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  Forward


This story was inspired by the Old Testament prophecy of Obadiah.  It is not meant to teach or interpret, but to direct the reader toward their own investigation of Scripture. For that, check out Knowing Obadiah, my commentary for Christian women.
Another quick note for those unfamiliar with the prophecy. Nothing is known about the author, Obadiah, apart from the fact he wrote the little book. When he wrote it is also in question, but most Bible scholars agree that the events related in the prophecy point to the fall of Jerusalem to the Babylonians in 587 BC (Ob. 10–14), which would mean the prophesied destruction of Edom (Ob. 4–9) would have taken place thirty-some years later when Babylon then destroyed Edom.
Because the book of Obadiah gives so little about the author and events surrounding his prophecy, my imagination had lots of room to roam. Please, take this novella in the sense it is intended—as one author’s idea of what might have happened. I pray that it will whet your appetite for more of this book of the Bible, and that you’ll soon find yourself digging into personal study.

~ April W Gardner
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Visit author’s website and subscribe for these gifts:

www.aprilgardner.com/fireandflame-freebies

1. Beautiful in His Sight, a Christian WWI Romance set during the Halifax Explosion. (e-book). Jack is her freedom. Silas, her salvation. God? He’s the building that buries her.
2. The Red Feather, Christian Native American Historical (ebook and digitally narrated audio). Amidst the clash of weapons, two lives intertwine in a battle for love, faith, and survival. ​Experience a vivid frontier setting and an enemies-to-lovers story that will render you breathless.







  
  Cast of Characters



(in order of appearance)
Tikvah bat Aharon, enslaved Hebrew woman
Sawaha: enslaved Edomite laundress
Shimshon: enslaved Hebrew
Jalam: miller’s son
General Belibni: Babylonian
Captain Namtar: Babylonian
Duke Zerah: Edomite, Tikvah’s enslaver
Kala ben Mahlon: Hebrew guard/liaison
Aos: overseer of Zerah’s enslaved
Matron Houda: Edomite, Zerah’s wife






  
  Chapter 1


The vision of Obadiah. Thus saith the Lord God concerning Edom; We have heard a rumour from the Lord, and we sent an ambassador among the heathen, Arise ye, and let us rise up against her in battle. (Ob. 1)

“Late are you, Jewess? Do you not remember what happens to those of your kind who rebel?” 
Tikvah ignored the laundress’s taunt and, arms trembling from exertion, continued across the courtyard and out to the master’s mule shed. Around the back of it, she dumped the kitchen’s overflowing cinder bucket into the manure pile. Clouds of ash belched into the dusky pre-dawn air. Coughing, she swatted at the dust and spun back toward the house.
In the courtyard, the laundress remained kneeling at the fire pit, working sparks over straw kindling. A pile of crumpled robes sat beside her. If the laundress had already begun her day of scrubbing, Tikvah indeed ran late.
And Tikvah bat Aharon, daughter of Aharon and of Zion, was never late.
She sped past the laundress, praying to avoid confrontation, but the woman’s taunt pursued her.
“What excuse will you give the overseer while he retrieves the lash, eh?”
Tikvah’s shoulders cringed upward, but she would not be drawn into an argument. Instead, she tossed a reply over her shoulder as she went. “I stayed up late polishing serving bowls.”
Not that the matron would accept such an excuse for tardiness, and this was not a morning to test her thin patience. Even now, she screeched for her chambermaid. Her shrill commands, carried through the windows above and clashed with the laundress’s cruel laughter.
Shuddering, Tikvah shut the kitchen door on both rackets and made straight for the stone heating over coals for the morning’s flat bread. She wrenched off her sooty headscarf and lowered to her knees beside the bowl of dough. The required stack of round, unleavened flatbread must number three score before she could rise again.
By the time she darted outside again with the two flatbreads she’d set aside, the sun crested the far ridges of the Al Sil range. She entered an empty, narrow alley between dwellings. One direction ended against the city wall and the red-streaked sky above. Nothing lay beyond it but jagged cliffs and empty air. The other way, the alley’s exit led down into the city, its smooth packed dirt a cool kiss to the soles of Tikvah’s bare feet.
The heights on which the village, Busayra, stood did not celebrate the warmth of summer in the manner of the scorching valley. Tikvah wore a shawl in the mornings, while the residents in the scattered villages of the lowlands fanned themselves from sunup.
But something more insidious encroached upon the horizon than oppressive heat. Frantic whispers trailed up from the valley clear to the master’s house in the heights with a message of dread.
The armies of Babylon had arrived.
Not the biannual caravan of the tribute collector. Not a roving, policing cohort sent to verify duty to pledges of obedience. But the king himself escorted by the bulk of his standing army.
Tikvah’s stomach clenched, her face undecided about a frown or a smile. The matron’s piercing voice—orders for the cook—shot into the alley and decided for her.
Smile it was, for a prophecy foretelling Edom’s doom awaited its hour in the light of fulfillment.
Hope was a slippery, dangerous thing.
Brisk morning air freshened Tikvah’s overheated cheeks as she clutched the wrapped bread to her chest and took the downward switchback lanes at speed. The distance from the master’s residence on the peak to the grain mill by the city gate was not so far, but Tikvah stuck to winding, little-trod paths. And in a village hewed from mountaintop sandstone, one did not go anywhere in too great a hurry. Except a slave woman such as herself whose skin would pay for any delay in return.
Her breath came hard by the time she swung the last corner and let herself into the miller’s yard through the back gate. The toasted-grass scent of crushed grain flooded her senses. Wafts of donkey dung mingled in to give the mill its peculiar aroma. The courtyard opened before her, the only segment of the city in which she felt a semblance of welcome.
Although, this morning, there was none to greet Tikvah but the dogs. Hind ends wagging, they yipped and snuffled and bounced, each eager for attention. She stopped and absently scratched at a furry ear.
A glance about informed her that the open-sided mill house stood vacant. Another showed no feet under the privy door. The miller and his wife often slept through the morning hours, but Shimshon would not abandon his post.
“Fair morning to you,” she called and listened with care for his wordless acknowledgment.
Nothing. Only the cluck of chickens from two yards over and the impatient murmur of those outside the city wall, waiting for the gate master to arrive, key in hand.
Was Shimshon still abed? Apart from his sleeping shed, he could be in no other place. She began that way.
The shuffle of feet drew her gaze to the exterior stairway leading from the miller’s dwelling.
The miller’s young son, Jalam, rubbed his eyes as he trudged down the last stair of their upper-story apartment. He yawned and turned for the donkey’s stall below their abode. “Where is Shimshon?”
“I was about to ask you the same.”
The donkey’s bray drowned half of Tikvah’s reply. Just as well. Jalam wouldn’t have answered.
The sleeping shed, a low stone structure slung against the city wall and topped by bundled branches, housed three dogs and one Hebrew male. That male’s tattered brown robe peeked out from the opening.
Tikvah set Shimshon’s wrapped bread on the shed’s roof and bent to peer into the deep shadows. He lay curled in a ball, hugging himself against the cold of the desert night. Soft snores revealed that her old friend hadn’t expired in the night. Relief rushed through her, dampened by her notice of his absent blanket. Yahweh be thanked for the dogs and their faithful warmth, fleas notwithstanding.
Reaching in, she jostled his knee. “Abba. Abba! It is morning.” Tikvah couldn’t remember when she first started calling him abba, meaning father, but the term fit as well as it did the man who’d sired and raised her to the young age of eight. Never mind that their traditional roles of caretaker and dependent were reversed.
Shimshon startled and shoved up on an elbow. “Eeh-ah?”
“Yes, it is I, Tikvah. Miller Reuel has yet to come down, but dawn has come and gone.”
Grunting agreement, Shimshon scooted out of the shed on his backside. His head emerged, the streaks of gray in his brown hair catching the sun’s first rays. He used the structure’s stone to aid himself to standing.
Though she grimaced at his struggle, Tikvah stayed back.
A man, even a muted and blinded slave, had his pride. Shimshon couldn’t be over forty years of age, but a decade of hard labor and poor sleep had beaten his body down. Hunched, he swatted dust and straw from his garment.
Dog fur lifted into the wind, and Tikvah batted it from her nose.
Shimshon fussed next over his shaggy beard, then his hair, raking fingers through it and retying it at his nape.
Tikvah pulled a missed blade of straw from his whiskers. “Handsome as ever.”
He snorted as though it were a jest, but she’d meant it. If she looked past his sunken orbs and weathered skin, she could see the attractive man he’d once been.
“Hungry?” she asked, chipper.
He nodded but gestured toward the privy.
She waited for him to take the well-worn trail, there and back, then collected his food off the top of the shed and walked with him to the low stone wall that served as enclosure for the donkey. Shimshon’s head hung, his feet dragged, and there was a distinct limp in his right leg. Had he hurt himself, or were his joints still working out nighttime kinks?
Asking would get her nowhere, and his absent tongue would not be blamed. This she’d learned from years of delivering his meals. Shimshon was not one to complain about aches. Neither did he mope over his lot. So what was this dejection she sensed in him? Either years of enslavement had caught up to him at last, or this signaled something else. Tikvah suspected she knew which.
She took him by the elbow to halt him before he stubbed his toe against the wall. Concern overturned her mouth. The man knew this yard like one did the top of their mouth. She wrung the worry from her voice and guided him to sitting. “It was frightfully cold last night. What has become of your blanket?”
The miller and his wife were not the kindest sorts, but neither were they cruel, and Jalam was too lazy to torment a mutilated slave.
Duty bound, Shimshon took the bread she nudged against his arm, then made a waggling motion at the top of his head, as of a floppy ear, their sign for dog.
“Ah. I should have known. Which one was it? Roach? I bet it was Roach. He is the stealing type, rotten beast.”
Hearing his name, the black-coated dog loped over, ears flapping, and stuck his nose against Shimshon’s bread before she could swat him away.
“See!” She laughed, giving the accused a scratch under his chin. “What did I tell you? He would steal the freckles from your face if he thought they would be tasty.”
Shimshon shrugged, staring down into his dish with his sightless sockets. The image of her resilient friend appearing so crestfallen sobered her.
She wrapped an arm around his thin shoulders. “I am sorry you passed such a dreary night, but take heart. With the evening meal, I will bring another blanket.” Her own, if she must.
Head lifting, he donned a fleeting smile and patted his chest.
“Thank me by eating.” She tapped his untouched bread and tried again to brighten his spirits. “We cannot have you losing strength. Or shivering to your death. Not with the summer harvest at hand. Then the donkey might have to earn his keep for a change.” She wasted effort on another light laugh.
Shoulders slumped, he put an obligatory bite into his mouth and began the laborious process of chewing it down.
Beyond the walled mill and house, the city was coming awake. The shriek of the gate’s hinges announced that city business was in session. Patrons, farmers up from the valley desiring to sell their grain, could arrive at the mill at any moment.
“The gate will soon be opening.” Then the day’s rush would begin, and he would pull the millstone around its endless circuit on an empty stomach. “Hurry, my friend.”
Ordering him about rarely worked to accomplish her purpose, that of keeping him alive and hale. Neither did calling him Shimshon, the name given him in mockery after his capture. And using his true name had only ever resulted in trouble for them both. She had long ago put it from her mind.
When her urgings produced her precise expectations, she sighed and settled in. “While you are picking at that bread, you can tell me why your spirits are low. I’d have thought our news would put a grin on that face.”
Shimshon angled his head toward her. A knot formed on his brow, and he grunted a single “Uh.”
“You have not heard?”
“Uh!”
“You have not heard! How have you not heard?”
He shoved at her knee. “Uh, uh!”
The man’s eyes and tongue might have been absent, but those ears missed nothing. Or so she’d always thought.
At the chance to share the news, a thrill sang in Tikvah’s blood. She flitted a glance at Jalam lounging in the hay pile. Then, in the true manner of a gossip, she leaned near and lowered her voice, lest it carry her nervous excitement where it should not go. “It is King Nabonidus. His armies have arrived at last!”
Shimshon sat upright with such suddenness their heads clocked together. Neither paused to care. His jostle of her arm demanded she continue.
A girlish giggle escaped her, but who could blame a slave for giddy hopes? “There is little more I can tell. As ever, news is slow to reach me, but the house is chaotic with preparations. The matron has been screeching since before dawn. Snapping at anyone not moving at an all-out dash. And the duke, our master? Nowhere about. Gone down the mountain, I say. Mark me, abba. Before long, perhaps as early as tomorrow’s high sun, we will receive visitors. Important ones. What do you say to that, sir?”
The title left her on a silly note, but they both knew she meant it with all her heart.
In times as these, when she put such weighty questions to him, she was not addressing the slave who dragged the millstone but the man who’d strode nobly through the city gate ten summers before, purpose driving his steps. Before the sun set on that day, he had been in chains.
He’d kept his tongue for a month of days, but when it refused to cease wagging, Aos had removed it on their master’s furious order. In
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