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    “Stunning in its depth and scope, Love’s Sacred Song is a story of love and passion, faith and flaws that will haunt you forever. Mesu Andrews crafts characters that will capture your heart with prose that will stir your soul. Masterful.”


    Roseanna M. White, author of Jewel of Persia and Love Finds You in Annapolis, Maryland


    Praise for Love Amid the Ashes:


    “In Love Amid the Ashes, Mesu Andrews takes a biblical tale of great tragedy and skillfully weaves beauty and love amid the loss. Job’s story brought vividly to life!”


    Jill Eileen Smith, bestselling author of Michal and Bathsheba


    “Mesu Andrews has skillfully brought the Old Testament story of Job to life in Love Amid the Ashes. Throughout this book she explains Job’s faithful adherence to studying the teachings of El Shaddai. Then she creatively reveals how those principles are demonstrated by his interaction with Dinah. You will be moved to tears as the characters reflect the mysterious role suffering plays in our faith. If you enjoy a story that includes a powerful plot, romantic passion, and biblical truth, read this book!”


    Carol Kent, speaker and author of Between a Rock and a Grace Place


    “Love Amid the Ashes is a beautifully written account of Job’s faithfulness and Dinah’s redemption. Mesu’s passion for storytelling and Scripture shines throughout this novel. Not only did I enjoy reading the rich history and details, but the story reawakened my desire to dig deeper into the lives of the Old Testament’s seemingly familiar characters. Congrats to Mesu for a stirring debut!”


    Melanie Dobson, award-winning author of The Black Cloister

  


  
    

    To those who wouldn’t let me quit.

    My husband, my mom, Meg...
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    CHARACTER LIST


    
      
        
          	Abiathar

          	David’s high priest
        


        
          	Abishag

          	Shulammite maiden chosen as David’s bed warmer
        


        
          	Absalom

          	David’s third son; imaMaacah; attempted rebellion when Solomon was a boy
        


        
          	Adonijah

          	David’s fourth son; imaHaggith; attempted coup while David was on his deathbed
        


        
          	Adoniram

          	Solomon’s administrator of foreign labor
        


        
          	Ahishar

          	palace high steward; Son of Judah
        


        
          	Ammizabad

          	Benaiah’s son; killed in battle
        


        
          	Amnon

          	David’s firstborn son; imaAhinoam; raped his sister and was then killed by brother Absalom
        


        
          	Arielah

          	daughter of Jehoshaphat and Jehosheba; Shunem’s treaty bride
        


        
          	Bakari

          	Egyptian ambassador
        


        
          	Barzillai

          	remained loyal to David during Absalom’s rebellion
        


        
          	Bathsheba

          	Solomon’s ima; David’s wife (taken in adultery)
        


        
          	Benaiah

          	David’s captain of the guard; Solomon’s army commander
        


        
          	Bethuel

          	abba of Daughters of Jerusalem; royal tailor
        


        
          	Dalit

          	Bathsheba’s handmaid
        


        
          	David

          	second king of Israel
        


        
          	Dodo

          	weaver in Shunem
        


        
          	Edna

          	matchmaker in Shunem
        


        
          	Elihoreph

          	Solomon’s chief secretary; Son of Judah
        


        
          	Eleazar

          	one of Benaiah’s Mighty Men
        


        
          	Elisheba

          	Reu’s ima; palace cook
        


        
          	Hannah

          	Abishag’s sister; Arielah’s handmaid
        


        
          	Hezro

          	one of Benaiah’s Mighty Men
        


        
          	Hiram

          	king of Tyre (Phoenician)
        


        
          	Igal

          	Arielah’s middle brother
        


        
          	Jehosheba

          	Arielah’s ima
        


        
          	Jehoshaphat

          	Arielah’s abba; Shunem’s judge
        


        
          	Joab

          	David’s army commander
        


        
          	Kemmuel

          	Arielah’s oldest brother
        


        
          	Mahlon

          	Reu’s surrogate abba; scribe
        


        
          	Marah

          	prostitute of Shunem; moves business to Jerusalem
        


        
          	Miriam

          	ima of Daughters of Jerusalem
        


        
          	Naamah

          	Solomon’s Ammonite wife; ima of crown prince
        


        
          	Nahum

          	one-eyed palace guard
        


        
          	Nathan (prince)

          	Solomon’s brother; son of David and Bathsheba
        


        
          	Nathan (prophet)

          	prophet; loyal to Solomon during Adonijah’s coup
        


        
          	Oliab

          	watchman in Jerusalem
        


        
          	Phaltiel

          	chief elder in Shunem after Jehoshaphat
        


        
          	Psusennes

          	successor pharaoh to Sekhet’s father
        


        
          	Rehoboam

          	Solomon’s firstborn; son of Naamah
        


        
          	Reu

          	palace courier; Jehoshaphat’s aide
        


        
          	Ruth

          	kind old woman in Shunem
        


        
          	Sarah

          	widow in Shunem
        


        
          	Sekhet

          	Pharaoh’s daughter; Solomon’s wife
        


        
          	Sherah

          	younger twin Daughter of Jerusalem
        


        
          	Shimei (Baal Hamon)

          	vinedresser at Baal Hamon
        


        
          	Shimei (Benjamite)

          	cursed David during Absalom’s rebellion
        


        
          	Shiphrah

          	older twin Daughter of Jerusalem
        


        
          	Siamun

          	Pharaoh; Sekhet’s father
        


        
          	Solomon

          	son of David and Bathsheba
        


        
          	Yoshim

          	Jehoshaphat’s steward while in Jerusalem
        


        
          	Zadok

          	Solomon’s high priest
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    1


    •1Chronicles 12:23, 32•


    These are the numbers of the men armed for battle ... men of Issachar, who understood the times and knew what Israel should do.


    Arielah tiptoed around the sleeping forms of her surly brothers. Empty wineskins served as silent witnesses to their drunken slumber. Kemmuel and Igal would be snoring till dawn. They’d been a disgrace to Abba Jehoshaphat and to the tribe of Issachar since they were old enough to tend sheep.


    Kemmuel rolled on his side and smacked his lips, and Arielah stood like a stone. A moment later, she reached for the iron handle and tugged open the rough-hewn cedar door. The bottom corner scraped the dirt and creaked on leather hinges. She held her breath. Glancing slowly over her shoulder, she sighed her relief at the steady rise and fall of her brothers’ chests.


    A shadow of melancholy swept over her. They looked so peaceful lying there, but their rage was a living thing boiling just beneath the surface. If only they would let her love them. But her big brothers rebuffed even the love Abba and Ima tried to offer. Arielah had learned at an early age to keep her distance or reap her brothers’ wrath, and now she spent most of her time avoiding them. Tears blurred her vision.


    Focusing beyond them, she saw Ima Jehosheba seated by the cooking stones, waving her out the door. Ima’s wink and loving smile nudged Arielah into the shadowy courtyard. Abba Jehoshaphat had already gone to Shunem’s well for the elders’ meeting. Both parents had known Arielah planned to observe the meeting from a distance, since a woman was never welcome there. And though Abba was a righteous man of faith and prayer, tonight he condoned Arielah’s deception.


    Keeping to the shadows, Arielah left their courtyard and slipped behind a few stacked water jars, feeling more like a bandit than the daughter of Shunem’s most revered judge. Silently she moved among the merchants’ stalls toward the well at the center of Shunem. There every town meeting was held and every bit of gossip found its voice. Crouching behind crates and tables, she remained under the shadow of goatskin canopies covering the empty booths. No merchants lingered this late to hawk their wares. Only dogs and vermin loitered to clean up the scraps.


    She smiled, remembering a time when her childish spying had taken her into the busy streets of Jerusalem. She was only seven when King David had summoned Abba as a northern advisor to consult on a civil matter. The whole family accompanied Jehoshaphat to the capital city. That was the first time I saw Solomon. Arielah’s heart skipped a beat at the thought of the young king. Tonight’s meeting would be very different from the one in Jerusalem so many years ago.


    Inching closer to Shunem’s well, she could hear the buzz of the crowd. Tension showed on men’s perspiring brows, though the early spring winds whipped their robes. Over two hundred men, leaders from all ten of Israel’s northern tribes, now gathered at the city’s center. The fury that brought these men to Shunem had been building for years, but the disgrace of one Shulammite maiden provided the straw that broke the proverbial dromedary’s back.


    Arielah remembered the day Ahishar arrived in Shunem nine new moons ago as the palace high steward. His grand escort was pompous and proud, but his close-set eyes and thinning, straight hair reminded her of a weasel. Abba Jehoshaphat had taught Arielah that outward appearance wasn’t the defining measure of a man; however, after only a day in Ahishar’s presence, Arielah was quite sure the steward’s weaselly appearance matched his character. He had stood at the very well where the angry northern leaders now gathered and announced the search for the most beautiful Israelite maiden to care for the aging King David. Abishag, a girl just one year older than Arielah, won the distinction and was immediately taken to Jerusalem. Word of the girl’s true fate had come through a Shulammite merchant whose sister served in the king’s kitchens. Abishag had become nothing more than David’s belly warmertaken to his bed but never becoming wife or concubine.


    Now the question that burned in every heart had become an inferno. What would become of Abishag when King David cast her aside? No man would want her after she’d been defiled in another man’s bedeven if the palace vowed the relationship was never consummated. Would King Solomon toss her away like refuse, or would he include her in the ongoing care of David’s wives and concubines?


    While Arielah’s heart broke for the girl she’d seen drawing water at Shunem’s well, the men of their town and tribe felt a different emotion. Disgrace blighted the whole tribe of Issachar. Fury over Abishag’s rejection spread like wildfire. Their most beautiful daughter was sacrificed to the whims of Judah’s royalty. Men from Shunem traveled from one tribe to another, stirring the emotions of other hardworking, honest men of the north.


    These were the common folk of Israel, faithful in their annual treks to Gibeon for Passover. These were shepherds, farmers, fishermen, men of the soil and stream. They cried when they were sad and laughed when they were happy. They made no apologies for their lifestyle, or for their emotions. Much to the contrary, they drank deeply from all the wellsprings of life. And tonight, these hardworking, deep-feeling northern officials would spew their fury.


    Arielah searched the crowd for her abba’s silver-streaked head and finally spotted him at the front by the well curb. Her heart swelled, love and pride competing for first place. Her wise abba stood a head taller than the rest of the men, full in form, yet not an ounce of unmuscled flesh. His reputation as a shepherd, vinedresser, and elder had earned him not only the respect of every man in northern Israel but also the approval of King David. Frequently, he sat on the king’s council, each time representing the tribe of Issacharthe tribe famous for understanding their times and knowing what Israel should do.


    Arielah stubbed her toe on an awning post and pressed her lips together to keep from crying out. She must hurry to find an appropriate hiding place. Finally, spotting a donkey attached to a small cart, she knelt between the beast and a merchant’s booth not far from the last row of men in the crowd. She felt as though she needed the reassuring sight of her abba’s strong features, and this vantage point would provide the perfect cover for her to see his changing expressions.


    For weeks, they had tended his flocks together, speaking of the plan Jehoshaphat would present tonight. They had contemplated Israel’s fate and Arielah’s futureand tonight the two would merge.


    “To be used in the king’s bed but rejected as a true bride...” one of the tribal leaders bellowed. “Abishag’s humiliation will not be ignored! It’s an insult to our tribe!”


    Another man beat the air with his fist. “The house of David will abuse us no more!”


    “Let David answer to all of Israel for this abomination!” a third cried.


    Arielah settled into her quiet hiding place for the long night of blustering, and her mind wandered again to that moment when she saw Solomon for the first time. How could I, at seven years old, know I would marry Solomon someday? The question had never occurred to her before. She’d always just known the young prince would be herslike one knows her own name.


    More than ten Passovers ago, King David had summoned her abba to Jerusalem as an advisor when a northern landowner cheated a Judean merchant. Arielah’s brothers had begged to go, and Jehoshaphat agreed, telling Ima he hoped to use the journey as a bonding time with his sons.


    Kemmuel, the older of the boys, seemed especially contrary toward Abba. When Jehoshaphat disciplined, Kemmuel’s sullen countenance screamed of injustice. When Jehoshaphat was merciful, Kemmuel’s smirk challenged his abba’s perceived weakness. Igal, the younger of the boys, simply worshiped the ground his brother walked on and followed his lead in every matter.


    When Arielah heard her brothers were accompanying Abba to Jerusalem, she asked Ima, “Why can’t women travel to Jerusalem too?”


    After a few strategic whispers from his wife, Jehoshaphat agreed to take Jehosheba and Arielah as well.


    “We must travel as quickly as possible,” he said, feigning a stern gaze at his wife and daughter. “No dawdling over intriguing desert animals or flowers.”


    The two earnestly nodded their agreement.


    “It is only one day’s journey for a man on a camel, but we’ll take the donkey and make it in three days.”


    On the fifth day of the journey, Jehoshaphat’s family arrived in Jerusalem with necklaces of woven desert flowers draped around every family member’s neckincluding the donkey’s.


    Arielah remembered traveling the long road up to Jerusalem, thinking the city resembled a long-necked queen with a crown on her head. Three sides of the city’s walls were bordered by deep valleys, and the towering fortress of Zion stood guard on the northern edge of the City of David. As their family entered the eastern gate, Jehosheba tightened her grip on Arielah’s hand. Merchants shouted. Goats and chickens ran through the streets as children chased them. Beggars reached out, and musicians strummed their six-string lyres. Looking to see her ima’s reaction, Arielah caught sight of the magnificent fortress that Abba had described from previous visits. Its imposing walls had been created as empty rooms and then filled with dirt and stones. He had called the fortress impenetrable. She hadn’t known what he meant until she saw the grand structure. Now she understood.


    As she gawked, her gaze wandered to an army officer on the wall near one of the fortress parapets. He was leading five finely dressed soldiers in military drills with swords and shields. That’s when she saw him. Solomon. All five young soldiers wore royal purple tunics under their leather breastplates, and each bore David’s insignia on his shoulder. But Solomon was easy to distinguish. Just as Abba had once described the fortress as impenetrable, he had described Bathsheba’s favored son as extraordinary. There was indeed nothing ordinary about Prince Solomon.


    With luminous dark eyes and raven hair more silky than curly, Prince Solomon wore an air of royalty. He was the tallest of his brothers, his shoulders square. Arielah guessed him the same age as Kemmueltwelve Passovers old. As she was pondering, Solomon rested a moment from his training and glanced through the crowd, catching sight of little Arielah’s bold inspection. When she didn’t turn away, he studied her and finally offered an amused nod. She returned ita sort of truce. She knew in that moment Solomon would be hers someday.


    Ima Jehosheba tugged on her hand, and their family arrived at one of Jerusalem’s small inns. Abba kissed Jehosheba good-bye, and she resumed unpacking the supplies. Abba gave each of his sons a piece of carved leather to barter in the bustling marketplace and hurried off to the palace. Arielah slipped out the door behind him, finding dozens of hiding places in the narrow streets of the City of David. Abba looked back once as though he felt her presence, but he soon turned and continued on his way.


    Pretending she was the daughter of a woman with a basket, she walked past the guards at the fortress gate and entered a different world on the unwalled northern side of the city. David’s luxurious Phoenician-style palace hummed with activity. It didn’t squawk or shout or screech. The palace built as a gift by King Hiram’s carpenters and stonemasons purred with elegance. Arielah watched Abba Jehoshaphat ascend the stone stairway and disappear into the grand cedar doors. Quickly giving up the hope of sneaking past palace guards, she skipped back to the inn. Ima Jehosheba had finished unpacking and asked, “Where are your brothers?”


    Arielah shrugged her shoulders and quickly joined in Ima’s meal preparation, hoping to let the matter drop. Kemmuel and Igal returned at sunset, as did Abba, and Arielah’s spying expedition was almost a secret successalmost.


    “I think I know why King David built his palace on the other side of the fortress of Zion,” she said, munching absently on her last crust of bread. The room fell utterly silent, and she realized she’d revealed her afternoon mischief.


    Jehosheba balled her fists on her hips. “And just when did you see the king’s palace?”


    Arielah swallowed the last bite of bread past the lump in her throat. “I’m sorry, Ima. I wanted to see where Abba was going.”


    Jehoshaphat raised an eyebrow. The gesture seemed to Arielah like both a reprimand and a request to hear more.


    Glancing from one parent to the other, she decided to address Abba’s curiosity rather than Ima’s wrath. “North Jerusalem is much quieter than the southern City of David. A shepherd king needs peace to sleep soundly at night.”


    Abba combed his fingers through his beard as he often did when deep in thought. His frown gave way to a slight grin. “You are perceptive, my lamb. The king said to me this afternoon, ‘I’m quite safe on the north side of the fortress since any enemy would have to conquer our ten northern tribes before arriving on my doorstep. I’d have plenty of time to move my household into the fortress before they reached Jerusalem.’”


    The memory jolted Arielah like a splash of cold water, and she became suddenly aware of the cries of revolt resounding from beside Shunem’s well.


    “What if it’s my daughter next time?” one of the elders at Shunem’s well shouted.


    “We should be sharpening our plowshares.”


    “Judah must pay for their arrogance, and David’s family repent of their pride.”


    The sun had taken its leave behind the foothills of Mount Gilboa, and torchlight cast eerie shadows across the distorted faces of angry men. How could King David have guessed that his most dangerous enemy might be Israel’s northern ten tribes?


    A shiver crept up Arielah’s spine, raising the hairs on her arms to attention. Why do I feel as though I’m being watched? She glanced behind and around her, then set aside the thought, straining to hear what another elder was saying. It seemed the crowd was beginning to quiet, a sure sign that Abba would soon speak. Jehoshaphat always listened well and spoke last.
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    •1Kings 2:1011•


    Then David rested with his fathers. ... He had reigned forty years over Israel.


    Israel’s great warrior king lay shivering on a straw mattress, reduced to a mass of withered flesh by the inescapable weapon of time. Levites circled David’s bed, waving censers full of incense and beseeching the God of their abbas for mercy on behalf of their beloved king. But the aromatic censers couldn’t disguise the smell of death in the opulent royal chamber.


    “Can’t we do something else to warm him?” Solomon asked the palace physician as Abba David convulsed with yet another chill.


    The old man bowed his head. “I’m sorry, my king. We’ve done all we can.”


    Servants scurried about, jostling the glowing embers in the bronze braziers, trying to look busy. Solomon recognized the hopelessness on their faces. He knew no more could be done. The trade routes he was working to establish with Egypt and Tyre would soon avail them of the mysterious herbs from the Far East, but they would arrive too late to help Abba David.


    Medicinal scents of balsam and myrrh mingled with stale sweat to create an aura Solomon would not soon forget. He’d stayed in Abba’s chamber through the night, bound by cords of love after the physician’s prediction of David’s imminent passing. In dawn’s early glow, Solomon stared glassy-eyed into the round braziers filled with burning grapevines. The fragrant warming pots surrounding Abba’s bed fought the relentless chill that plagued the old king. But what of the chill in the young king? The icy dread that skittered up his spine and the sweat dripping down his back? Solomon’s linen robes hung in a mass of sweaty rags, testifying to his enduring vigil at David’s bedside. Tears joined the beads of perspiration on his cheeks. I don’t want to lose my abba, Lord, but I can’t bear to see him linger like this.


    The mound of blankets atop the king moved. The great King David groaned. His suffering continued. So it had continued day after day. Solomon looked away, unable to bear the scene. The strongest man I know, now lying at death’s door, unable to cross the threshold.


    Tilting his head up like a child, Solomon was comforted by Benaiah’s presence. As captain of the king’s guard, Benaiah now protected Solomon as he had shielded David all these years. Solomon smiled at the big man, their eyes communicating more than words.


    The captain stood nearly five cubits tall, almost eye to eye with a camel. His wide neck and broad shoulders made his military exploits even more fantastic. But his victories couldn’t express his full character. Brave? Yes. Loyal? To a fault. Yet the tears brimming on his long lashes comforted Solomon more than a thousand fallen enemies. Benaiah was more than a soldier. He was a friend, and his heart was breaking too. Even the great Benaiah couldn’t protect King David from age’s cruel grip.


    Seated on the other side of David’s bed was Bathsheba, Solomon’s ima and the most powerfuland persecutedof the king’s wives. Long ago, David had taken her to his bed and arranged her first husband’s death. Nathan the prophet faithfully delivered God’s message of judgment. David had listened, as he often did, and God forgave, as He always did.


    Now the faithful prophet Nathan stood watching in a distant corner, his face a mask of unreadable papyrus. He lived in perpetual listening with a spirit only the voice of God could reach. Solomon smiled as he studied the old prophet. The man of God moved his lips but made no sound. What did one pray when he already knew the will of Jehovah?


    Zadok the priest stood directly to Nathan’s left, quietly chanting, entreating the Lord for His mercy. Prophet and priest interceding for king. I must remember to speak with Zadok about the burial procession and the order of the princes. The princes ... Solomon winced. Only a few days ago, his brother Adonijah had tried unsuccessfully to usurp Solomon’s reign. Thanks to Ima Bathsheba and the brave efforts of the three loyal men in this roomZadok, Nathan, and BenaiahSolomon had secured his abba’s blessing and reestablished his right to the throne. Since then, these allies had not left Solomon’s side.


    Abba David had been Israel’s great warrior king for forty years, but most of his final battles were fought in his own palace. How Solomon wished he could have shielded his abba from the pain of their family’s sordid upheaval. Brother raping sister. Brother killing brother. Brother stealing abba’s thronewell, almost stealing it. Subduing the Philistines, Ammonites, and other nations must have seemed mundane compared to the conflicts among David’s own children.


    Solomon stroked his abba’s forehead. Israel’s beloved shepherd king made all his sons advisors after they celebrated their twelfth Passover, and in the ten Passovers since Solomon had observed the way of kings, he’d learned one thing. Israel’s fiercest enemies didn’t fight with javelin, spear, or sword. They fought with sharp minds and poisoned tongues. If he hoped to build Israel from nation to kingdom, he must reason first and fight last.


    Solomon’s gaze fell again on his abba’s sunken eyes and gaunt cheeks. The shell of a man before him was a stranger. All his life Solomon had heard of King David’s rise from the shepherd’s field to the battlefield with a rock and a sling and faith big enough to slay a giant. Abba united twelve unruly tribes and governed them as one nation.


    Solomon rested his elbows on the straw mattress and let his head drop into his hands. Digging his fingers into his raven hair as though he would pull out fistfuls, he whispered, “Oh, Abba, how can I rule this unruly nation without you to guide me?”


    “Your abba believes you have great wisdom, my lord.” A muffled female voice rose from beneath the blankets.


    Solomon snapped to attention. He hadn’t intended his words to be heard.


    Abba David smiled weakly. “She s-speaks t-t-truth, my s-son.” His teeth chattered as he spoke.


    The young king reached out to pull the blankets nearer his abba’s face, but a delicate hand met his, and warmth like fire raced from his fingertips to his cheeks.


    “Here, let me do it, my lord.” The girl, Abishag, spoke again, her melodic voice dancing amid the priest’s whispered prayers. She tucked the blankets tightly around herself and the royal charge lying beneath her. Silky black hair lay in sweaty clumps against her face.


    Solomon studied the outline of her soft curvesthe long, slender woman that draped Abba like a blanket. He marveled at the depth of intimacy shared between a dying king and a poor northern maiden. They lived a pure and transparent love. Love without the consummation of body, it was a deeper consummation of the heart that spoke without words.


    Solomon glanced at his ima. Even Bathsheba’s undying love couldn’t match the inner connectedness between Abba and the Shulammite. Abishag’s relationship with the king had been cultivated over endless hoursundisturbed, heartwarming, meaningful hoursin which words were useless and physical intimacy unnecessary.


    Leaning closer, Solomon kissed David’s cheek and whispered, “Rest now, Abba. I’m sorry I disturbed you. Save your strength.”


    Solomon watched as Abishag stroked Abba’s hair, and he wondered again, Would it be so wrong to take Abishag as my concubine after Abba dies? She’s not a concubine or wife in the physical sense, after all.


    With a voice full of death’s rattle, David croaked through trembling lips, “Be strong! Show yourself a man.”


    Solomon glanced sheepishly at Abishag, feeling his neck and cheeks flame at his abba’s rebuking tone. “Yes, Abba. You’ve instilled in me the courage of a strong man.” Though God had told Abba personally that Solomon would rule Israel with peace on every side, the warrior king seemed hard-pressed to believe a strong ruler could manage without a sword in his hand.


    “No!” the old king rasped through chattering teeth. “Listen. You must remember the Lord’s commands, my sonuse your strength to walk in His ways and keep His laws and requirements, as written in the law of Moses.”


    Again, Solomon’s eyes found Abishag’s. A single tear made its way across the bridge of her nose as she lay on Abba David’s chest.


    Solomon’s heart softened. Let Abba speak a hundred instructionseach word was a treasure in these final moments. “Yes, Abba. I will be strong. I will follow God’s laws.”


    “You know that General Joab killed two innocent men in times of peace. Deal with him according to your wisdom, my son, but don’t let his gray head go down to the grave in peace.” He shivered violently, and Abishag curled herself tightly around him. Abba David closed his eyes, determination lining his brow as he choked out more words. “Show kindness to the s-sons of Barzillai, who stood by m-me when I fled from your b-brother Absalom’s treachery.”


    Solomon nodded but remained quiet.


    David paused too and then laid a shaky hand atop the blanket on Abishag’s back. “Do you remember when your brother Absalom tried to steal my kingdom?”


    Solomon frowned. “I remember our whole family left Jerusalem and fled to Mahanaim for safety.”


    David gently patted Abishag, waiting until Solomon’s attention rested on her. “And do you remember the sins your brother Absalom committed against the ten concubines I left to care for my palace when the rest of our family fled?”


    Solomon felt the blood drain from his cheeks. He stared mutely at Abishag, then David. “Abba, I would never defile your wives or concubines as Absalom did. I have made provision for all your women to be cared for in a new wing on the north side of the palace.”


    No response. Only silence. Solomon saw fear flicker in Abishag’s eyes. The girl had been misled by royal promises beforepromised a king’s bed, refused a bride’s rights.


    Determination welled up inside Solomon. “Though I will inherit all your wives and concubines, Abba, I assure you that it will be in name only. I am simply following the advice of our advisors to adopt the custom of neighboring countries.”


    David nodded, seemingly appeased, and Abishag drew the blanket over his arm once more, surrounding him in their warm cocoon. Solomon sighed heavily and prepared to leave, his mind wandering to the calendar changes necessary according to the astronomical charts he’d been studying.


    A cold, weak hand reached out and grabbed his wrist. “Solomon!”


    His heart nearly leapt from his chest. “Abba, what?”


    David’s cloudy eyes glistened. “Remember that you have with you Shimei son of Gera, who called down bitter curses on me the day we fled Absalom’s rebellion and went to Mahanaim. I swore before the Lord that I would not put him to death by the sword, but you are a man of wisdom, Solomon. You will know what to do.”


    Solomon let his full weight fall onto the wooden stool beside David’s bed. “Abba, you say I have wisdom to know what to do with General Joab, and that I’ll know how to deal with Shimei. But what makes you think I have this wisdom? Until a few days ago, you were still officially king of Israel, and I was one of the advisor princes. City elders were deciding disputes among the people, and you still passed down national rulings through your royal officials. What makes you think I will suddenly have the wisdom to secure this kingdom under my reign?” The final words came out in more of a whine than Solomon intended, but truth be told, he’d wanted to ask Abba that question for weeks.


    King David smiled through chattering teeth. Abishag’s large, doe eyes blinked from one king to the other, seemingly waiting for someone to rule on something.


    “Well?” Solomon said, chuckling. “Are you going to let me in on whatever you find so amusing?”


    “Have I ever told you your real name, Solomon?”


    A slight gasp escaped Bathsheba’s lips, and Solomon’s world tilted a little. “My real name?” He couldn’t stem his tears when he saw Ima Bathsheba reach for David’s quaking hand. Abba and Ima had always known a deeper love than had David with his other wives.


    “Your ima and I named you Solomon, which means peace, and that name was confirmed when Yahweh spoke to me and said you would build His temple and reign in peace over Israel. But on the night you were born, Nathan the prophet delivered a message from the Lord, giving you a special name.”


    “Ima? What is he saying?” Solomon asked, but Ima Bathsheba’s gaze was fixed on her husband.


    Adoration, memories, perhaps some regretall were etched into the fine lines of Ima’s beautiful face. “After our first son died, your abba comforted me,” she said, “and you were born a year later. We named you Solomon in hopes that your life would be characterized by peace rather than the turmoil that surrounded our union”


    “My lord,” the prophet Nathan interrupted, “Jehovah sent word to your parents through me that you were to be called Jedidiah, loved of the Lord.”


    “What? Jedidiah?” The word sounded strange in his ears. “I don’t understand. Why am I hearing this name for the first time?”


    Nathan looked first at David and then at Bathsheba. “Because though your parents have known since your birth that you are beloved of the Lord, such knowledge among the princes would have placed your life in grave danger.”


    A sob escaped Solomon’s lips before he could muffle it.


    “Last year,” David said, “when we held the temple preparation assembly, I announced four things in the hearing of all Israel. You are God’s choice as Israel’s king and will be the builder of His temple. Your reign will be characterized by peace, and most astounding of allYahweh will be your Abba.” A single tear slid down King David’s cheek. “You are Jedidiah, my son, and with His love will come the wisdom to rule His people.”


    A fierce cough shook the old king’s body, and Solomon reached for a steaming cloth. David pushed it away, fighting for words. “Remember those in Israel who must be dealt with before our nation can live in peacebefore you can live in peace.” Tears blurred Solomon’s vision as Abba David continued his charge. “Shalom-on. Establish your throne ... and then ... seek peace, for yourself and for Israel.” The old king shivered uncontrollably, and Abishag’s slender form curled tightly around him. “Live your name, my son, Shalom-on.” He struggled to say more, but his words were choked off by a weak cough and a gasp for life’s breath.


    Nathan and Zadok emerged from the corner, their prayers silenced by Jehovah’s whisper to the prophet’s spirit. Bathsheba’s quiet sobs turned to wails as she saw their approach. She too must have sensed the inevitable coming quickly.


    Solomon leaned in to kiss his abba’s cheek, his face now almost touching Abishag’s forehead. He could feel her breath on his beard. She rolled aside, snuggling into the curve of David’s arm, leaving her lingering scent of cinnamon and saffron.


    The three remained motionless, suspended in time. Each was afraid to move lest they lose the moment to eternity, each knowing death would be the victor in the warrior king’s final battle.


    Gathering his last breath, David whispered, “Peace, Solomon. Seek peace, Jedidiah.”


    “Yes, Abba. I will.” The young king laid his head on his abba’s chest and heard mighty King David’s last heartbeat.

  


  
    

    3


    •2Samuel 3:1•


    The war between the house of Saul and the house of David lasted a long time. David grew stronger and stronger, while the house of Saul grew weaker and weaker.


    Arielah searched for Jehoshaphat’s face in the crowd. Smiling to herself, she realized he had followed his usual customremaining silent until every other argument was heard. A hush fell over the crowd, and every face turned expectantly toward her abba. It seemed the heavens themselves drew near to hear the words of Shunem’s highest city official.


    “Men of Israel,” Jehoshaphat began in low tones, “our twelve tribes have brawled and battled since the desert wanderings in Moses’s day. But Israel’s recent past is most painful. After King Saul died, do you recall the bloody civil war that consumed our country?” He scanned the crowd, and his gaze fell on a few younger officials. “Some of you are too young to remember it, but you’ve learned about it at your abbas’ knees.” Then looking at one of the older officials, he prodded, “But you, Zophar, you remember the days of blood in Israel, don’t you?”


    The older man nodded and then lowered his gaze. No one wanted to speak of Israel’s dreadful days before David’s rule.


    Jehoshaphat scanned the crowd, the majority of gray-bearded faces now noticeably subdued. “The tribes of Israel have always acted like a family with too many children in one tent. We bicker and fight, jealousy and suspicion fueling the fires of resentment and rage. Brothers, open your eyes and see the hand of God. The tribe of Judah has prospered and grown while the rest of Israel’s tribes have waned. God has given David success, and to the king’s credit, instead of using God’s blessing for his own gain, King David has proven faithful, seeking Jehovah’s heart and maintaining a united Israel.”


    The night air fell silent. Jehoshaphat removed a torch from the hand of a man beside him and then shouted and slammed the torch against the well post, snapping it in two. “We are a holy people chosen by the Lord as the apple of His eye! We must act like it!”


    Every eye was upon him, and the silence that followed echoed louder than any of the evening’s shouts. It seemed even the locusts stopped their song until Jehoshaphat spoke again.


    Arielah watched Abba in stunned awe but noticed a mischievous grin working its way across his lips.


    “Elder Reuben,” he said, “are you awake now?”


    Laughter erupted as a drowsy elder patted out the torch’s sparks kindling in his beard. Abba’s antics had relieved the crowd’s tension like a hole in a wineskin. Yet he conveyed his pointKing David deserved respect because he had received God’s favor. Arielah stifled a giggle and marveled anew at Abba’s wisdom.


    Consumed by her thoughts, she didn’t feel the man’s breath on her neck until it was too late. A huge, calloused hand clamped over her mouth. Instinctively, she grabbed at the hand and turned, trying to free herself and identify her attacker. Before she could break away, another shadowy figure cast a musty woolen blanket over her head, blinding her to the direction she was now being dragged.


    Her mind reeled, panic warring with reason. She dared not cry out, for if her presence at the meeting was discovered, Abba would be disgraced. So she fought silently, tenaciously; her legs and arms jerked and squirmed. The first attacker kept his hand over her mouth and carried her under his arm like a sack of grain, trapping her arms at her sides. The second man clamped her legs in the same side-armed grip and held the blanket in place to hide their identity. The elders’ voices were growing faint, and Arielah knew the men were hauling her away from the crowd.


    The first man stumbled over a rock in the street, and the blanket swayed just enough for her to glimpse their surroundings. Old Ruth’s small home was directly beside them, just past the baker’s market stall. Fear rose to terror when she realized these men were carrying her toward the city gate. She couldn’t let them violate heror worse.


    Lord Jehovah, she prayed silently, if they carry me outside the gate, I have no hope of rescue. Certain Abba would rather forgive her for disgracing him than attend her funeral or mourn her lost honor, Arielah fought like an animal against the men whose plans were unclear but unthinkable. She bit the hand covering her mouth and released the screams he’d held captive.


    “Ouch!” came a muffled voice, just before she felt a blow to her cheek. “Shut up, you little fool,” he whispered, replacing his hand over her mouth.


    The familiar voice robbed her of breath.


    “See how she fights, this little lion of God.” The other man chuckled, low and foreboding. “Abba named her well.”


    Arielah’s body went limp. Kemmuel. Igal. She could never overpower her brothers.


    “What’s the matter, little sister? Why not fight like a man if you want to attend a man’s meeting?”


    Like a limp rag, Arielah lay motionless in their arms, afraid to move or speak. Her submission seemed to fuel their fury, for Kemmuel suddenly yanked her legs, pulling her from Igal’s grip. Her shoulders and head hit the ground with a thud.


    Kemmuel released her legs and tore away the blanket, staring down at her with hate in his eyes. Arielah tried to scurry to her feet, but he lunged forward. “Oh no you don’t.” His hand clamped onto her wrist like a vise.


    “No! Please!” she said, sobbing. Searing pain shot up her arm.


    “Grab her other wrist,” he ordered Igal. “We’ll drag her outside the gate, where no one can hear her scream.” When Arielah tried to twist away, they tightened their grasps, painfully crushing the delicate tendons and bones in her wrists. They yanked her backward, her arms extended overhead. She left a single, meandering trail in the dark, dusty street of Shunem.


    Why? Why do you hate me? She wanted to plead, but she knew they would only laugh and prolong the ridicule. Her brothers had always been cruel, but their cruelty had lately intensified to violence. They were careful to leave wounds and bruises Abba couldn’t see.


    “Oh!” she cried out as a discarded piece of pottery tore into her robe and flesh.


    “Ah, little sister found her tongue, Igal. We’ll have to make sure she doesn’t tell Abba.”


    Jehoshaphat knew of his sons’ failings but didn’t realize the extent of their brutality. Abba had disciplined and taught all three children as a wise abba should, but rather than accept his love, Kemmuel and Igal shunned familial ties and blamed Arielah for every hardship in their lives.


    “Please, brothers,” she whimpered, “I won’t tell Abba. Please let me go. Stop before you do something you’ll regret.” Arielah wriggled in their grasp, trying to position her torn robe between raw flesh and the littered street.


    Kemmuel spit in her face. “My only regret is that you were born. Before you came along, Igal and I held at least a portion of Abba’s heart.” Arielah saw a moment of vulnerability on the moonlit features towering above herjust before an iron gate slammed shut on Kemmuel’s emotions.


    Her heart broke at the pain beneath his hatred. At least now she understood the source of her brothers’ cruelty. But they believed a lie. Abba loved his sons deeply. Could anyone convince them they’d cheated themselves all these years?


    When they were finally beyond Shunem’s walls, the men released her. She rolled on her back, appreciating the softness of her woolen robe.


    The brothers positioned themselves at her hands and feet. “You take her wrists, Igal, and I’ll grab her ankles.”


    Arielah’s reaction was quick and instinctive. Like a crab beside the Great Sea, she pulled her hands and feet under her and tried to scoot away. But before she could escape, Igal’s meaty hands found her wrists again, and Kemmuel grabbed her ankles.


    “Let’s see how high our sister can fly, Igal!” The two swung Arielah from side to side, lifting her higher with each rhythmic sway. Finally, Kemmuel began the count. “One, and two, and threeeeee!”


    Arielah sailed into the air and hit the cold, unyielding ground with a sickening thud. She saw torchlight flash at the corners of her vision and then welcomed the sweet darkness that would spare her further torment.
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    Arielah’s eyes opened slowly as from a dream, but her throbbing head reminded her of the nightmare she’d endured. Nervously glancing right and left to be sure her brothers were gone, she stood on wobbly legs. The blood rushing to her head pounded like a wooden spoon on Ima’s cooking pots. The fresh wounds on her right side and leg stung like a thousand bees. Her robe, shredded by the dragging, offered no protection from the cool night air.


    Arielah slowly regained her bearings. Outside the city gate, she saw torches amid the distant crowd gathered at the well. Moonlight surrounded her, casting an eerie glow on her torn robe and bloodstained mantle. Beneath her mantle, the headpiece binding her hair was soaked with blood, and she could feel a warm trickle seeping down the back of her neck. Touching a lump on the back of her head, she winced when her fingers found a small cut in its center.


    Not so bad this time, she thought, making her way toward the gate. She would slip quietly back to their home and wash her wounds using the water jar in the far corner of the courtyard. Hopefully Ima would be busy inside and wouldn’t notice her return. The cuts and scrapes from her dragging would be easy enough to clean up, but the head wound would require more care. She must hurry. When Abba presented his plan, she must be ready. Israel’s treaty bride could hardly appear to the northern officials looking like a tattered beggar.


    Arielah limped back toward the city, thankful their house was one of those nestled within the high protective walls surrounding Shunem. Entering the southern gate, she walked a few paces toward their courtyard, where a fenced garden lay just outside their home. Here Arielah could tend her wounds and still faintly hear some of the elders’ meeting. Pausing just a moment before entering the courtyard, she heard Abba’s raised voice wafting on the crisp night air.


    “My northern brothers, we have fought our Judean brothers and eyed them with suspicion for too long. We are too quick to condemn, too slow to listen.”


    Arielah hurried into the courtyard to retrieve the water jar and stool. Picking up an old rag, she began washing the wounds on her right leg and ribs, wondering all the while how she might slip into the house unnoticed for a fresh robe and headpiece.


    The sound of hoofbeats intruded. They were approaching the city, heavy and pounding. The lumbering gallop of a camel, not the clipped pace of a mule or horse. She stood and limped toward the city gate as quickly as her bruised leg would carry her. Just as she reached the gate, a camel and rider bearing King David’s banner passed in a flurry of dust.


    What is a royal messenger doing alone in Shunemat night, on a camel? With the known tension between the king’s household and Shunem, sending a royal representative alone was unusual. “But to come at night ... and on a camel rather than a horse.” She whispered her confusion to no one.


    The messenger and his rumbling mount raced toward the well and awkwardly haltedbut not before knocking over four or five slow-moving officials. The men seemed about to raise a fuss, but the messenger atop his perch cried out, “My lords!” The panic in the young man’s voice gave everyone pause.


    “Speak, sir,” Jehoshaphat said from the front of the crowd.


    “King David is dead!” the young man sobbed more than shouted. He tapped the camel on the shoulder, and it knelt. The messenger rolled off the beast and made his way to the front of the gathering, where Jehoshaphat awaited him.


    Confusion reigned, giving Arielah a chance once again to slink to the same donkey cart where she’d found cover before her attack.


    The torchlight revealed the royal messenger as a chubby young man who must have been twenty years old to be in the king’s service, but he looked more like twelve. Tears streamed down his round cheeks. “Our king is dead!” he cried. “King David rests with his abbas and will be buried in the City of David tomorrow morning.”


    Silence hung like a shroud as each man weighed the effects of those words. David had reigned in Israel for forty years, and his would be the first royal burial in Israel. Saul, the nation’s first king, had been killed in battle by the Philistines and his bones buried in Jabesh-Gilead. How does one bury a legend? Arielah wondered.


    What do we do? was echoed in the chill wind of silence.


    What do we do? was written on the furrowed brows of the elders.


    What do we do? was even etched on the faces of Jehoshaphat’s rebellious sons. They too had found their way into the noble crowd.


    What would become of God’s chosen people now that God’s chosen leader was dead?


    What do I do? Arielah’s question was more imminent. Would Abba reveal his plan tonight? Would her future still be decided at this meeting of Israel’s northern officials?
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    •Psalm 22:10•


    From birth I was cast upon you; from my mother’s womb you have been my God.


    Jehoshaphat scanned the sea of frightened faces surrounding Shunem’s well. “Take heart, my brothers. King David has died; God has not.”


    His own heart was breaking at the thought of the great man’s death, but he dare not show it. Not yet. “Remember that God has placed young Solomon on the throne, and competent menBenaiah the captain, Zadok the priest, and Nathan, God’s prophetstand at his side.”


    He stepped up on the well curb to regain control before the mournful beating of breasts and rending of garments began. “Listen, brothers. Those of you who wish to honor the years of King David’s faithfulness, meet me at the southern city gate as soon as you can pack your camels. Only dromedaries for this swift trip, and only one man per beast. If we leave soon, we should arrive in Jerusalem by midmorning tomorrow to join the burial procession of our king.”


    Stunned faces in the crowd remained silent, and Jehoshaphat knew he must address the raw emotion that still bubbled beneath the surface. “Our king’s death does not make right the wrongs done by his household, but he was God’s anointed.” A few muted tongues began to whisper, and heads nodded their assent. “All of Israel will grieve the customary thirty days, and then I will return to Jerusalem a second time to offer condolences to King Solomon personally. At that time, I will present the concerns of our northern tribes.” Relief eased the tension on the elders’ weathered faces as Jehoshaphat offered his final remark. “If our young king is a righteous man like his abba, he will hear our grievances and my plan for peace.”


    At the mention of a plan for peace, the crowd seemed to lean forward as if waiting for more details. When no explanation came, one official voiced the group’s collective concern. “Good Jehoshaphat, we know you are wise, and your past faithfulness persuades us to trust you, but we would sleep easier tonight if” The man stammered, but nods and jabs from his peers spurred him to complete his thought. “We want to know what plan you will propose to the king.”


    Jehoshaphat paused, meeting the frightened stares of many longtime friends. “I have never failed you before. You must trust me nowwithout knowing all the details.”


    A nervous buzz filled the air as Shunem’s judge reached his arm around the shoulders of the king’s messenger. “Please come to my home tonight, son. We’ll get you a fresh camel for the return trip to Jerusalem.”


    “Thank you, my lord. King Solomon sent out messengers to all northern tribes this morning, and my dromedary has maintained a quick pace to reach Shunem by nightfall. I’m grateful for your hospitality.” The camel squawked and spit as if realizing it had been mentioned.


    Jehoshaphat grinned at the surly beast and patted the messenger’s shoulder. “We’ll be sure both you and your camel get plenty of food and water.”


    Relief was written in the rotund youngster’s tear-streaked face. “My camel wondered if she would find food and shelter this evening.”


    Jehoshaphat laughed at the boy’s clever reply. Straightforward. Tenderhearted. Quick-witted. Yes, the palace had sent the right man for the job.


    While the two moved through the crowd toward home, some men called out their support and promises to accompany Jehoshaphat to Jerusalem this evening, but Shunem’s judge still heard murmurs rippling on the breeze.


    “I’d feel better if I knew what he planned to present to the king,” one said.


    “Perhaps he’ll tell us more during the mourning period before he returns to Jerusalem,” another said.


    Jehoshaphat was determined to focus on his guest and the imminent journey to Jerusalem. Leading the palace messenger toward home, Jehoshaphat asked, “What is your name, young man?”


    “Reu, my lord.”


    They passed the last stragglers from the crowd, and Jehoshaphat noticed Kemmuel and Igal loitering near one of the market stalls. Waving them over, he said, “Reu, these are my sons, and they will help you tend your camel.” Kemmuel scowled his disapproval, but Jehoshaphat ignored his foul mood. “And then they will escort you to our home for a fine meal.”


    Igal mirrored his brother’s sour expression, neither son masking his impatience. Kemmuel kicked a rock across the path while Igal kept his gaze averted. Jehoshaphat was tempted to apologize for their rudeness, but when he turned to Reu, the young man bowed and addressed his grumbling caretakers.


    “My camel’s name is Delilah,” he said to Kemmuel, who tried to ignore the jovial young man. “I named her thus because she is a willful female that leads me into sin wherever we go.”


    Kemmuel’s eyes bulged and searched Igal’s face as if making sure his slow-witted brother had heard. Suddenly both of Jehoshaphat’s sons collapsed in a fit of laughter and finally gathered their wits enough to move toward the waiting Delilah. The young messenger looked over his shoulder and winked at Shunem’s judge. Jehoshaphat wished he could win his sons’ fondness so readily.


    With a sad shrug, he turned toward home, dreading the news he must give Arielah. She would be disappointed that the treaty bride announcement must wait, but she would understand. Leaving the crowd behind, he saw only a delicate silhouette in the moonlight, waiting by his courtyard gate. He could hear gentle sniffing and knew his daughter was crying. Of course, he thought. She must have heard everything from her hiding place in the market.


    Approaching in the darkness, Jehoshaphat spoke only when close enough to whisper. “Your ima chose your name rightly.” Tilting her chin up, he said, “Truly, from the womb you have been our lion of God, and tonight is yet another circumstance in which you must stand strong.”


    A new wave of tears overtook her, and she melted into his arms, releasing giant, heaving sobs.


    “I’m so sorry, little one,” he said, holding her tightly. “I could not pronounce you as Israel’s treaty bride tonightas the one who will salve the wounds of Abishag’s disgrace. In light of King David’s death, I felt in my spirit that Solomon should hear the proposal first, before the northern tribes approve it.” Arielah’s tears quieted, and he whispered to his daughter’s broken heart, “I ask you the same question I asked the elders of Israel’s northern tribes. Can you trust me to do what is best for you without knowing all the details?” Jehoshaphat held her at arm’s length, awaiting her response, searching her eyes for the truth.


    “I trust you wholeheartedly,” she said. “I know you will do what is right for meand what is best for Israel.”


    Jehoshaphat felt the dampness of her sleeve. She must have wet it with her tears, he thought. Then a cool breeze blew, and her robe fluttered. The clouds cleared, and the moonlight revealed the complete trust on Arielah’s faceand something more.


    Blood.


    Jehoshaphat was stricken. He studied her torn robe and for the first time noticed the bloodstains on her head covering and mantle. The control he’d displayed as Shunem’s judge vanished, the restraint of his emotions evaporating like morning mist.


    “Arielah, are you all right?” He gathered her in his arms again, grief nearly choking him, and his heart was torn in two. “What happened?” he whispered in her ear. But in his spirit, he knew. Arielah’s silence confirmed her brothers’ involvement. From the time they were children, she had yearned for their acceptance, hoped for their repentance, but only reaped their wrath.


    Jehoshaphat squeezed his eyes shut. Jehovah, wisdom fails me when it comes to these rebellious sons of mine. What am I to do? He had been praying for his sons’ transformation for years and loved all three of his children deeply; yet how does one separate hatred for deeds from the persons themselves?


    Arielah pulled away to meet his gaze. “I thought tonight would be the beginning of my escape from my brothers’ cruelty. I thought I could hold on as long as I knew the treaty bride plan was in place, as long as I knew God had a plan for me...” Her voice trailed away into quiet sobs, muffled in her abba’s shoulder.


    Jehoshaphat felt a tear slide down his cheek. Surely his heart would break in two. “Oh, my precious lamb,” he said, “Jehovah does have a purpose for all this.” As he held her tightly, their shoulders shook, unified in sorrow.


    When their tears had ebbed, she nestled her head against him. “I believe it is as you said, Abba. From the womb, Jehovah has called me to be a lion of God, but when my brothers’ hatred flares, I feel like a frightened lamb.”


    “My precious girl,” he said, “I have tried to protect you”


    “Abba, this is not your fault!” she said, stepping away, passion in her tone. “You can’t change their hearts. And you can’t protect me every moment.”


    Gathering her into his arms again, he continued. “I know I can’t watch over you all the time, but if you were married . . . sometimes I wish you were called to an ordinary life, to marry a shepherd and give me a multitude of grandchildren.” His words were choked by the tightness in his throat. When he could speak again, he did so in a whisper. “But when one is called to great heights, Arielah, the pathway up the mountain is often riddled with deep ruts.”


    Just then, Jehoshaphat felt a hand on his shoulder. Releasing Arielah, he slipped his arm around his wife’s petite waist. Jehosheba must have heard the elders’ meeting adjourn and saw the two standing by the courtyard gate. She melted into her husband’s side and looked tenderly at Arielah.


    “Come, daughter. I’ve heard enough and seen enough to know that our sons have again dealt with you harshly.” Jehosheba turned and stroked Jehoshaphat’s cheek. “And I can see from the look in your eyes that the meeting with the officials must not have gone well.” She reached for Arielah’s hand without waiting for her husband’s confirmation. “The news of the meeting can wait, my love, but our daughter’s wounds cannot. Come, precious one.” Arielah cast a backward glance at him while Jehosheba guided her to the back corner of their courtyard for privacy.


    Jehoshaphat gathered the water jar and stool, followed the women, and positioned the stool so that Arielah could sit between them. Jehosheba reached for the rag to tend the head wound, but Jehoshaphat stopped his wife’s hand and gently reached for the cloth. He met his wife’s gaze, united in their grief as only parents of suffering children can be.


    Caring little about the propriety of his actions, he removed his daughter’s mantle and tenderly unwound her blood-caked headpiece while Jehosheba tended Arielah’s side and leg. When he lit a clay lamp to see the cut on her head, a soft groan escaped his lips.


    “It’s not so bad, Abba,” she said, squeezing his hand. “It will heal quickly.” Love and tears formed an unbroken circle as two weeping parents ministered to their beloved girl. Finally, Arielah stood, ready to go inside for fresh clothes.


    “Arielah,” Jehoshaphat called. She stopped, waiting for him to speak, but his throat was clenched tight. Washing her wounds had magnified the very real dangers that awaited Arielah as Israel’s treaty bride. Did she fully understand, or was she blinded by her dreams of Solomon? “My lamb, as Israel’s treaty bride, you will experience great joy, and our nation will reach unparalleled unity.” He paused, emotion constricting his throat. “But joy and unity come at a price. You’ll face great danger in Jerusalem. This commitment could require enormous sacrifice.”


    Eyes glistening, she nodded. “As I said, Abba, I believe the hardships I’ve borne have prepared me”


    Jehoshaphat stepped toward her, taking her hands in his. “But here I’ve been able to provide some protection for you. In Jerusalem you’ll be alone in the king’s household.”


    “Abba, I am never alone.” She reached up to brush a tear from his cheek. “When I was a child, you protected me from Kemmuel and Igal. I am not a child anymore, and now only Jehovah can protect mewhether in Shunem from my brothers or in Jerusalem as Israel’s treaty bride.”


    Jehoshaphat’s resolve shattered into a thousand teardrops. “Are you sure you want to do this? Do you want to give your life to Solomonknowing the turmoil of our country and the fate of life in a king’s harem?”


    Arielah fell silent, her eyes searching. “I admit that I’m afraid of what awaits in Jerusalem. But I have loved Solomon all my life, and because of what I suffer at my brothers’ hands, I am learning to call on Jehovah as my only helper. It is a good lesson, Abba.” Arielah turned toward the house but was stopped abruptly by a figure from the shadows.


    Even Jehoshaphat’s breath caught as Kemmuel’s dark presence dimmed the light of hope in their midst.
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    Fear strangled Arielah and threatened to rob her of air. She exhaled slowly, and her heart stilled as she recalled the words she’d spoken moments ago. Only Jehovah can protect me. She recalled that unveiled glimpse of vulnerability in Kemmuel’s eyes, a hatred rooted in his belief that she’d stolen their abba’s love. Kemmuel wasn’t a leviathan; he was her brother. And for the first time in many years, she met his dark, foreboding gaze. She saw hate and the pain beneath it.


    Igal rounded the corner with the king’s messenger and stopped short in awkward silence. His eyes darted from the bloody rags in his parents’ hands to Arielah, and then to Kemmuel. His gaze fell to his sandals and lingered there. Arielah wondered, as she so often had, if her impressionable second brother would do the right thing if Kemmuel weren’t there.


    “Arielah seems to have met with some ill fate this evening,” Kemmuel said with a sneer. “How fortunate that she has an ima and abba to fawn over her like servants.” Then, as though disgusted by their presence, he began marching toward the house while Igal and Reu shifted nervously at the courtyard gate.


    “Kemmuel!” Jehoshaphat’s shout split the silence, but rather than turn to face Abba, Kemmuel merely stopped, forcing Jehoshaphat to address his back. “Your disrespect will not go unpunished forever, my son. The sins you’ve committed against your sister will return to you one day.”


    Kemmuel whirled around. “And who will punish me, Abba? You? Do you have the strength to fight me? What can you do to me, you weak and foolish old man?”


    A collective gasp rose from the courtyard. Kemmuel’s brazen disrespectespecially shown in the presence of a guestwas unthinkable. Arielah glanced at the royal messenger; his cheeks and neck were crimson. Even Igal looked horrified.


    Arielah saw Abba’s inner battle through the windows of his soul. Something shifted in his eyes, and she knew Abba’s response would be different this time. He had given his firstborn countless opportunities to repent. Kemmuel, the boy, had squandered them all. Now Kemmuel, the man, would answer to Abba’s firmbut mercifulhand.


    “Kemmuel, you are no longer welcome in my home,” Jehoshaphat said. “You may sleep in my barns or my sheepfolds, but from this day forward, you will be to me as a hired hand until you repent of your rebellion. I love you, my son, but I cannot allow you to destroy yourself and this family.”


    Kemmuel looked dumbstruck.


    Jehoshaphat turned to his younger son and said softly, “Igal, you have always followed your brother’s evil ways. Choose now the way you will go.”


    Arielah could feel her heart pounding. Lord, please give Igal the strength to break free from Kemmuel’s influence.


    Igal’s face was ashen. Turning toward Jehosheba, Arielah witnessed the silent exchange between a loving ima and her lost son. Jehosheba stood beside Arielah but held out her hand to Igal. The second son smiled faintly, but when his eyes met his sister’s, his deadly glare was accusing. This is all your fault, he seemed to say.


    Igal looked to Kemmuel then, his older brother’s expression as hard as the bricks in Egypt.


    “Yes, Igal, choose which way you will go,” Kemmuel taunted.


    Igal squeezed his eyes shut. A decision of this magnitude seemed to cause the slow-witted brother physical pain.


    “Now! Choose now!” Kemmuel screamed, bullying his brother as usual. Like a confused lamb, Igal looked from Ima to Abba and then to his older brother who had always held an invisible strap around his neck. It was only a momentjust a brief hesitation. Then he walked into the house with Kemmuel to gather his things and move to the barns.


    Ima buried her face on Arielah’s shoulder. “How could our sons treat their abba like this? Don’t they realize they could be stoned for such rebellion?” Arielah moved Ima to the farthest corner of the courtyard. She didn’t want to be near the house when her brothers returned.


    Jehoshaphat extended his hand to his guest, guiding him to join the women. “Reu, I’m sorry you had to witness the shame that stains my family.”


    Reu’s sincerity was evident as he placed his hand on the judge’s shoulder. “My lord, I will not pretend to know the difficult relationships between abbas and sons since my own abba died when I was a young boy. But I have never seen a man love as you love your sons.”


    Arielah’s heart warmed at the kindness of this stranger. His words seemed like a balm to her abba’s wounded spirit.


    “The law says you could have Kemmuel and Igal stoned for the way they cursed you tonight. In fact, I don’t know any other Israelite who would allow repentance after being treated this way.” Then, nodding at Jehosheba and Arielah, he said, “I believe the house of Jehoshaphat is not a house stained with shame but one made of mercy.”


    A loud crack! sounded as Kemmuel tried to slam the cedar door closed, but its corner caught on the dirt floor and splintered. Arielah’s brothers rushed by, their belongings in sacks slung over their shoulders. Neither offered a word of farewell, nor did they look back.


    The little band in the courtyard watched in silence until the two silhouettes faded in the moonlight. Arielah felt the cool spring breeze and suddenly remembered her torn robe. Thankful that Ima Jehosheba stood beside her and blocked Reu’s view of her injuries, Arielah would allow Abba and his guest to enter the house first, while Ima brought a new robe and headpiece outside.


    Jehoshaphat offered a sad smile to their royal guest. “Reu, you have been more than patient. Now let me show you the hospitality of Shunem. My honorable wife is a fine cook, and my daughter plays beautifully on her shepherd’s flute.” Abba wrapped his arm around the messenger’s shoulders and guided him to the house, casting a backward glance at his wife and daughter. “Jehosheba and Arielah will be along in a little while.”


    Reu patted his ample middle. “I thought I remembered you promising food before we began our journey back to Jerusalem.”


    As the two men made their way into the house, Arielah whispered through tears, “Ima, why must Kemmuel and Igal continue to hurt themselves and others, when all we want to do is love them? How can we make them understand?”


    Jehosheba cupped Arielah’s cheek and wiped away her tears. “We are all given stones with which we build our lives, Arielah. Love is the cornerstone upon which your abba has chosen to build this family. When Kemmuel refused to make it his cornerstone, his life became unsteady, unstableand his character unsound with it.” She gently kissed Arielah’s forehead. “Kemmuel must choose his cornerstone, my little lion of God. We cannot build his life for him.”


    Ima brushed her arm and then disappeared into the house, leaving Arielah to meditate on her words. Indeed, her parents’ love had been the bedrock of her life, that unshakable, sacred cornerstone upon which Arielah had grown in safety and confidence. Her brothers had been offered the same love but had rejected it. Why? How could anyone resist it?


    She suddenly remembered Solomon. He had just lost his abba. Was King David his unshakable cornerstone?


    Jehosheba reappeared with a fresh robe and head covering. Arielah exchanged her tattered garments and donned her clean woolen robe, wondering, On what cornerstone will Solomon build his life? His nation?
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    •Genesis 49:1, 8•


    [As Jacob lay dying, he] called for his sons and said: ...“Judah, your brothers will praise you; ... your father’s sons will bow down to you.”


    Professional mourners began wailing the moment King David’s eyes closed in death. But in the depths of the palace dungeon, screams melted into the incoherent mumblings of the tortured. It was here in this dark kingdom that Ahishar, the palace high steward, reigned supreme. After Prince Adonijah’s failed attempt to steal the throne, Ahishar was the highest-ranking palace official still undetected in the covert Sons of Judah. Fear was Ahishar’s greatest weapon, and he wielded it expertly in his underground kingdom.


    Holding a clean white cloth over his nose and mouth, he examined his most recent betrayer. “How long, Mahlon, have you been a scribe in my service?”


    The man reeked of blood and excrement, but the sweet smell of his fear seeped through Ahishar’s cloth. “Twenty ... years, my ... lord.” The scribe slumped between two guards, his face and lips swollen after long hours of torture.


    “And in those twenty years, how many times have you spoken to Elisheba the cook about matters of politics in Israel?”


    “Lord Ahishar,” Mahlon said, “truly, I ... I spoke to Elisheba ... of palace matters ... very few times ... hardly ever.”


    At Ahishar’s nod, one of the guards seized Mahlon’s hair and jerked his head back. “Tell me, my friend. Recount the exact words you found necessary to gush to the palace cook.”


    “Please, my lord, I offered no details. I just said you wished Judah to rule the northern tribes of Israel.” He paused as though considering whether to tell all.


    Ahishar smiled. Smart fellow. Consider carefully. “I can bring Elisheba down and ask her if you’d prefer.”


    Mahlon’s eyes were wild. “No! I told her the Sons of Judah planned to ... conquer the Israelites in the north ... to make Judah a nation ... royal and powerful.” His begging and hysteria deteriorated until Ahishar’s once refined scribe became a babbling idiot.


    But the high steward felt no compassion. How ridiculous that a highly respected scribe would risk his position, his reputationeven his lifeto impress the palace cook. Compassion? No. He felt disgust. This flawlessly dutiful scribe threw away a lucrative career for a few moments of boasting.


    Stroking his patchy beard, Ahishar considered his own carelessness. He should never have conducted the business of the Sons of Judah in the presence of someone like Mahlon. A scribe who mingled with servants was unworthy to enter the secret society’s membership of select palace officials and influential Judean leaders. It was a tight circle of trust, and too much talk could forfeit generations of planning. King Solomon must never discover their existence. He, like King David, was under the impression that Israel should remain a nation of equality among the tribes. If only Adonijah’s coup had succeeded. As leader of the Sons of Judah, he would have immediately declared war on the northern tribes.


    A slow smile crept across Ahishar’s face. Now that Adonijah is gone and I command the Sons of Judah, who would dare challenge me for Judah’s new throne? Perhaps it was to his benefit that Adonijah had failed.


    Mahlon’s piteous moan drew the high steward’s attention, and the scribe resumed his pleading. “As you know, my lord, I too am of the tribe of Judah. I applauded your loyal support of the tribe of Judah to Elisheba. So please, master, have mercy on me, your brother Judean.”


    “Enough!” Ahishar screeched, taking three quick steps to close the gap. With their noses almost touching, Ahishar whispered, “Say one more word and I will cut out your tongue.”


    Mahlon hesitated only a moment. “Yes, my lord.”


    A slow, satisfied chuckle began at the base of Ahishar’s throat. “I did warn you, my friend.” He watched with delight as the realization dawned on his prisoner’s face.


    “No! Please, master, I didn’t mean to say another word!” Mahlon fought the guards valiantly but, of course, to no avail.


    “Hold his jaws apart!” Ahishar shouted over the scuffle. “A mute scribe can still write beautiful letters on a clay tablet.”


    [image: ]



    Exhausted, Solomon concentrated on putting one foot in front of the other, walking deliberately from the astronomers’ tower near the Valley Gate toward the palace. Benaiah walked with him, and the pounding of the big man’s sandals shook the ground, a familiar cadence that had accompanied him since Abba’s death this morning.


    After leaving David’s bedside, Solomon had thrown himself into pressing matters of state. Time was precious since all work would cease when he announced the thirty-day grieving period tomorrow. Solomon’s final task of the day took him to the celestial experts in the watchtower to discuss his proposed calendar changes. Hoping to reach a decision tonight, since the changes would affect the beginning of Passover, he lifted his eyes to the cloudy sky. “How can I track the path of the moon and stars, Benaiah, when the night is as dark as the tents of Kedar?”


    The captain followed the king’s gaze upward. “It seems even the moon and stars are shrouded to mourn King David’s death.”


    Trudging uphill through the fortress gate, they entered the unwalled portion of the new city. Clouds cleared, and the moon shone on Mount Moriah, the plot of land north of the palace that would become God’s temple site.


    “How will Israel remember my abba, Benaiah?” Solomon asked, studying the vacant hill. “Will they remember this as Araunah’s threshing floor, where Abba went after his disobedient census caused seventy thousand Israelite deaths before he offered sacrifices to God? Or will they remember that this was Mount Moriah, where Abraham was willing to sacrifice Isaac but God provided a miracle instead?” Benaiah remained silent, eyes forward. Solomon wasn’t looking for an answer, and the big man seemed to realize it. “Will Israel remember David the warrior, his provision of wealth and foreign laborers to build God’s temple? Will they recall my abba’s friendship with Hiram, king of Tyre, that provided the necessary cedar logs and shipping lanes to transport them?”


    More silence passed. Finally, Benaiah ventured a gentle answer. “Perhaps you will ask Israel these things tomorrow at the royal tombs. They are your people now, my lord. They will remember the things of which you remind them.”


    My people now. Solomon’s mind continued to spin. As they ascended the palace steps, sounds of professional mourners wafted on the night breeze. The soft moans would last through the night, reminding the city of a legend lost.


    With a slight chuckle, Solomon asked, “And what will Israel remember of me, my friend? Calendar changes?”


    The big man smiled in return. “With your inquisitive mind, young Solomon, I believe Israel will never forget you. Only Jehovah knows the extent of your reign.”


    Glancing above them, Solomon noted extra guards near the palace parapets and the eastern wall bordering the Kidron Valley. For the first time, he realized Benaiah had seemed especially on edge today, more than grief silencing him. He’d been on alert. “Judging by the extra guards,” Solomon said, shifting their topic once more, “I sense you’re expecting some sort of increased threat.”


    His captain raked his large hand over his weary face and then turned with a respectful grin. “You are indeed inquisitive, my lord.”


    Solomon nodded, bidding his friend to continue.


    “We have received word that some of the foreign ambassadors have inquired about the storehouses of wealth your abba gathered to build the temple. King David wisely distributed the riches into three separate citadels at Megiddo, Hazor, and of course here, in the fortress of Zion. When we dispatched word of your abba’s death to the surrounding tribes and nations, we added guards in and around the palace. Additional men have been assigned to King David’sI’m sorry. I mean, they’ve been assigned to your private chambers since your chamber wall shares the northern wall of the fortress.”


    It all sounded so matter-of-fact, so routine when Benaiah said it. But when Abba’s heart stopped beating, Solomon’s whole world had shifted. Nothing felt routine. Now he alone ruled Israel. He must keep his nation and his family safe.


    Suddenly overwhelmed with the need to see his only son, he choked out the command. “Benaiah, send one of the guards to summon my wife Naamah. Have her bring Prince Rehoboam.” Struggling to keep his composure, he said, “I need to hold my future so I can let go of my past.”


    With a nod and a directive glance, Benaiah obeyed, issuing the command to a guard as they entered the palace. Winding through the grand halls, Solomon continued his silent contemplations amid the eerie echoes of mourners’ wails. “I can’t believe he’s gone,” he whispered. Benaiah’s meaty hand rested around his shoulder, the gentle giant his constant support.


    Solomon’s sackcloth slippers made no sound on the mosaic tiles leading to his chambers. Two Mighty Men stood guard at the double cedar doors between twin lion statues. The lion had long been the symbol of Judah’s tribe, and the Mighty Men had long been David’s mercenary bodyguards, many of whom were Cherethite and Pelethite warriors. The doors of Abba David’s chambernow Solomon’sopened at the clang of the guards’ crossed spears. The king walked beneath the canopied weapons of his fiercest defenders.


    Naamah stood before him, breathless, hurried. Though Solomon had walked leisurely between the palace entrance and his chamber, his summons had obviously been issued with urgency.


    His wife’s exquisite dark eyes flashed like a flame against polished obsidian. “Why have I been called, and why would you command your son to be awakened to see you at this hour?”


    Rehoboam lay on his nursemaid’s shoulder, sound asleep, and Solomon felt torn between anger and regret. Naamah never offered him a kind word anymore, but she was right this time. He should have considered the late hour. Taking a step toward his Ammonite wife, he noted a shadow of fear in her eyes and then her quick recovery. She was every measure a king’s daughter, but he occasionally caught glimpses of the atrocities she must have witnessed of her abba’s defeat at General Joab’s hand. The Ammonites had been a vassal nation since Solomon was born; in fact, it was while Joab was winning that battle that Abba David seduced Ima Bathsheba. Naamah had been saved with other Ammonite noblemen’s daughters, and though she was several years Solomon’s senior, her sad eyes had captured his heart. But tonight those eyes cast daggers.


    Reaching out his hand, he said, “Please, Naamah. It’s been a long day. I didn’t want to be alone tonight.” He waited for her response. Nothing.


    Rehoboam nuzzled into his nursemaid’s shoulder, releasing the contented sigh of one too young to know true sorrow. Solomon reached for the boy, but Naamah grabbed him out of the maid’s arms. “Stop, he’s sleeping,” she whispered, her anger smoldering. “Why must you wake a peaceful boy from his dreams?”


    Rehoboam stirred and began to whimper. “Mi-ma?”


    “See what you’ve done?” she spat while smoothing the toddler’s curly dark hair. Naamah took a wool-stuffed doll from the maid’s hand, the likeness of a man with the head of an ox. Rehoboam cuddled the toy god Molech and contentedly sucked his thumb, nestling to sleep in his ima’s arms.


    All blood drained from Solomon’s face. “Give the child to his nurse. Now!”


    Naamah jumped, startling Rehoboam awake, and the boy began to wail.


    “Benaiah, escort Naamah’s maid back to the nursery, and return to us when you have news that our son is sleeping peacefully.”


    Tears welled in his wife’s eyes as she transferred her son to the maid’s arms and watched Benaiah lead them from the room. With the precision learned from a lifetime among nobility, Naamah turned gracefully to meet Solomon’s gaze. “I did not expect to be called to the king’s chamber this evening.” She removed her head covering and began untying her belt with shaking hands. “I have not been properly oiled and lotioned.”


    Solomon covered the distance between them in two steps, stilling her hands in his grasp. “Naamah, we must talk about that pagan god you have given Rehoboam. You cannot teach my son to embrace any god but El Shaddai.” He spoke quietly, tenderly, trying to control his already frayed emotions.


    She tilted her head up slowly, and Solomon saw her eyes drowning in pain. “Your father’s soldiers killed my father and brothers. Israel has made slaves of my people and taken possession of all Ammonite cities.” Blinking, she released the river of tears down her cheeks. “If I don’t teach my son of his mother’s people, how can he know that the blood of two great nations flows through his veins?” She laid her head on Solomon’s chest, and instinctively he enfolded her in a protective embrace. He could feel her trembling from head to toe with her final plea. “Please don’t take away the last remnant of my Ammonite heritage. I am only one of five foreign wives in your harem, and the Israelite wives and concubines spurn us. All we have are the traditions of our homelands to keep us sane, Solomon. Please ... please.” The floodgate of tears burst, and her shoulders shook uncontrollably. Gone was the dignity of her nobility. Gone was her arrogance. He held a broken treasure, and his heart broke with her.


    How could he help her? The harem was like a kingdomof women. While other nations allowed eunuchs to provide male levelheadedness, Israel refused them, calling their disfigurement an abomination. Solomon remembered Ima Bathsheba’s torturous days in Abba’s harem until Abba built her a home on the western ridge. Ima, at least, worshiped Jehovah. The foreign wives were spurned for blasphemy as well as for beauty. Solomon ruled Israel, but his wives ruled the harema complex world of bitterness and betrayal.


    “Shhh.” He held her as she cried. “I didn’t realize how difficult the last two years have been.” The lovely faces of his Moabite and Edomite wives flashed before him. At least Naamah had conceived right away, which had positioned her as first wife. Stroking Naamah’s hair, he let her tears subside before tilting up her chin. “I cannot allow you to teach my son to worship a pagan god, Naamah.” She started to protest, but Solomon pressed a silencing finger to her lips. “However, you may teach him of the Ammonite people.” He paused to read her expression and consider his next words. “And you may continue to worship Molech in the privacy of your chamberas long as you don’t announce it to the Israelite women.” The smile that lit her face soothed his soul, and the kiss placed on his lips sent fire through his blood.


    “Thank you, my lord,” she said with a hurried retreat. “May I go check on Rehoboam, to see if he’s at rest?”


    Solomon’s heart plummeted. “Of course. Go.” He watched her disappear behind the double cedar doors, a new concern now foremost on his mind. He and Abba had reached a trade agreement with Egypt, and Pharaoh’s daughter was scheduled to arrive within the moon’s cycle as Solomon’s new treaty bride. What if this Egyptian princess became as unsettled as Naamah? Women’s tears were troubling, but if Pharaoh’s daughter sent embittered reports back to her homeland, Solomon would deal with more than a disquieted harem. He could be faced with an Egyptian invasion.


    “Guard!” he shouted, walking toward the doors. The great cedar panel swung open on iron hinges.


    “Yes, my lord?” The man nodded.


    “Summon Ahishar to my chamber. I must speak with the high steward immediately.” As the soldier backed out of the room, Solomon added, “You might as well assemble the full council in the throne hall. Despite the late hour, Ahishar will need to meet with them after he hears what’s on my mind.”
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