gods had spotlighted him. He was chosen.

“I am your king,” he declared, lowering his gaze and catching the attention of his audience. “I, mighty Rallah, have taken my place upon the throne. King Balek ruled without care for his people, but I shall rule with an ear to your concerns and a heavy hand upon those who resist the crown.”

This brought an eruption of applause, which he allowed for a brief time before raising his arm. “Some of you may doubt me. Well, think upon this. I alone, with the power of Dagon, subjugated even the strongest of men. Perhaps the strongest man our world has ever known. Many of you know of him. Dignitaries and lords have come from distant lands to gaze upon him these past months. This Hebrew who once slayed a thousand men in one afternoon, who killed a lion with his bare hands, so the rumor goes, who caught foxes by their tails and set the world on fire, this man we hold here in our very own dungeons . . . He is my prisoner. And I am the god to whom he now bows.”

“Long live King Rallah . . . Long live the king!”

He lifted his hand again. This time he waited until even the mumbles and whispers quieted and all ears were attuned to him alone.

“Are you ready,” he yelled, “for our special guest?”

There was delirium in the temple. All along the walls and pillars, on the rooftop overhead, the Philistines pressed in to witness the arrival of the man most had only heard about. He was a rumor, a myth, a legend, but now he would appear among them as a living, breathing man.

Some of the women swooned.

King Rallah knew already that he had won the hearts of those present. They would tell their children of this day. They would sing his praises. He rested a hand on the hilt of his ornamental sword, swept his cape aside with an arm, and directed everyone’s attention to the doors at the back of the temple.

The jailer stepped through, his bald head and vulture nose eliciting a few howls.

Then in the archway Samson of Zorah appeared.


CHAPTER 61

NOWHERE TO RUN
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A WEAK GRIN SPREAD across Delilah’s lips. With Samson now on display, she saw that his luxurious mane of hair had grown back during his months in a prison cell. The treacherous work of her own hands was no longer evident, and she took some comfort in that.

Otherwise, he looked woeful.

He was paraded through the crowd like an animal, a blindfold about his gouged eyes, bronze fetters about his wrists and ankles. He wore a wrap around his waist, leaving his scarred and muscled upper body for men to envy and women to desire.

Delilah knew that desire. It had once stirred her as well. Now she felt only sorrow for the manner in which he was treated.

The jailer managed to escort his prisoner through the mob to the center court. As they neared the king’s raised throne, he kicked Samson so that he nearly stumbled face-first into the steps. Those nearby took their cue and joined in, throwing punches, aiming kicks, slapping, and even stabbing at the defenseless Hebrew. Taunts and jeers rang out through the temple. A drunken Philistine lurched forward and bashed his empty goblet over Samson’s head. King Rallah smiled in approval, spurring others to inflict further abuse.

By the time the jailer had corralled his captive, Samson was dazed and bleeding. The jailer jerked him by his fetters toward a chain that hung between two massive pillars. He attached the shackles, then hoisted Samson until his toes dangled just above the tiled floor.

The king filled his silver chalice with wine and toasted the crowd. “Dagon’s arm is mighty, and his vengeance is swift. Praise be to Dagon.”

“Praise be to Dagon,” was the echoed response. “Praise be to Dagon . . . ”

Still clinging to one of the pillars, Delilah watched the jailer uncoil a leather whip. She turned away but heard it snake across bare skin and Samson’s spine-tingling scream.
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“Praise be to Dagon . . . Praise be to Dagon . . . ”

King Rallah gloried in the worshippers’ chants. After suffering twenty years of injury and insult from this simple village boy, Rallah had the upper hand. From his vantage point at the throne he watched rivulets of sweat run down the thick neck and broad chest and noticed the quivering thighs and calf muscles as the suspended body took stroke after stroke from the jailer’s whip. He saw Samson’s gritted teeth, his parched lips, the scars on his wrists from these long months in chains.

The crowd’s bloodlust was as strong as the king’s.

“Praise be to Dagon!”

At last Rallah motioned to the jailer to release the chain, and Samson collapsed onto the temple floor.

Even with this seething mass of people, Rallah spotted a familiar profile at the pillar only ten paces from him. There, Delilah had her face turned away from the prisoner, her cheek pressed against the rounded stone, her eyes shut tight.

“My queen,” Rallah mumbled. “Oh, what might’ve been.”

Gorged on food, drunk with wine and violence, the crowd grew restless for more, and they looked to their new king to satisfy their cravings. The tables of food in the halls would not last through the night, not with this many in attendance. The wine would flow freely, but would it be enough? There looked to be thousands here, far more than the vast armies once slain upon the heights of Lehi.

If not careful, the king realized, he might watch matters get out of hand.

So then, he would give them what they wanted.

He would give them a sacrifice.

Turning back to Samson, he noticed the broken man’s head was lifted. Though wracked by pain and wheezing for breath, he looked to be offering a prayer. What a fool. Clearly Samson’s God was not present, or if He was, He wasn’t moved by the Hebrew’s travails.

What was this?

The strongman’s hands were trembling.

No, no, no! Rallah knew this all too well, and his stomach seized. He turned to the nearest guards. “Kill the prisoner,” he screamed. “Kill him!”
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Delilah’s face was still pressed against the cold pillar. Though the whipping had finally ceased, she feared seeing the shape Samson would be in if she looked. Was he half dead? Unconscious?

Around her the throng was growing restless.

When she opened her eyes, she spotted Caleb in his hood, retreating quickly through the crowd with furtive glances at his brother. What was wrong? What would cause the younger brother to abandon his sibling amongst this surging mob?

Curiosity took over, and she turned.

At the same moment the king screamed for the death of the prisoner.

“Kill him!”

She would never know how the weather changed so quickly, or if she only imagined it, but a thunderous roar shook the temple, and it sounded as though lightning struck nearby. She flinched, but it didn’t keep her from squeezing forward to get a glimpse of the man she loved. The man she once hoped to spend a lifetime with.

There, rising to his feet, Samson found the help of a stranger and rested his hands against twin pillars. He planted both feet and bore down so that cords of muscle bulged from his neck and shoulders, down through his arms, right through his thighs to his feet. He was an impressive specimen, a picture of strength. A true testament to his God.

She stood in awe, unable to turn away.

Samson, she realized, was not resting by any means. In fact, he was pushing with all his might. “Lord,” he groaned through clenched teeth, “give me Your strength one last time. Let me die with these Philistines.” His trembling intensified, and the pillars at his hands began to move.

“Kill him, kill him, kill him!” King Rallah yelled.

And finally, she understood.

Cruu-aack. . .

Fracture lines appeared in the stone within reach of Delilah’s own hand.

“Kill him!”

Cruu-aack!

The pillars began to shift and crumble. The rooftop buckled. The statue of Dagon shook and started to pitch forward. In the ensuing panic people fell and were trampled. Pivoting, Delilah could find no escape route of her own, and her eyes locked onto Rallah’s over the heads of the guards. The king too was trapped. Everywhere there were people, all of them come to proclaim his majesty.

“Long live King Rallah,” she mouthed for only him to see.

Samson’s might had not let up.

The pillars buckled. Overhead a section of roof broke loose and slammed into Dagon’s tilting figure. The statue cracked and slowly toppled amidst dust and falling stone. Bodies toppled with it, plunging from the roof.

The king tried to run from the toppling statue, and as he did, his crown flew from his head and skidded beneath trampling feet. He clawed forward, stretching for it. Dagon landed with a shuddering boom atop his prone body, swallowing him in death instantly.

Delilah gave herself to the inevitable. There was nowhere to run.

As rock and roof came down all around, she fixed her eyes on Samson’s figure. He stood tall and strong, his long hair crowning his head. He lifted his face toward the skies, and as he did, his body stopped quaking. He was a man who knew what was coming and accepted it without regret.


CHAPTER 62

A RECKONING
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I NEVER THOUGHT IT would end this way. My head is bloodied, my back beaten, every muscle shrieking in agony. I am the evening’s main attraction, a bit of entertainment for the Philistine crowd, and they have had their fun.

Was this what the angel had in mind when he spoke to my parents years ago?

Lord, help me understand.

Or don’t.

Maybe it’s too late for that.

Caleb would tell me that my choices have consequences, each choice leading me down this path or that. In the end does the Almighty bring those paths back around to His intended destination?

Well, here I am. The end of the path. If this is the intended destination, so be it.

I surrender to His will.

Collapsed on the temple floor, my ears ring with the din of this place. The crowd is all around. I hear them even overhead, on the roof and balconies. I remember the huge carved image of Dagon, how it hovered over this place, and I’m almost glad that I cannot see. I’ve witnessed debauchery before, and I recognize the shrill laughter of people not yet satisfied.

Lonely souls. Temporary pleasures.

I know it all well, and in the end the loneliness always returns.

Ask me how I know.

Rising on both legs, I plant myself. Some kind soul helps me find the closest pillars with my hands.

For so many years I wanted peace. I believed it was possible, and some part of me still believes it could be so. I thought love could conquer all, and in my arrogance I fell into the same traps as those before me. The judges, the prophets, none of us have managed to accomplish it. I know now that I couldn’t bring about peace on my own. Oh, how I tried.

“Maybe one day,” I whisper, “there shall be a prince of peace.”

But not this day.

Today there shall be a reckoning.

For months the jailer has had me grinding at the dungeon millstone, and I’ve existed on gruel and husks of bread. I’ve been the object of scorn to some and of wonder to others who traveled far to see me in person. Through it all I’ve let my hair grow back in obedience to my childhood vows, and my body has stayed trim. That’s what hard work will do for you, I guess.

Do I have back my strength from on high, though?

I pray for it now, one last time. My parents taught me this, even as a child, to love the Lord with all my heart, soul, mind, and strength. They did their best, they taught me well, but in the end, I stand alone before my God.

I begin to push against the pillars, and the trembling starts within my hands. My muscles bulge, and the tempest of power comes rushing through. I spread my arms wider and hear a satisfying crack.

“Kill the prisoner. Kill him!” King Rallah shouts.

I spread my arms wider still, and there’s a louder, longer crack.

Then these worshippers begin to understand. Oh yes, trouble is on the way. They scream as rock and mortar fall about our heads. I hear running feet, bodies colliding, curses, and thin metal skidding across tile. A monstrous thud shakes the floor nearby, and someone moans that the king is no more.

I’ve been gifted with this final burst of strength, and I use it to its fullest, letting out a roar. With a mighty heave I shake this place to its very foundation. The sound is deafening. The temple is crumbling. Everywhere I hear destruction, and I know my own end is near. Dirt swirls at my ankles, grinds against my skin, then billows up into my nostrils.

I will miss you, Mother. And Father, I will see you soon.

Sensing a ray of sun or perhaps some heavenly light, I lift my blindfolded eyes, and calm washes over me. There’s a rush of plaster and quarry limestone and rock.

It is finished, I tell myself.

And then all strength is gone . . .


CHAPTER 63

GENERATIONS
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One Year Later—Village of Zorah

ZEALPHONIS STILL EXPERIENCED pangs of loss and doubted they would ever go away. The bodies of her husband and oldest son lay buried side by side beneath a monument on a nearby hill. Caleb and some of the tribesmen had carried them here, to be honored and remembered for generations to come. Both Manoah and Samson had been hardheaded and even harder to understand. By no means were they perfect.

Yet both had served God unto death.

She prayed, “Father in heaven, hear this old woman’s cries. My back is bent, and my body’s tired. I need Your strength this day, even a small portion of what Samson had. Each day is a gift, and each day is from You. May I use this one to Your glory.”

There was a knock at the door, and before she could respond, the neighbor widow hobbled inside and plopped herself at the table built by Manoah.

“So dreary in here, Zealphonis. You really should light a lamp.”

Zealphonis looked over at the glowing oil lamp. She was frail, but at least her eyesight had not dimmed. “You’re absolutely right,” she said. “I’ll pull back the curtains. How about that?”

“Oh yes, that’s better, dear.”

“Would you like some soup?”

“I’ve eaten. I only came to tell you of the rumors surfacing from Gath.”

“Gath? The Philistine town?”

“Joshua once fought the Anakim and their giant offspring, but it’s well known, of course, that some of them settled in Gath. They say there is now a young boy in the town who’s already larger than most men, and with six fingers on each hand and six toes on each foot. He’s still growing, mind you. Seems these Philistines are not done plaguing us yet.”

“I sure wish Samson was still here,” Zealphonis said. “I miss my boy. You can be certain, though, that God will raise up another man or woman for the task, someone for the next generation. It seems He always does.”

“Well, I suspect,” the widow said with a cackle, “that we won’t be around to see it.”

“I’ve seen enough already,” Zealphonis said. “Blessed be the name of the Lord.”


EPILOGUE
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SAMSON CONQUERED MORE enemies in death than he did in his entire lifetime, and the Lord’s victory through his story has been told to countless generations. Many battles would still be fought over the Promised Land, but through Samson the Lord began to deliver the Israelites from the oppressive grip of the Philistines. A thousand years later another deliverer was born, according to prophecy. He was without sin.

He would bring lasting freedom, and they would call Him the Prince of Peace.


AUTHOR’S NOTE

SAMSON AROUND THE WORLD

Nashville, Tennessee

I’VE BEEN ASKED, “Was Samson a real person or just a myth? Did he really do all of those things the Bible talks about?” Samson’s story took place over three thousand years ago and occupies only a few pages of the Bible, from the thirteenth to sixteenth chapters of Judges. Even so, his exploits are still mentioned in Jewish, Christian, and Arabic cultures, and his fame has spilled over into the arts and popular culture.

Rembrandt and other masters painted scenes from his life. John Milton, who himself was blind, wrote an epic poem titled Samson Agonistes, which is still read in universities around the world. A statue in St. Petersburg, Russia, depicts Samson wrestling with the lion, and a Samson parade is conducted annually near Salzburg, Austria.

In Israel a famous soccer team was called Shimshon (Samson) Tel Aviv.

In America musical acts from Johnny Cash to Bruce Springsteen to Regina Spektor to Babyface have mentioned him in song.

In recent years archaeological digs have given greater credence to Samson’s historical existence. A circular seal was found near Beth Shemesh (close to the biblical site of Zorah) showing a man and a lion in a fight. In Philistine ruins along the coast near Tel Aviv, a temple was excavated that appeared to have faced extensive damage, perhaps from an earthquake. Or perhaps something else. In the center of the ruins stood two supporting pillars, set close enough that a man could extend his arms and touch both at the same time.

It is widely believed that the name Palestine derives from the word Philistine. That being the case, the modern-day conflicts between Palestinians and the people of Israel are longstanding and not easily resolved. Just as Samson and Taren express their love for each other in this story, there are Jews and Palestinians who reside side by side and show mutual love and respect. On the other hand, there are also leaders who sour public opinion for political gain, and it’s no surprise that violence erupts on a regular basis.

Samson used crude methods and made many mistakes. Despite his failings his story is included in the Old Testament account, and he also receives mention in the New Testament in the eleventh chapter of Hebrews. It’s a section often referred to as the “Hall of Faith,” with the biblical writer listing great men and women of faith. Right there alongside the names of Moses, Gideon, and King David, you will find the name of Samson.
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God, when he gave me strength, to shew withal

How slight the gift was, hung it in my Hair.

But peace, I must not quarrel with the will

Of highest dispensation, which herein

Happ’ly had ends above my reach to know.

—SAMSON AGONISTES BY JOHN MILTON
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