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Chapter V 

THE SKIRMISH 
 

Egiba looked plainly relieved.  “How about you, lads?” he called jovially.  “We would 

have worried about you sooner had we time to think of it.  But what have you there?”  He stared 

incredulously.  “Can I believe my eyes?  It’s a horse!  Where did you find him, O warriors?”  

Without waiting for an answer, he called, “Hey, Dungri, Kedar, Asaph!  See what these 

scalawags are bringing!  Ha-ha!  They have snatched the crown of victory from our heads!” 

The merchantmen pressed around the boys.  Accid-Adab’s eyes were glued avidly upon 

the horse.  As a trader he knew its worth.  But the animal, a shy, wild buckskin with a white star 

on its forehead became frightened at the crowd, rolled its eyes, snorted and reared, and the men 

backed away quickly. 

“He seems to have a streak of meanness in him,” Kihai-Del commented.  “I say, boy, can 

you ride him?”  Kihai-Del knew that he was pricking Raanah’s self esteem.  One of his 

unmatched eyes shot a malevolent wink at Accid-Adab. 

“I believe so,” Raanah panted unsuspectingly, full of pride in his horse.  He was 

struggling with the reins.  “That is, if somebody will hold its head—so I can mount him.” 

A dozen hands grasped the reins and boosted the youth into the saddle.  “Now, ride him, 

horseman!  Stick to him!” Egiba yelled as they released the reins. 

The horse whirled, rocked his head from side to side to make sure he was free, then 

ducked it between his stiffly spread legs and reared up behind.  The next instant he reversed the 

order, reared up in front and pawed the air with his forefeet.  He shook himself and raked his 

forefeet from side to side rigidly as if in some devilish dance.  The merchantmen gasped in 

amazement.  The camel boys paused in their work to look on. 

Inexperienced in rough riding, but with the instincts of a born horseman, Raanah 

crouched over the neck of his plunging horse and clung to it.  The horse jerked about violently in 

its efforts to dislodge him, but finding itself unable to do so, lay back its ears and bolted along 

the road ahead.  The merchantmen and Joseph gazed after them with varying emotions.  The 

slaves rolled their eyes.  None of them had ever seen an animal behave like that before. 

“I did not dream that a horse was such a skittish animal!” Egba scratched his head 

anxiously. 

“Even so, you were too eager to urge the lad to ride the brute,” Isme-Dagan snapped, his 

face tense, his eyes clouded with concern. 

Joseph dropped on the embankment by the roadside and held his head in his hands.  He 

was too spent physically and emotionally to think of what might happen to Raanah, and he 

would not look. 

Kihai-Del spread his hands eloquently and shrugged.  “I see no need to worry.  At the 

worst, there will be one less slave for Accid-Adab to dispose of in Egypt.” 



“Oh, well--.” Egiba made an impatient gesture as if to cast off the annoyance.  “Can 

anyone doubt that the rascal will come riding back as cheerful as ever when the brute has spent 

his wind?” 

“He surely will!  So let’s forget him and bestir ourselves,” Asaph urged.  “Before night, 

we should be as far away as possible, for the raiders may return under cover of darkness.”  That 

was sound advice, so the order was given for the caravan to take the trail. 

They had not travelled far before Raanah came riding toward them.  He sat jauntily in the 

flat saddle, his face beaming with pleasure.  The horse looked tired and subdued.  Raanah patted 

its neck and talked soothingly to it.  His conflict with the little animal was over.  He was its 

master, and it obeyed his touch on the reins. 

That evening as the boys sat apart, eating dry barley bread and curdled camel’s milk, 

Raanah described his ride to Joseph.  “Truly, that horse is a tricky little animal,” he laughed 

contagiously, “yet I was not afraid.  At first I wondered if I could hold on, for he plunged so 

furiously and came down so hard, but when he took the bit and ran, I knew that I could stick.  

Believe me, he ran so fast the wind slapped my face.  It tried to tear my tunic off.  It whistled in 

my ears, and the ground seemed to be rushing backwards.  Oh, Joseph, I never felt so alive in all 

my life.  Why, to be a racing driver would be the finest sport in the world.”  His exuberance 

made him restless.  “Come, let’s go over and look at the horse.” 

They found the animal hobbled and grazing by itself.  Raanah got an a loaf of fodder 

from the camels to piece out its meal, for it looked as if it had never had enough to eat in its life.  

This was not strange, since it had been living in the stony Wilderness of Shur where grass grew 

sparsely.  Raanah found a square of cloth among the baggage and rubbed the little horse down 

until it presented a much smoother appearance.  “I am going to call him ‘Star’,” he decided, “for 

he has a perfect one on his forehead, and my moon-goddess gave him to me.” 

“I presume the raider stole it from some traveler,” Joseph offered.  “Egiba said there were 

several horses in the band.  Do you suppose Accid-Adab will let you keep him?  It would bring 

considerable money should he care to sell it.” 

“But the horse is mine!  He would not dare.”  Raanah burst forth in panic, then quickly 

recovered himself.  “I mean—I had not thought of such a possibility.” 

“Of course,” Raanah paused in his work, “but I am already so fond of the horse, and I had 

not thought--.”  He patted Star to cover his agitation. 

Joseph was sorry that he had spoken.  Making some slight excuse, he left him to regain 

his composure. 

Raanah always took troubles lightly.  Now he whistled softly to keep up his spirits.  Dusk 

had fallen.  The camp was settling into slumber.  He sauntered toward the women’s quarters, 

hoping to see Bashia.  Instead, he almost bumped into her amah, who was prowling in the 

shadows, mumbling to herself.  She was a withered old woman with strangely lighted, deep set 

eyes.  Her mouth, puckered and toothless, was so sunken that it gave her a prominent chin.  Her 

skin was yellow and full of fine wrinkles. 

She glanced up sharply and recognized him.  “Ha!  ‘Tis well you are here, for I would 

have a word with you, young man.”  There was a thin quaver in her voice, and she shook a bony 

finger at him.  “And you must heed me.  I say, ‘Beware!’” 

“How, now, old mother,” he began to jolly her kindly, “of what must I so solemnly 

beware?” 

She blinked her owlish eyes at him.  “You are prone to think that all is fair for you, but 

your fortune is written in the stars.  I read their messages.  And I say, ‘Beware!’  The gods of 



Egypt are very powerful.”  Without explaining, she passed on, mumbling, leaving him to stare 

after her. 

M-m-m.  Queer old croaker, he thought as he walked slowly back to his pallet.  She must 

be mad to presume, fortified as he was by his goddess, that anything but good could happen to 

him. 

He found Joseph awake and told him about the encounter.  “Of course,” he added, “there 

are bound to be changes for all of us after we enter Egypt.  It is inevitable that the members of 

the caravan should scatter.” 

“Yes,” Joseph agreed, “and that might be what the old amah meant.” 

Raanah lapsed into silence.  “I wonder,” he said a few minutes later, “if gods are potent 

only in their own countries.  She intimated that I must beware of the gods of Egypt.” 

“Before long,” Joseph said, “we shall know what the people of Egypt think about the 

power of their gods.” 

Raanah looked at the stars and wondered what portent they held for him to make the old 

amah so positive.  Life had hitherto stretched so alluringly before him.  There was, be believed, 

such a thing as luck.  But what made luck turn from good to bad, or from bad to good?  Was it 

controlled by the stars or by the gods, or by the person himself?  He sighed, for he did not like to 

confess, even to himself, that the words of the old crone disturbed him.  Still, he could not help 

wishing that on this eventful day he had not met her. 

 

(To be continued) 
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