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            You should submit to the strong man; you should humble yourself before the man who wields power.
—Tom Holland, Persian Fire

            And the letters were sent by posts to all the king’s provinces, to destroy, kill, and to cause to perish all Jews, both young and old, little children and women in one day even upon the thirteenth day of the twelfth month, which is the month of Adar, and to use the spoil of them for a prey.
—The Book of Esther

            A great god is Ahuramazda, who created this earth, who created man, who created peace for man; who made Xerxes King, one King of many, one lord of many.
—Ernie Bradford, Thermopylae: The Battle for the West

            Even if it is not true, you need to believe in ancient history.
—Xenophon
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            PREFACE

            The fourth king of the Achaemenid dynasty of the Persian Empire is called Ahasuerus in the Bible and Xerxes in history. King Xerxes and the orphaned Hebrew girl, Esther, were born with a shared destiny. The peculiar events that led to her becoming his queen in marriage catapulted Esther into an extraordinary role of saving the Jewish nation—and perhaps King Xerxes—from destruction.

            Before plunging into King Xerxes and Esther’s lengthy tale, it is helpful to briefly describe king Xerxes’ predecessors, emphasizing the kings Cyrus and Darius. This is so because the passage of centuries permits a telescopic view of events, a distant view that more readily reveals the hand of God—or fate.

            Around 600 BC, the child who would become Cyrus the Great was doomed at his birth. King Astyages of Media’s frightening dream was interpreted by the king’s soothsayers to mean that his daughter would bear a son who would be king. Alarmed, Astyages moved the girl and the prince back to Mede where he could keep watch and destroy her infant as soon as he was born.

            But the delegated murderer, a hardened soldier named Harpagus, could not bring himself to destroy the baby. Instead, Harpagus took advantage of the recent death of a peasant couple’s baby, substituting the royal grandson for the dead peasant infant. Thus, for ten years, the child “passed.”

            Until, that is, the youngster’s prowess in sports, his nobility of character, and his leadership skills among his peers resulted in other boys electing the boy their king, and he came to the king’s attention.

            When King Astyages was told of this remarkable youngster, he knew instantly that the boy’s nature could only have come from royal blood and that his “loyal” servant, Harpagus, had lied. The child had not been destroyed.

            So, the king exerted the most hideous punishment on Harpagus. His staff prepared a stew from the organs of Harpagus’s dismembered young son. Then the king invited Harpagus to a special celebration where he was given the meal. Only after he had consumed it all did Astyages show Harpagus the head and limbs of his boy.

            Satisfied that Harpagus had been adequately punished, the king sought counsel from the magi about his extraordinary grandson. Should he destroy the youngster?

            “He has been a king,” they declared. “Even though it was only in play, the point of the vision has been realized. Therefore, you need no longer worry. He will not ever be king again.”

            Greatly relieved, Astyages sent the boy to Persia to be with his real parents. As a result, his grandson received the finest education and training in hunting, horsemanship, and other enhanced leadership skills.

            Then, like despots often do, Astyages forgot about Harpagus. A massive oversight.

            For fifteen years Harpagus worked subversively with the king’s enemies. Then he wrote secretly to Cyrus, “inviting” him to assume his rightful place as king of Mede and Persia. Cyrus was the rightful monarch of both lands, Harpagus claimed, because he was the son of a Persian prince and a Medean princess. Harpagus also informed Cyrus about the king’s attempts to kill him, facts that the king had kept from Cyrus and his parents.

            Indeed, the prophetic dreams of Astyages were realized. With Harpagus’s help, Cyrus quickly overthrew the Medean king and assumed control over both nations. Then he rapidly assimilated Lydia and Babylonia into the kingdom. Books can be filled with the many strategic moves that Cyrus the Great made in establishing the Persian Empire, but it is his extraordinary treatment of the exiled Jews in Babylonia that haunts this story.

            Cyrus’s tolerance and respect for local deities affected all peoples under his control. Cyrus’s Cylinder records a detailed account of his return of the local gods to Babylonia and her provinces. But his decision to permit the exiled Jews to return to Jerusalem, augmented by his command to the neighboring regions of Jerusalem to pay for rebuilding the temple in Jerusalem, is both unprecedented and unique.

            Was it Providence or the strategic placement of an ally to serve as a buffer to Egypt?

            Whatever his motive, Cyrus was the catalyst for the return of 60,000 Jews to Jerusalem and hundreds of thousands of animals and servants. The caravan journeyed unmolested from Babylon to Jerusalem. But within just four generations, a man named Haman would delude King Cyrus’s grandson, King Xerxes into destroying the entire Jewish nation.

            By the time of his death, Cyrus’s kingdom amassed all of Asia, but his heroic, noble character had been eclipsed by pride and greed. Finally, incapable of ceasing his drive to conquer, he was killed in yet another battle, thereby bequeathing to Darius the Great the seeds of the vastest empire ever seen by the ancient world.

            Precisely like his father Cryrus, Darius’s struggles for ascension to the throne and the methodical advances of his fearsome army, encompassing 127 nations, are replete with legend and historical evidence. Darius’s architectural designs and constructions of the palaces in Susa and Parsa created two of the most magnificent structures in the civilized world.

            Approximately 300 feet up the limestone cliff of Mount Behistun in western Iran is inscribed an immense rock relief in three languages (Persian, Elamite, and Babylonian), created by Darius sometime between 486 and 456 BC. The 50-by-80-foot inscription records a brief biography of Darius and lists 119 battles fought within one year, all of which were instigated by pretenders to the throne following the death of Cyrus the Great. The battles were won, King Darius wrote, “through the grace of Ahura Mazda.”

            But Darius’s hunger was insatiable. His plan for subjugating the entire known world to the Persian Empire rested on Greece: a confounding mix of independent city-states and constant conflict. The stunning and unexpected loss by the Persian army at the Battle of Marathon evoked a passion for vengeance that consumed the remainder of Darius’s life. His unrequited revenge on Greece constituted the basis of the crown of his unwilling successor, Xerxes.

            Consequences.

            With the advent of the Enlightenment, the long-revered bond between humanity and its gods was ruptured, replaced by the concept of individual autonomy, thus narrowing our ability to see consequences for ourselves and our world.

            Ours is an era where science, measurement, money, and power are adored and worshipped. Thus, archiving the realms of dreams, destiny, virtue, and heroism in fantasy, or irrelevance. But a return to those ancient days and beliefs surprisingly reveals peoples not so different from us. Mostly ordinary men and women among whom lived a few extraordinary persons bequeathed with nobility, character, and heroism. Among the Achaemenid rulers, almost all invariably succumbed to the corrupting consequences of unlimited power, with a single exception: Esther.

            This is her story.

        
    
        
            CHAPTER ONE

            Pasargadae, Persia

            I’m called Esther—a Persian name, and yet I’m a Hebrew. Had I been able to do so, one of the questions I would have asked my mother and father when I grew older was, “Why did you give me this name?”

            But now, of course, I know why.

            I recall little until those last several days just after my fourth birthday. Before then my memories are primarily vignettes. However, one is particularly salient: Papa is leaning over to kiss the tiny scroll on our doorpost with me in his arms. We did this every time we entered our home. The small scroll was tipped to the side.

            “Esther, we kiss the Mezuzah each time we enter because it reminds us of the glory of our God. The glory of the God of Abraham, Jacob, and Isaac. To keep His commandments in our minds and hearts always.”

            Then he would ask me, “Esther, what is the first commandment?”

            And almost my first words were, “I’m the Lord thy God, who brought thee out of the land of Egypt, out of the house of bondage.”

            “Yes, child, yes!” Papa would exclaim, his green eyes wide and filled with love for me and our Lord. Still holding me in his arms, he would ask, “And what, my darling child, is the second commandment?”

            “Thou shalt have no other gods beside me.”

            “Is there a smarter little girl in all of Babylon than our Esther?” he would cry out.

            We would enter our house dancing and singing, silly songs that were not really songs at all, like approaching Mama when she was making bread, singing, “Rachel, Rachel, how does it feel to be the mama of the smartest little girl in the kingdom?”

            Mama would wipe the wheat chaff off her hands and clasp hands with Papa and me. All three of us would dance in circles until we were so dizzy we could no longer stand.

            Papa was a rabbi and taught at a synagogue far from where we lived. The Torah and the Tanakh were the bones and blood of his being. Their words were the balm and the direction for his life. There was nothing in this world, no matter how harsh, that could not be borne by His Chosen People. So long, that is, that we followed the Law. Only later in my life did I understand the magnitude of the gift I had received from Papa during those short first years of my life.

            Mama was a tiny person with long beautiful black hair, which I inherited from her. Another little picture I have in my memory is Papa picking us up, one in each arm, our long hair swinging like black curtains as he swung us around and called us his little dolls.

            Those were the happiest of times, when Papa would return from a two- or three-day journey from the temple. Our celebrations were joyous. My bedtime stories were of Abram and Sarai, Moses, Aaron, Pharaoh, the Passover, the Exodus, the parting of the Red Sea, Daniel and Susanna, Joshua, Ruth, Deborah, and David and the Giant.

            Gifted with a vivid imagination, I could picture these people and events. They became assimilated into my sense of who I was—my being. They were my family.

            Of course, one of my favorite stories was Abram and Sarai and the visit by the three mysterious guests who told Sarai that she would have a baby within the year even though she was ninety.

            “Do you think it strange that Sarai would have a child at the age of ninety, Esther?”

            “No, Papa, Mama is going to have a baby soon, too!”

            Papa’s face would always light up, his bushy black eyebrows rising way up and the corners of his bright green eyes crinkling into a grin. “Never forget, my child, our Lord is God of all creation.”

            Papa could have explained the details of this miracle to his little girl, but he chose not to get lost in an explanation that would merely have diluted his point. Later, when we got to the time where Sarai insisted that Abram expel the slave girl, Hagar, and her son, Ishmael, from their tribe, Papa would emphasize the Lord’s fidelity.

            “Papa wasn’t Sarai—”

            “Her name was Sarah by then, Esther, just as Abram was Abraham.”

            “Right, sorry, Papa. But wasn’t Sarah being mean to Hagar and Ishmael when she told Abraham to drive out Hagar and her son?” I was learning to read on my own and eager to demonstrate my proficiency. “Wasn’t she being cruel, maybe even sentencing them to death from starvation and thirst?”

            Papa regarded me solemnly and nodded. Although we played games constantly, he was never condescending. “I can see why you would think so, Esther. Unfortunately, we are all capable of acting like Sarah when we believe our children are in danger.”

            Papa leaned forward to stroke my hair as I lay in bed. “I’ve never thought of Sarah as cruel. I have always considered the Lord’s fidelity in this passage. Why don’t you read it out loud, slowly?”

            The “slowly” part was a kindness because I read very slowly.

            After I finished the entire passage, Papa smiled. “Excellent,” he said, reaching to snuff out the candle.

            “Papa!”

            “Yes, Esther?”

            “Aren’t you going to ask what my favorite part is?”

            Papa smacked his forehead with the palm of his hand, making his long black beard swing. “I forgot! Yes, what’s your favorite part?” He returned to the edge of my bed to listen.

            Happily, I recited it.

            
                As she sat opposite Ishmael, he began to cry.

                God heard the boy’s cry,

                and God’s messenger called to Hagar from heaven:

                “What is the matter, Hagar?

                Don’t be afraid; God has heard the boy’s cry in this

                plight of his.

                Arise, lift up the boy and hold him by the hand;

                for I will make of him a great nation.”

                Then God opened her eyes, and she saw a well of water.

                She went and filled the skin with water, and then let the

                boy drink.

                God was with the boy as he grew up.

            

            I don’t think Papa or I took much notice of the fact that I had recited the passage entirely from memory.

            When I stopped my recitation and looked at Papa, our eyes met. “Why is this your favorite part of Abraham’s story, Esther?” he asked softly.

            “Because the Lord is faithful even when we are not.”

            Papa cocked his head to the side. “What do you mean?”

            “Sarah did not wait for the Lord to fulfill His promise and give her a child. Instead, she commanded Hagar to have a child by Abraham. But then, after God fulfilled His promise and gave her Isaac, Sarah insisted that Hagar and Abraham’s child be exiled—sentenced to death. Naturally, Hagar thought she and her boy would die out alone in the desert. But the Lord took care of her and her son. He wiped away Sarah’s cruelty as if it had not happened.”

        
    
        
            CHAPTER TWO

            On the day that changed my life forever—my last day at Mama and Papa’s house—Mama and I were alone. Papa had left many days earlier and had not returned, which was unusual. In the dirt up on our roof, I had marked the days he had been gone. Mama had taught me to count several months earlier.

            That day marked the eighth since he had left. Papa told Mama and me that it would be his last journey away, for he had resigned his teaching position at the temple. He had planned to return in three days, five at the most.

            Something terrible had happened to Papa; I just knew it. He never would have left us, his “little dolls,” for this long.

            Only once did I mention him to Mama. But after she cried so hard she could not stop sobbing, I never spoke of him again. Mama was very sick because of the baby; I knew that. She was also frightened because Papa had not come home. I knew that, too.

            When I got scared, too, I heard Papa’s gentle voice in my mind. Esther, your mama is exhausted because the baby has grown so big so quickly. You must be a big girl and help her. Can you be my big responsible girl?

            Yes, Daddy, I will.

            The first several days alone were challenging, but Mama and I managed.

            Papa had taken me with him to milk the cow many times and then watched me do it, so I felt confident in doing it alone.

            Of course, we had named her: Tabitha. And we made songs of thanksgiving about her supplying us with milk, silly songs that were fun to chant.

            “Tabitha, Tabitha, please give us your milk,” we sang while milking her.

            “Tabitha, Tabitha, thank you for your milk,” we sang when the pail was full.

            “Make sure you put the stool here,” Papa said, indicating a spot directly under her teats, “and not here.” He placed it near the cow’s back feet. “Do you know why?”

            “Yes, of course, Papa,” I said, giggling. “I can’t reach her teats from her backside!”

            “Excellent, Esther. Any other reason why we don’t want to place it behind her?”

            I looked at Tabitha’s back end and its proximity to Papa’s head as he sat on the three-legged stool behind her.

            “Because Tabitha could kick me in the head, Papa!”

            The chickens were more demanding. I was afraid of their beaks and loud, raucous squawks when Papa and I entered the small hutch at the back of the house where they nested. There were four of them, and Papa had named them Daniel, Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego.

            When he told me their names, I had squealed, laughing and giggling. “No, Papa, they’re girls!”

            “But they like these names, Esther. Come.”

            Hesitantly, I crept into the small space where the hens sat on their nests. As I approached, one of them got scared, squawking and flying over my head, feathers flying through the still, desert air.

            Always patient, Papa walked back outside, where I stood cowering, tears threatening. “Papa, I can’t go in there; they hate me!”

            “Which one do you suppose that was?” Papa asked, his face grave. His question shook me out of my terror of the nasty things, and I stood looking at him. Papa said nothing. He merely stood and waited as if he had all the time in the world, although I knew he wanted to get back into the house to make breakfast for us.

            Cocking my head to the side, I pondered his unspoken question: which of those four prophets did that incensed hen bring to mind? Protective of her charges, fearless . . . .

            “Daniel!”

            “Very good,” Papa said, smiling broadly. “Now, watch what happens when you return and call her by name.”

            “Daniel?” I whispered when we were back inside.

            “Louder,” Papa said. “With authority. You know her name.”

            “Hello, Daniel. Thank you for your eggs because they are going to make an excellent breakfast.”

            The hen looked at me sedately as I reached under her to take the four eggs underneath.

        
    
        
            CHAPTER THREE

            “Esther! We have no water!”

            I raced outside to see Mama despairing at our empty water supply. Papa and I had filled eight massive jugs the morning he left, but every single one was empty. Eight would have been more than enough had Papa returned as he had planned several days ago.

            Intentionally avoiding what I knew would be desperation written all over Mama’s pretty face, I stared at the jugs, thinking. “Don’t worry, Mama. I’ll hitch up the cart to Jeremiah. We’ll go get more water, but can you please put the jugs in the cart while I go get Jeremiah?” I loved our donkey and felt like his name was perfect because he was so strong and brave.

            Mama stood staring at me as if I had taken leave of my mind. She was not really standing but bent forward, her tiny hand on her enormous belly. She looked as if she was in pain, but that did not deter her from arguing.

            “Esther, the well is at least five kilometers away. How can you get there by yourself?” Her voice cracked, and I knew she was very close to tears.

            “I know how to get there, Mama, will you please load the jugs on the cart, so we don’t waste any more time?” I had never spoken like that to Mama, but everything had changed. Papa was not there. He may never return.

            Mama’s large dark-brown eyes grew wider than I had ever seen them. Her tiny hand moved from her belly to cover her mouth as she stared at me, shocked.

            I did know how to get to the well. Papa had started taking me with him on my fourth birthday, a little over two weeks earlier. Each day we went together to the well, and each day Mama objected. “Jonathan! She’s too young to go down there!”

            Papa would smile and pat her big stomach. “Rachel, you have no need to worry about Esther. Just rest and take care of our boy. I won’t take my eyes off our princess.”

            He would then reach down to lift me onto his shoulders and sing as we left our house. Father had a beautiful voice and knew all the psalms by heart.

            I will sing praise so that I might know the highest Essence of Divine Existence and Justice and Impeccability are Foundations of Your Throne: Fire will go before You.

            Within a few days, I knew enough to sing along with him, loving the sound of our voices and, at the same time, learning the psalms. But Papa was clever in practical ways, too. He used songs to teach me how to get water.

            In the middle of the psalms, he would call out the directions to the well in a sing-song voice. “Esther, left at the house of Ish-Shalom, remember your friend Rebecca?”

            Father put me down as we turned left, so I would learn the route. As we continued down that road, we would sing, “left at the house of Ish-Shalom” until we got to the next turn and the next. There were four turns in all. Soon I could tell him how to get to the well. I know now that Papa had a forewarning about the accident that would kill him. Why else would he have taken his young girl and taught her how to fetch water from the well?

            When we arrived at the village, Papa and I usually stopped at the inn for lunch and to bring food back to Mama. The day I went on my own, I was hungry, and the innkeeper beckoned to me to come inside, but something told me to get back home.

            Not long after Jeremiah and I returned from the well, I was combing him in his stall when Mother came to the door.

            “Esther. Run now and get the midwife.” Mama’s voice was weak as she leaned on the doorjamb.

            “Midwife? What’s a midwife?” The words spun through my mind, but just as I was about to ask Mama, a torrent of blood poured out of her, and she collapsed.

            Panicked, I don’t know how long I ran through the warren of kuchehs that crisscrossed our neighborhood. The tall walls helped to insulate the houses from the intense desert sun.

            “My mama needs a midwife!” I shouted. “Please help her!”

            I ran straight into a woman. “Please, please, help my mama. She needs a midwife. Are you a midwife?” I must have said it four times, but the woman did not answer.

            When she bent down to pick me up, I almost let her. She had a round kindly face with eyes that seemed to glow, but then the image of Mama lying there came into my mind, and I wriggled out of her arms, hoping she would follow me.

            Momentarily, I stopped to turn back. Was she coming?

            The woman was speaking with a tall, bearded man who had suddenly come up behind her. The woman’s hands were moving wildly, and she was talking in a language I did not understand. The man’s head bobbed up and down as he listened, towering over her, then he grabbed her arm to follow me.

            Apparently, she was protesting because he wrapped his arm around her and pulled until they were both walking rapidly beside me. Only years later when Abba brought me back through the maze of the high-walled adobe-and-brick kuchehs to the house where I had led him and Imma did I realize the extent of the miraculous guidance I had been given. Back then, all I could do was focus on leading them back to Mama.

            Finally, we’re here!

            I raced through the courtyard and into the entrance of our red brick house and stopped short. What’s that terrible smell? Mama, Mama!

            Where before the blood had been between her legs when she had collapsed, now it was a vast pool. Her arms were stretched above her head as if she were trying to swim out of it. There was no question; she was dead.

            I stood staring, stupefied. This time I did not resist when the woman picked me up and held me. It was my fault, I thought. If only I had known where to find a midwife, Mama would still be here.

        
    
        
            CHAPTER FOUR

            Somewhere along the Royal Road heading south to Susa, Persia

            Mordecai’s wife, Joanna, had barely said a word during the seven-hour carriage ride back home to Susa. Instead, she rhythmically swayed back and forth as she sat on the cushioned bench, stroking Esther’s long, lustrous, raven-black hair and humming softly to the girl sleeping soundly in her lap.

            Mordecai looked out at the desert landscape, thankful for the ease of travel on the Royal Road. They were able to make excellent time. Squinting as he looked up at the sun’s position, he decided they would easily make it back home before twilight. It was a good thing because he felt hollowed out—not merely from fatigue but due to a sense of profound sadness and loss. He was also more than a little overwhelmed by the sudden addition of this little girl to their quiet household.

            He had been working only thirty minutes or so when his servant, Jahiel, had raced into the temple treasury with the message from Jonathan.

            
                Mordecai, my brother,

                Please forgive me for insinuating myself into your hectic life. I know how long are your days already. But I fear for Rachel, the new baby she carries, and our little Esther. This pregnancy is difficult for Rachel. She feels nauseated much of the time and lacks energy. During the times I can be home with them, she sleeps most of the days.

                The route I travel to teach at the synagogue is fraught with danger. Three times I have been robbed by vandals. Thankfully, they are not interested in my scrolls, and that is mostly all I have. A few coins, but the rest is all materials for my lectures. But this last attack was different, far more threatening than the others. The leader of this group of outlaws came perilously close to stealing my horse. Providentially, I escaped due to a conflict between this new group and the men who accosted me the first and second times.

                If times were different, I would be laughing.

                I have submitted my resignation letter to the Chief Rabbi here at the temple, but he begged me to stay until he can replace me. So, I have agreed to remain until summer begins. I fear that softness on my part may be reckless and gravely endanger my family.

                In fact, I have had a recurring dream, a nightmare in which the marauders have joined together under a new and far more vicious leader. I fear the dream is prophetic and that we will not see each other again in this life.

                Please, brother, can you go to collect my wife and daughter as soon as you receive this letter?

                I remain your loving Jonathan.

            

            For at least the tenth time since they had left his brother’s home, Mordecai pondered the intensity of the fear and desperation that his little brother must have suffered to have written this message. Each time he jerked his mind away from the way Jonathan had likely died.

            Jonathan, barely thirty years old, how can you possibly be gone?

            “Mordecai! A child! At last, a child!” Joanna’s whisper was more akin to a melody.

            Shaken out of his melancholic reverie, he looked over at his wife, unable to restrain the broad grin stretching his mouth. Never have I seen you this joyous, Joanna, not even on our wedding night.

            Joanna’s eyes glowed as she looked at her husband, her hands continuing to stroke the sleeping child. Her round face was still unlined, and her curly hair was a deep chestnut brown without a single strand of gray.

            It was apparent that her heart overflowed with the presence of this child, dropped suddenly in her lap due to a tragedy that had answered a yearning so deep it was no longer prayed. Words weren’t really necessary. Finally, finally, the Lord had granted her a child.

            Pondering the confounding paradox of the God of Israel, Mordecai considered his sister-in-law, Rachel, whom he had just buried along with her baby boy. Twice pregnant within four years, Rachel had been a mere slip of a thing. It was a miracle she was able to give birth to Esther. On the other hand, Joanna had a body well suited for giving birth—wide hips and a generous bosom—but at almost forty, it was unlikely she would ever conceive

            Looking over at the sleeping child and the proportions of her body and limbs, Mordecai could see that Esther had inherited her father’s genes. This girl would not be tiny like her mama. Already, Esther’s arms and legs were long and lanky, like Jonathan’s and his own. She would be tall.

            Your ways are not our ways, and your thoughts are far from our thoughts, O God of Abraham, Jacob, and Isaac.

            Mordecai closed his eyes, happy to let the motion of the horse-drawn carriage lull him to sleep. A few moments, just a few moments . . . .

            Rachel’s second child had been a boy—perfectly formed yet dead before he had a chance to breathe. Burying him and Rachel had consumed what remaining energy he had left and had deeply saddened him.

        
    
        
            CHAPTER FIVE

            Susa, Persia

            It was the middle of the night, and Esther had awakened, screaming.

            Again.

            Only Mordecai could understand the child because Esther spoke no Hebrew, only Aramaic.

            “Are you a midwife? I must find a midwife! Please help my mama!”

            Though barely twenty kilos, the little girl’s cries awakened the entire household—probably most of the neighborhood as well. Maybe the whole city of Susa, all 200,000 souls.

            Mordecai chuckled at Joanna’s whispered apologies about her understanding of his need for sleep and the wrongness of him being up with Esther. “Joanna, this child has been through a horrific experience. We don’t know if she speaks Hebrew, and you don’t speak Aramaic. You have nothing to apologize for.”

            They had planned for this when they brought Esther home—or rather, they tried to. Leah and Reuben, Joanna’s elderly parents, had lived in the private suite of three rooms to the right of the main stairwell from the courtyard. So, they agreed to move to Mordecai and Esther’s bedroom suite on the first floor of the spacious home. Leah had insisted that not climbing the stairs several times a day would be a boon to their knees.

            Hence, Mordecai, Joanna, and Esther occupied the upstairs apartment, thus providing a more private space for the new family to adjust. But the child’s panicked cries had echoed through the house for the last three nights. Her nightmares were relentless.

            Mordecai picked up the sobbing little girl and crooned in her ear. Instantly, she fell back asleep—worn out. Now thoroughly wide awake, he carried her downstairs into the courtyard.

            This could not continue. More exhausted than he ever remembered being, Mordecai knew he had to do something. Joanna’s mother, Leah, was frail and had developed a persistent cough. Neither she nor Reuben complained, but they were not sleeping. No one was.

            Mordecai thought and prayed. All the while the child slept soundly on the divan in the courtyard.

            Three of his servants had retrieved all of Jonathan’s animals—the cow, the donkey, and the chickens—to bring to Mordecai’s farm, about twenty-two kilometers south of Susa. When Esther had spied them passing by the house, she got excited and wanted to talk to them. Apparently, they all had names. Mordecai’s long face broke into a smile at the thought.

            Of course they would have names! His little brother had named every creature, even the birds. Jonathan insisted that a returning sparrow named Amos or Joshua was the same from six months before, having returned to find a mate. No one had the heart to argue.

            As soon as it was light, Mordecai decided not to go to work at the palace. Instead, he and Esther would head out to the farm, and she could see all the animals again. They would also talk—in Hebrew.

            “Jeremiah!”

            Esther’s tiny form became a blur when she spied the donkey in the far corral.

            Mordecai stood with Jahiel, watching as she ran. He loved being there on the farm, such a short distance from Susa. The lush pastures and the vast green slopes were restful on his eyes and his psyche. His concern over his rapidly expanding responsibilities abated as he stood gazing at the herds of cattle and sheep. Even the threat of his new servant, Teispes, a most ambitious young Assyrian, began to fade in the cool morning air. The Assyrian servant was excellent with numbers. Good. Mordecai decided to give him more responsibility when he returned the following day.

            He glanced over and saw Jahiel looking at him.

            “Don’t worry, Mordecai, you and Joanna are doing g’milut chasadim. Our Lord will never forsake those who do acts of loving-kindness for one of His children.”

            Jahiel and his wife, Emet, were a Hebrew couple who had been servants of Mordecai and Joanna since shortly after Mordecai’s marriage. Older than Mordecai by fifteen years, Jahiel was a consummate farmer. His knowledge of and love for animals seemed to flood him with wise counsel. Mordecai trusted him implicitly. Jahiel was the farm manager and oversaw the twenty servants who worked in the productive enterprise’s produce and animal husbandry sections.

            Just then, Esther raced up, breathless and red-cheeked. Reaching up her tiny hand, she placed it in Mordecai’s. “Abba, is it time to talk now?”

        
    
        
            CHAPTER SIX

            Mordecai bent his tall, lanky frame down, so he was eye to eye with the child. “Yes, it’s time to talk now. Where would you like to have our conversation, Esther?”

            She looked around and gaped, overwhelmed at the vastness of the fields, herds, and hills in the distance. Then she narrowed her intensely green gaze, fixing it on Mordecai. “Well, I’m unfamiliar with this place. Its beauty is exceptional; thus, I expect there are many places we can converse. Where would you suggest?” Before Mordecai could reply, she added, “I know you are Papa’s older brother. And Joanna is your wife, but I don’t know what to call you. Can you tell me how I should address you?” She paused and blinked her long black lashes. “It’s not proper for me to use your first name.”

            Mordecai was thoroughly charmed by this tiny adult. “Let’s talk about this while we go and see how Tabitha is getting along. Esther, you called my brother Jonathan Papa, correct?” he asked as they walked. She nodded. “Then why don’t you call me Abba Mordecai? Or Abba?” Believing that Jonathan would have taught her Hebrew, Mordecai had switched to Hebrew just then. He wondered if Esther would understand.

            While they silently walked over to the fields, Mordecai shortened his strides by half to allow his small charge to keep up. He was more than a little curious to see how Esther would distinguish Tabitha from two hundred other cows when the little girl slowed to a stop.

            “Abba Mordecai, will you pick me up?” So you do understand Hebrew, Esther. I figured Jonathan would have taught you, if only for the prayers.

            After he did so, she leaned back into his arms and stared into his eyes. “We’ll get there faster this way,” she said in Hebrew.

            When they were about half a meter away, a cow far up on the hill looked at them and then instantly trotted down to meet them. Mordecai gave up trying to persuade himself that it was just a coincidence when the large animal went directly to Esther.

            Once Esther introduced Tabitha to Mordecai, she sat down on the grass. Then she looked up at Mordecai expectantly. Well?

            Mordecai followed suit and sat beside her, both amused and intimidated by this eerily self-possessed child-woman.

            “We need to talk about your nightmares, Esther.”

            “Yes, Abba, I’m disturbing everyone in the house,” she said immediately. “Are you sorry you took me in?” The last remark was made in Aramaic. There was no sign of self-pity and no whining. Instead, the child acted as if she were merely stating the facts. Mordecai believed at that moment that if he had said it was too much for them, Esther would just have nodded in complete understanding.

            Jonathan! Help me out here, please.

            As he regarded the tiny being, he realized there was an immense presence before him. Esther’s gifts were not
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