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    To my mom,


Gloria.


Thanks for surrounding me with so many stories.        You would have loved this one.
Good night, sweet dreams and God bless.
XOXOX
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      Eunuch's Daughter is based on the life of Queen Esther of Persia. Why tell a story that has already been told so many times? Good question. Probably for the same reason that, after thousands of years, vintners are still crafting new varieties of wine. Like them, I seek to infuse a familiar experience with greater levels of delight.

      My main intent was to entertain, for which I took a few liberties. For one, I deliberately attributed a murder to an individual whom history does not, because it serves my story better. Historians note that this individual did later murder a family member. In my opinion, if they were capable of eliminating one relative, they could have easily justified killing another.

      My second goal was to inspire. Perhaps reading about the huge risks Esther took will empower you to take ones that you’ve been putting off.

      Last of all, I want you to discover a depth of humanity, as Esther did, where you expected to encounter only shallows.

      Here are some terms from Esther's world that may be unfamiliar to you:

      Abba: Father or Papa

      Agha: Sir

      Ahura Mazda: Zoroastrian deity

      Apadana: Audience hall

      Chartar: Stringed instrument

      Fereshteh: Angel

      Jinn: Fickle, genie-like spirit

      Mage: Median tribal priest. The plural form is Magi.

      Nan: Persian flatbread

      Panir: Soft cheese

      Sarvar: Master

      Satrap: Provincial governor

      Shah: King

      Sheol: Hell

      Sipir: Treasurer

      Sofreh: A dining cloth that is spread on the floor.

      Wadi: A riverbed that contains water only during flood season.

      Ziba: Beautiful
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        A peaceful heart enlivens the body

        But bones rot from envy.

        Solomon’s proverb

        

      

      

      Persia, 5th century B.C.

      Haman gasped and then, furious at the weak noise, bit the inside of his cheek until he tasted blood. Although the heady scent of ripe apricots filled the orchard below him, his gaze fastened on the gnarled skeleton of the only dead tree in the enclosure. He squinted at the mess of pulp on the ground. “How can this be? There was not even a whisper from his arrow, before…” He shook his head. “It just burst apart!”

      “Let me see! Why can’t I look as well?” Behzad jostled him, straining towards the storehouse window. “What happened?”       

      Haman resisted the urge to shove his companion through the opening, and instead wiped his palms on his linen trousers. “What has happened, Agha? My father ordered you to call me Agha.” He brushed Behzad’s hands away and pointed. “One moment ago, there was a melon wedged in the crook of that tree, fleshy and ripe the way my mother prefers them. And then?” He snapped his fingers under Behzad’s nose. “Gone.” Like the eleven others before it.”

            Behzad leaned even closer to the window. “Incredible!” He met Haman’s gaze and smirked. “Agha.”

      “Much better.”        

      In silence, they watched two scrawny lads break away from the archer’s swarm of admirers. The boys sprinted through the trees toward the storehouse, squealing when they discovered the shattered melon. As they squabbled over the fallen arrow, Haman allowed Behzad to draw him into the shadows.  

      “Seventy cubits, Haman! And in such dwindling light.”

      “I saw. I am not blind!” For a moment, the walls seemed to undulate towards him. Haman slumped, resting his eyes against his palms as he tried to blot out the image of the exploding fruit.

      The sound of voices from across the orchard taunted him. “Good for you, Hegai!” someone shouted.

      Haman stifled a snarl. “What are they doing now?” He waited while Behzad peered into the dusk.

      “It looks as though they are clapping Hegai on the back. Oh wait, they've hoisted him on their shoulders. They're carrying him through the orchard!” He glanced back at Haman, his eyes wide. “He truly is amazing, isn't he?” Behzad poked his head out the window.       

      Haman leaped up and punched him.        

      Behzad spun around, his fists raised. “I never said you could beat me!”       

      “You were the one who begged my father for work.”

      “But a week ago, you and I were friends. Equals.”          

      Haman shrugged. “A week ago, your father wasn't in prison.” He watched the muscles in Behzad’s jaw tighten. “We did you a favor. At least now they can't sell you to pay his debts. Be glad you’re not starving.”       

      Behzad blew out the breath he'd been holding. “That is no reason to hit me.”

              “Perhaps not. But the other servants will complain if they think I favor you. Or if you do not show me proper respect.” He winked, and saw Behzad’s smile emerge.

      “Fine. When they are with us, then I will call you Agha and you can beat me. But not too hard, or I might forget how much I owe Agha Hammedatha, and strangle his son.”

      “Agreed.” From the window came renewed cheers, and Haman swore. “Father has baited me for weeks with rumors of this boy. A mere fruit picker. I hate him!”     

      Behzad shrugged. “He’s probably too young to recruit. He looks no more than twelve summers.”    

      Haman flung his hands in the air. “Idiot! I am twelve summers!” He swung at Behzad, who snickered and scrambled out of his reach. His next blow landed on Behzad’s cheek. “They say he seldom misses!” Another stinging jab. “That his accuracy is past belief.”

      Behzad ducked, holding up his hands. “Enough! My bones can't take any more abuse than your pride.” He shook his head. “Are you sorry that we came?”

      “No… Yes! King Darius is always hungry for new recruits. I wanted to impress the shah myself. But once this Hegai performs at court, Darius will dismiss all other contenders.”

      An image of Hammedatha’s sneer goaded him. “Will my father never rejoice in anything I do?” He kicked at the wall of the storehouse. The resulting pain intensified his itch for a shot at Hegai with his own arrow, his own appreciable skill. “Until he heard of this Hegai, Father was proud of me. But like those melons, my hopes are now useless.”

      “Perhaps Nekure will know what to do.”

      Haman held his throbbing foot and pictured his father’s steward: black eyes that crinkled knowingly in a smooth face, so different from the bushy head of Hammedatha. The shrewd Egyptian’s voice slithered through his mind.

      ‘Opportunity is a colt, young Agha. Break him now before he knows he can outrun you, or do nothing and walk for the rest of your life.’

      Break him? Was it possible?

      Behzad helped Haman limp to the steps, and together they made their way down to the lower floor. They trudged between the barrels of figs and dates that stood in the cool chamber. Like rows of attentive soldiers, the casks issued a taunting reminder of the royal bowmen whose ranks Haman ached to join: the Ten Thousand Immortals of King Darius.

      He groaned. “Now I will never become an Immortal.”

      Behzad rolled his eyes. “Give it up, Haman.”

      “I cannot. Remember when Father took us to watch them?”

      “In front of the winter palace? How could I forget?”

      “They reminded me of magnificent stallions. I knew they ached to be at war, not paraded around like so many geldings."

      “Do you know how much I envied you? No other boy our age had his own arsenal. My mother would never let me wave a spear in the house. Not even a small one! Do you still have that dagger?”

      Haman nodded. “And the bow, and the quiver. I was convinced that I would be summoned to the palace as soon as I had mastered them.” He slammed against the nearest barrel. “It wasn't until later that I learned how futile my practicing had been. All those wasted hours.”     

      He turned and stared into Behzad’s face. “Did you know the Immortals are all Persians or Medes? As a foreigner, the most I can hope for is a place in the infantry. But that good-for-nothing Hegai…”  

      “What did your father say?”      

      “He told me to stop sniveling, to practice throwing my spear more. He said I looked like a girl tossing flowers into the air.” Swearing, Haman grabbed the rim of a barrel and upended it on the floor. “Come! I've seen enough.”

      Both his mood and his toes had worsened by the time they trudged into his father’s courtyard.

      Without warning, his mother flew at them and grabbed Behzad by the ear. “Where have you been? Useless dung head! Why did my husband bother with you?”

      Haman scurried to a safe distance. Forced to stand and endure the beating from his master’s wife, Behzad’s face puckered as much from the blows of her rod as from her vile insults. Haman snickered, then hurried inside before she decided to direct her mood his way.

      He found Nekure near the back of the house, absorbed in a game of knucklebones with the carpenter who had come to repair a dining couch. A forgotten sack of tools lay near the overturned recliner. The Egyptian sat against the wall, his face as serene as the sky during a season of drought.

      Haman sneered at the kneeling carpenter’s placid demeanor, and at his stack of wagered coins. Pah! The idiot’s smile was too broad, and the coins too many, for him to have gambled with Nekure before. Haman tried not to smirk. The bones always obeyed Nekure. Until that moment, Nekure would have made them favor his opponent, who had no idea of the ruse and even less chance of winning.

      How did a man appear as benign as a favorite uncle, when he had probably murdered dozens of men? Murdered, not killed, as Hammedatha had done under the sanction of war. And how did that same man, knowing he would never again possess his freedom, maintain the undefeated bearing of a general? He watched in silence. Next to disrespecting his father, the most dangerous thing in his world was to interrupt the Egyptian when he was about to cast the bones. Not that Nekure would ever raise his hand against Haman.

      It was his contempt that Haman dreaded. Of all his brothers, he was the only one Nekure still put up with, still favored with the tales and secrets of his homeland. If Haman lost that bond, he would have nothing left to relieve the weight of his father’s disappointment.

      The bones fell an instant later, favoring Nekure, and Haman knew exactly how the carpenter felt. He had experienced that same pang earlier in the orchard, when Hegai’s arrow had impaled the twelfth melon. Yet rather than share the man’s distress, he despised it.

      Nekure scooped up the coins with one hand and the bones with the other, twin eagles hungry for their prey. “We are finished,” he announced, rising.

      “But...” Dazed, the carpenter looked up at Nekure. “Those are my wages.”

      “No, they are my winnings. Now take your tools and be gone.”

      “But, Agha.” The man staggered to his feet and smoothed his wool cap with a trembling hand. “How am I to buy food for my children?”

      Nekure cocked his head, his face softened by a hint of indulgent curiosity. “How many children do you have?”

      The tradesman smiled as a harvester does when the sun emerges from the clouds. “Nine.” There was pride mixed with the plea in his voice.

      Haman scowled at this man who could not afford to lose much, but had sired so many dependents nonetheless.

      Though Nekure’s tone was smooth, it was the smoothness of wine tinged with poison. His features appeared as bereft of warmth as a leper’s grave. “Then we must pray that they learn restraint while they are still young.”

      The carpenter reached for Nekure’s sleeve. “But they will be hungry!”

      “Then they will need their father to live for many more years and provide for them.”

      Eyes wide, the tradesman backed away. He gathered his tools in haste and paused, as if to protest, but then departed in silence.

      Nekure turned to Haman, his smooth, angular face serene once more, the carpenter as easily dismissed as a swatted fly. He smiled as though nothing disagreeable existed for either of them. “Young Agha’s face tells me he saw the orchard boy. Could it have been someone else?”

      Haman shook his head. “May it never happen that I face two such formidable rivals.”

      “Are the rumors accurate? Is his aim as true as you heard it was?”

      Silence pulsed between them.

      “Today he may be a fire, young Agha. Tomorrow he will be only ashes. Does this boy know how remarkable he is?”

      Haman stared at his sandals. “How can he not? Once King Darius hears of him...”

      Nekure drew Haman under his arm and led him from the chamber. “Would young Agha consider this boy a loyal subject?”

      “I watched him shoot. I made no inquiries about his loyalty.” He shrugged, annoyed at his own petulance. “But why bother to perfect his skill if not to serve the shah?” His shoulders sagged under Nekure’s arm. “I will never be a soldier. A messenger for the shah, perhaps.” He groaned at the thought of a lifetime spent riding throughout the vast dispatch network of Persia, his name a curse on his father’s lips.

      Nekure laughed. “Young Agha has nothing to worry about. A king values many qualities in those who serve him. But loyalty is better than bravery, and a thousand times more costly.”

      Meaning what? Haman peered into Nekure’s eyes and wondered, as he often did, if he would ever command half as much confidence. His lips tightened. Someday he would be as cunning a foe as the Egyptian. Someday he would be as merciless as his mother, crushing all who resisted him. Someday he would sire an army of sons, and lavish them with all the praise they deserved.

      Nekure squeezed his shoulder. “Young Agha must leave this with me, and it shall come about as he desires.”

      Haman shivered. Nothing could make him ask if Nekure intended to have Hegai murdered. But what else was there?

      “Nekure shall see that the child receives a great favor.”

      The child. Haman grinned at Hegai’s sudden demotion.

      “A rumor of his fervent allegiance will flare, devotion which King Darius cannot help but reward.” Nekure’s eyes closed for a moment, as though he savored a mouthful of honeycomb. “He shall be promoted higher than he ever dreamed.”

      “And this will help me?” Bile crept up the back of Haman’s throat, almost gagging him.

      Nekure led him towards the kitchen, where the seductive aroma of roasting meat teased his empty belly. “Measure a thousand times, but cut only once.” It was a strange proverb, even from Nekure.

      Haman looked up at the obscure remark, but Nekure withdrew his arm and disappeared around the corner. A deep grumble in Haman’s stomach drowned out further musings about the Egyptian’s meaning.

      Within a month, Hammedatha had ceased to taunt him about his rival. Within two months, Haman had forgotten the fruit picker’s name. Like a lizard flattened by a cartwheel, it had faded from his mind, crushed beyond recognition.
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        There exists no heavier burden than a secret.

        French proverb

        

      

      

      The Citadel of Susa

      Fifty years later

      

      “He is still watching you.”

      Esther rolled her eyes above her veil. “Stop encouraging him, Laleh.” She marveled at her friend’s propensity, in the midst of a thousand distractions, for drawing the admiration of young, unmarried men. As well as, she suspected, more than a few of the other kind.

      All around them, buyers and sellers haggled over the merits of the various wares spread out for sale. A youngster reached into a cage and yanked on a fighting cockerel’s tail. He darted back to his friends, feathers held high, as both the vendor and the bird squawked in protest. As if enjoying the spectacle, goats and lambs bleated from their pens in the mild winter sunshine. A slight breeze shivered up Esther’s sleeve, then went on to tickle a string of camel bells.

      The mingled aromas from a dozen sizzling braziers made her mouth water, at least half of them crowned with meat from Asher’s stall. As always, a crowd of women gathered around the butcher, each one determined to skewer a lower price for herself. Surely he is too busy to follow our progress across the entire marketplace?

      It was probably nothing more than Laleh’s love of embellishment that had infused a casual glance with significance. After all, she constantly embroidered the dullest of encounters into multicolored tapestries of immense portent, worthy of hanging in the shah’s palace. But why involve Esther in the fantasy? “It was not I who teased the poor man needlessly, Laleh.” Still, she shifted her water jar to her other shoulder, on the chance that her friend’s observation was not merely a wish.

      Satisfied that it now concealed her profile from view, she reached behind and hauled Laleh to her side. “Stop making eyes at every man you see. Just because you're too young to cover your face doesn't mean you can throw discretion to the wind.”

      Laleh jerked away, splashing water from her jar onto both of them. “And just because you're three years older doesn't make you my mother!”

      Esther shivered as tiny rivulets snaked down her arm, and she steadied her own jar. “True, but your mother will thrash us both if I let you accost every scoundrel in Susa.” Pausing to finger the top basket in a display, she clucked her tongue at the loose mesh of fibers. Did no one know how to weave anymore?

      “Only if you tell her.” Laleh mimicked Crina’s expression perfectly. “‘Why can't you be more like Esther? Esther would never say that. Esther doesn't spill half her water on the way home.’ That's all I've heard since the day you moved next to us.”

      “Oh, truly? You were but an infant.”

      “It matters not. I knew you were perfect before I could walk.”

      “Pfffh!” Esther flicked a finger against Laleh’s shoulder. “You sound as though you no longer want to accompany me to the well. Fine. I won't force you.”

      Laleh’s eyes widened. “What are you saying? Lose my one chance to get out of the house? I would die in there if not for you!” She paused and looked back. “Can you guess who else is watching?”

      Esther smoothed her veil and concentrated on avoiding the mounds of spices at her feet. She spied a wilted bundle of leaves, nestled like an ant’s vineyard between fragrant hills of cardamom and cloves. Setting down her jar, she bent over to examine the leaves. They appear somewhat fresher than any of the others we have seen this morning. Which is to say that they aren't completely withered yet. “You are supposed to bring some mint home, aren't you?”

      The vendor grinned and held up the limp fronds. “How much you want?”

      Esther held up a finger. “One moment. What do you think, Laleh? One or two?”

      Silence.

      She sighed and lowered her jar, then glanced around the market. Where had Laleh gone now? It was impossible to see past the flocks of women who rifled through the stacks of goods like hungry pigeons, eager to get home to their warm hearths.

      Laleh’s laughter rang out, and Esther turned towards it. There she was, standing far too close to an admiring weaver, the forgotten water jar resting against his neat bundles of cloth.

      Flirting again.

      Getting her to leave the market was like dragging a beggar away from a discarded purse. Esther clenched her teeth and made for them as quickly as her heavy jar permitted. She slipped between the grinning pair and slung her free arm around Laleh’s shoulder. “You will excuse us,” she said to the weaver, who had brightened at the sudden doubling of his audience. She whispered in Laleh’s ear. “If I have to embarrass you, I will. I would prefer not to. We are leaving now.”

      Laleh shot her a dark look and bent to reach for the jar, but the man was ready. He smiled and hoisted it to her shoulder, letting his hands linger on hers until she had the vessel balanced securely.

      As soon as they had walked a few steps beyond him, Laleh’s pout dissolved into giggles, as Esther had known it would. “That was so kind of him! He was extremely handsome, wasn't he? I don't remember ever noticing him before.”

      “I am not surprised. How can you remember one man among the dozens you try to beguile? You would flirt with half the men of Susa if you could.”

      “And why not?” Laleh turned and waved, then hurried to catch up. “Next year, when I am veiled, no one will ever see what I look like. Who will want to marry me then?”

      “You are such a goose! Marriage is not about how you look.” She shifted her jar and wished for the thousandth time that they both lived closer to the well.

      “Easy for you to say, with your beautiful curls and huge eyes. You look like the goddess Ishtar.” Laleh’s eyebrows arched, making her look far more knowledgeable than she was. “Ishtar, whose beauty shines like an unreachable star.”

      Esther groaned. Not again.

      “Ishtar, goddess of love.” Laleh winked at her. “Ishtar, whose image drives men crazy with longing. Even your name sounds like hers. Es-ther! Ish-tar!”

      Esther glanced around them, appalled. At least they were safely beyond the edge of the marketplace, where no indignant worshippers would hear and take offense. How could a girl pass through twelve summers without a single grain of discretion clinging to her?

      Laleh continued in a singsong chant. “Ish-tar, Ish-tar!  Mother of spring and maker of storms. Warrior maid of the hea-vens!”

      “Oh, so you want storms, do you?” Grinning, Esther splashed a handful of water at her friend’s face.

      Laleh’s gasp spiraled into laughter, but then died away as the path grew steeper. Moving more slowly with each step, they trudged up the side of the hill until the marketplace below them sounded like the faint hum of bees. At the entrance to their street, they lowered their jars and stopped to catch their breath, turning their backs on the damp breeze.

      Esther looked over the flat roofs of Susa, clustered like dozens of serene lily pads. She breathed in slowly, letting her gaze rest on the highest point of the city where the palace gleamed. “Look. Isn't it beautiful? It's like the crown of Susa.”

      “Uncle Marduk must love working there.”

      “So you would think. But Abba hates all the bribery and corruption he has to endure.” She clapped a hand over her mouth. What had she said?

      Laleh came to a sudden halt and lowered her water jar, blocking Esther’s way like an offended camel. “We Persians are not corrupt! You and your father fail to understand our ways because you are foreigners.”

      “Foreigners? Us?” Esther planted her free hand on her hip, unwilling to lower the jar for a matter she could easily resolve in a few moments. “For the thousandth time, Laleh, I was born in Susa. And Abba came here years before that.”

      “Came from where? Babylon? Cappadocia?”

      Esther took in another deep breath and held it for several moments. Had not Abba warned her that one whiff of the forbidden was never enough? So why had she even mentioned their past? Laleh’s curiosity was worse than the groping of an eager suitor. Or so she understood from their friends who were in desperate pursuit of matrimony. She sighed. Interest, once birthed, was impossible to disown. She tried to adopt the gently chiding tone Crina so often used with Laleh. “Come now, you know we don't speak of that. Not to anyone.”

      “Why is it such a secret? Are you Greeks? Spies?” Laleh’s challenge hung in the air like a hovering pelican, sharp beaked and ungainly.

      “That is nonsense, as you well know.” She stared past Laleh across the valley. “Abba is trustworthy enough to oversee the palace treasury. Therefore he's had to form the custom of being discreet.”

      “And, of course, you always do as he says.” Laleh pushed out her bottom lip. “What is the use of being friends if you never tell me anything?”

      Esther raised her eyebrows. “What is the use of being friends if you will not trust me?” Her words accelerated like the wheels of a runaway chariot. “You know everything else about us: How Abba likes his food seasoned. How deep a hem he likes on his clothing.” Her finger and thumb indicated the precise measurement. “What kinds of plums turn his stomach. You even know on what day I scrub our floors.”

      Laleh spat at the side of the road. “Now who is the goose? Those are all things my mother taught you. Of course he prefers them, it's all you know how to do! Yet you think yourself better than us.”

      “How can you say that? I call your mother my aunt, even though we're not related by blood.” She held out her hand. “I want our parents to get married as much as you do. How can you doubt that?”

      Laleh’s face grew smug. “Then he will have to tell us everything.” She patted Esther’s shoulder. “But I understand. Uncle Marduk is ashamed because the gods of your homeland were unable to deliver him from Babylon’s conquest. No wonder I never hear any of their names on his lips.”

      Esther clenched her hand. “Abba has nothing to be ashamed of.” And do not call him Marduk, she wanted to add. His name is Mordecai.

      They faced each other in silence, their intense gazes locked like opposing armies.

      As Esther studied Laleh’s face, she slowly became aware of the emotions hidden behind the provocative words. She felt Laleh’s desperate desire for security, her confusion at Esther’s reluctance. It was rejection, and not anger, that fueled Laleh’s mood.

      Clearing her throat, Esther smiled. “Why must we argue like children?  We are almost family, aren't we?” She held her breath.

      Laleh seemed to accept this, for she nodded vigorously, once again the self-acclaimed oracle. “All families fight. You should see my cousins.” She shuddered. “Five girls! Never a moment’s peace in that house.”

      Relief coursed through Esther as Laleh grasped her hand.

      “Has Uncle said anything to you about his proposal to Mother?”

      “No. But they suit each other so well, he is bound to give her one any day. Especially now that Crina’s year of mourning is over. Come.”

      After Laleh raised her jar to her shoulder, they continued their ascent. She giggled. “You should hear Mother go on about him to her friends. ‘Did you notice how thick Marduk’s hair is for a man his age? What a straight back and a sure step he has.’ You would think she was talking about a horse. Next she will ask to see his teeth!”

      Esther chuckled. “He may not tell me anything, you know. I am not one of the shah’s viziers. Merely his daughter."

      “Do not underestimate yourself.” Laleh gave Esther a shrewd look. “Maybe he wants you married off before he chases his bride naked through the house.”

      Laughter exploded from Esther at the thought of her dignified father hitching up his robe to run. “Me? Married?” She batted Laleh’s shoulder. “Why would Abba want that? I am too young to wed.”

      “Esther, even I am not too young. And you are easily old enough to become a mother.”

      “But Abba would be lost if I left him.” And so would I. Her glance strayed towards the welcome sight of her gate, a few houses ahead. “He needs me too much.”

      “Ah, but he won't need you anymore once he is married. Now who is being ridiculous?”

      For all their whispered schemes to draw their parents together, Esther had never considered this possibility. Not live with Abba?

      “Besides,” Laleh continued, “you will be busy in your husband’s home. Cooking his meals. Baking his bread.” A sly smile spread beneath her animated gaze. “Warming his bed.”

      “Laleh!” Esther faltered, and then flinched as water splashed over the rim of her jar.

      “What?” Laleh winked. “Have I embarrassed you?”

      Esther crinkled her nose. “No. But your insistence on discussing that experience, which neither of us has had, seems pointless.” Especially since she expected never to encounter it herself.

      “Why? Everybody knows how wives and husbands bed each other.”

      “It fails to interest me.” Esther quickened her pace. “I have no ambition to become someone’s wife.”

      “Hmmpf! Someday you will sing a different song. We all do.”

      “You will lose that wager, I assure you. I am happy with the way things are.”

      “But imagine how much happier you would be with a handsome husband.” Laleh sighed. “That is what I pray for every night. Like one of the Immortals. So magnificent!”

      Esther pictured the royal guards, their armor as fine and glistening as the scales of a fish. “Who wants to marry an archer? They are always in danger. You would be widowed before your first child was born.”

      “Ah, but that is why they are called the Ten Thousand. As soon as one of them dies, another one takes his place.” Laleh beamed. “What other king has ten thousand such warriors?”

      “But marriage is not war. You cannot expect another soldier to marry you just because one of them dies.”

      “Oh, trust me, they are more than soldiers. Like brothers, they share everything.” Another sly look. “I have heard that sometimes they don't even wait for one brother to die before they attend his wife.”

      “Laleh! If your mother heard that, she would slap you senseless.” They had reached their neighboring gates, twin sentries that guarded identical courtyards, fruit trees and houses. “Now go inside and at least try to be good, or I shall tell her about the weaver.”

      “Go ahead!” Laleh placed one hand against her flat chest. “Maybe she will go looking for him, and then he will ask to marry me.”

      “Not unless he fights off the other fifty men you winked at.” She swatted Laleh’s rump.

      Laleh yelped. “But think how exciting that would be!” She peered through the bars of her gate and then turned back, her eyes bright. “Last month, at my cousin’s wedding, two of the guests fought over a hired dancer. A week later, one of them asked to have her for his wife. Imagine it, Esther! No husband would ever wander if you could dance for him.”

      Esther had heard the gossip, including the portion that Laleh had conveniently forgotten. Apparently the dancer’s irate father had salvaged his daughter’s honor with a knife, and half a dozen of his largest kinsmen. “But Laleh, no decent man wants a wife whose body is as familiar as the village well.” She frowned as she pushed her own gate open and stepped into the courtyard. “You do realize that he only bothered with her after he was drunk, don't you?”

      “You are only jealous because no one ever looks at you that way. Not with those baggy clothes Uncle Marduk makes you wear.” She ran a hand over her narrow thighs in their fitted trousers, then blew a kiss to Esther and turned towards her own gate. Her hips swung in slow defiance all the way to the door. “See you tomorrow, O wondrous and beautiful Ishtar!”

      Esther mumbled a reply and wearily pulled her gate closed. Laleh’s nonsense would be easier to banish, if only it didn't resurrect the foul dreams that so often plagued her. Even now, the memories reached for her, but she shook them off. Home was her refuge, and home was where she would stay.
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        A young branch takes on

        All the bends that one gives it.

        Chinese proverb

        

      

      

      Esther crossed the courtyard, ducked beneath the fruit trees and pushed open the door with a sigh of relief.

      Inside, she set down her jar and then noticed her father sitting by the open window. “Abba! You are home!” She

      ran to hug him.

      Mordecai dropped the scroll he had been reading and embraced her, kissing both her cheeks. “What was

      Laleh saying to you just now?”

      “If she calls me Ishtar once more, I swear, I shall throw her down the well! And nail down the lid!”

      He laughed and reached up to pull the shutter closed. Settling in a more comfortable position on the low

      couch, he watched Esther fold her veil. “I often feel that way when these Persians insist on calling me Marduk.

      Still, I believe it is meant as a compliment, giving us their gods’ names. To Laleh, you are a beautiful reminder

      of what she worships.”

      His eyes twinkled. “The wrong name is not always an insult. How many times have I called you by your

      mother`s name, yet I've never heard you protest?” He shrugged. “Ask Laleh to call you Esther.”

      Unfolding the sofreh, she made it billow out before it rested like a meadow of flowers on the carpet

      between them. “I do, all the time, but then she calls me Ishtar all the more.” Next she set down a stack of nan

      wrapped in cloth.

      “Ah, there lies the key. Have I never taught you this proverb? ‘A high gate invites destruction.’”

      She crinkled her nose at him, placing the meat next to the nan. “Which means…?”

      He unfolded the corner of the sofreh nearest to him. “Laleh’s teasing is a challenge. She wants to see if

      she can get a rock past your gate. And every time the wood splinters, she wins. Trust me, you don't need to

      remind her how you feel.”

      “But I hate that name, Abba.” She placed a small vase of flowers between them.

      “Fine. Continue to hate it, but remember who built the gate. If you did not protest so much, Laleh would

      have nothing to aim for.”

      Esther sighed. “It was so much easier when we were small. Then, our worst quarrels were over who could

      eat the most plums.” She seated herself opposite him.

      “And my biggest problem was what to do for your aching stomachs.” He murmured a prayer of thanks

      before scooping up a piece of meat with the bread.

      They ate in silence. By the way she avoided his gaze, Mordecai knew there was more bothering her than a

      careless remark. He smiled. “Tell me, who does Laleh want to marry this week?”

      “An Immortal.”

      “But of course she does. Now there is someone to make a girl’s heart beat faster.”

      “I think they look foolish with that gold hanging from them.” She fingered the frayed edge of the sofreh.

      “Who wears gold into battle? Are they supposed to be soldiers or goldsmiths?”

      Mordecai laughed. “It's meant to be proof of their skill. When Darius was the shah, he summoned the best

      archers in Persia. After he trained them to his satisfaction, he gave them each a length of gold with which to

      taunt their enemies. It is said they are so skillful, no foe ever gets close enough to steal it.”

      “Never?”

      He shook his head. “How could they, with nine thousand others who wait to take their fallen brother’s

      place?”

      “I almost forgot.” Esther sprang up and fetched another bowl, which she placed in front of him. “Auntie

      Crina brought over some grapes for you.”

      “Bless Laleh’s mother for her kindness! Not every widow takes such an interest in her neighbors like that

      woman does.” He noticed the glint in Esther’s eyes, but said nothing, only motioned for her to sit.

      She settled herself. “Abba, why are you home so early?”

      “We were dismissed at noon.” He didn’t bother to keep the sarcasm from his voice. “In honor of the

      occasion.”

      “What occasion?”

      He could still see the gloating face, the arrogant stance of the man he despised most in all of Persia.

      “Haman has engineered another promotion for himself. Between his schemes and his father’s bribes, soon he

      will be second to the shah. And even then, I fear his ambition will not rest.”

      Esther gasped, dropping her bread onto the sofreh. “He wants to assassinate the shah? Agha Haman?”

      “No, he is too cowardly. But he seeks to bring everyone under his foul influence, and Xerxes is no

      exception.” He looked down and realized that he still had the scroll in his hand. “There is no end to his sordid

      ambition.”

      “Then why does the shah consult him?”

      Mordecai glanced at the window and then back at her huge, troubled eyes. “Xerxes is not the shah his

      father was. He doesn't trust the men his father relied on, so he demands the impossible from them. The Magi

      never had to stand up to King Darius, and they are afraid to challenge Xerxes. Neither has confidence in the

      other.” He studied the shredded papyrus between his fingers. “And Persia is weakened by their constant

      struggle.”

      “Do you trust the Magi, Abba?”

      As much as he trusted anyone in the snarl of tangled loyalties that was the palace. “For the most part, I

      suppose, they are not bad men. But like everyone else, they guard their own interests. If Xerxes was more like

      his father, he would have earned their complete allegiance by now.” He sighed. “If he had even one decent

      counselor to guide him, Persia would flourish as it did under the old shah.” He accepted the water she offered

      him.

      Esther also took a sip. “Some people claim they are sorcerers.”

      “The Magi? Who told you that?” He watched her face grow pink. “Ah yes, it must have been Crina. Who

      else?” He set the tattered scroll down. “Foolish woman’s prattle. There may have been some enchanters in their

      ranks over the years, but no more. True, they put great store in what guidance they claim to glean from the stars,

      but they are harmless.” Mordecai winked at her. “Perhaps they create the impression that they have great

      powers. It lends more credence to their words. Superstitious Persians! Be glad you come from truer seed,

      Esther. Only today, I boasted of your unblemished lineage, of our descent from the noble tribe of Benjamin.”

      What was he thinking? Was he so old that events fled his memory like mice from a fox? “All this talk of

      the court has distracted me.” He wiped his mouth. “I have some real news for you. Listen.”

      “You were promoted?” She leaned toward him.

      “Better.”

      Her mouth and eyes widened. “Are you thinking of marriage, Abba?”

      He nodded. For once, she seemed open to the idea. This was going to be even better than he had hoped.

      “That is wonderful news!” She laughed, and he saw the sheen of tears in her eyes. “Laleh and I were just

      talking about that. We are so excited for it to happen.”

      “Laleh? Has she also guessed my secret?” He grinned at her animated expression. “Very well. I assume

      you know who Asher the butcher is. From the stall in the east corner of the market?” Why did she suddenly

      look guilty? “What is it, Esther?”

      Her hand had flown to her mouth, but she stretched it out towards him. “Abba, it was all Laleh’s doing. I

      never encouraged him once, I promise. I don't know what you were told—”

      “Esther, what are you talking about? I'm not angry. How can I be when my daughter is getting married?”

      He met her shocked gaze and smiled. “Yes, it's true! Asher’s father met with me last week, and today we drew

      up a marriage contract. I wanted to speak to you before we actually signed…” He cocked his head at her look of

      dismay.

      “I cannot marry him.”

      Did she think they were poor? After all his sacrifices, at least he would be able to give her a respectable

      wedding when the time came. “Of course you can. I have a generous dowry set aside. It is all decided.” He

      noted the troubled set of her mouth.

      “But Abba, we have never discussed this properly.”

      “Well, then let us discuss it now.” He leaned back and closed his eyes. “Sometimes I allow myself to

      dream about you, grown and married, my house filled with the happy chatter of grandchildren. Asher will, of

      course, defer to me, as a respectful son-in-law ought to. In the evening, we shall discuss politics and the Law.

      Finance and the Law. The prophets and…” He swept aside his daydream. “It matters not. Tomorrow I shall take

      you to meet his parents. Then we shall sign the contract and notify the rabbi. In a year or two, when Asher has

      built a new house, or sooner if you want, you shall become his wife.”

      “But I have no desire to get married. You know this.” She stood and stared down at him in silence, the

      challenge unmistakable in her gaze.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Esther, is there some reason to prevent your marriage of which I am unaware?”

      She met his look of indignation with her own. “Do you really think some fool could sweet talk his way

      behind my veil? For any reason?”

      “No, of course not. Forgive me.” He watched, mystified, as she stood there, still silent. Something was

      wrong, but what? Mordecai rose. “If he has tried to touch you...”

      “He would be missing his hand and I would be in jail. You know full well that I am no helpless girl who

      cannot fend for herself. Nobody would dare.”

      True enough. He had never had to worry about her in that regard, not like Laleh. Then what? Sometimes it

      was impossible to understand her. Did not all girls want to get married? Yet every mention of marriage seemed

      to unsettle her. “Let us discuss this intelligently.”

      Slowly she lifted her head. “But I thought…”

      “What did you think, daughter?” He stood and carefully crossed the sofreh.

      Esther reached for his hand. “You know,” she insisted. “Laleh and I were certain you were going to ask

      her mother to marry you.”

      He yanked his hand away. Marry Crina? After several moments, he was able to speak. “No, child. I will

      never marry.”

      “Why not?”

      He smoothed his beard and managed to smile. “One female at my sofreh is more than enough. I need no

      one else to harass me.” How long had she been thinking this?

      Esther still looked confused. “Then why must I marry? You need me to look after you. Who else will

      cook and clean for you?” She began to clear the food away.

      He followed her from the room, carrying the vase. “I am not a poor man, Esther. I can hire a servant and I

      will be fine.”

      She turned and faced him, her head almost to his chin. “But I will not.”

      He gaped at her offended expression. “What is it about marriage that makes you so unreasonable? The

      butcher is well spoken of. He is an honest, hardworking man. You will never go hungry in his home.”

      Standing there, every line of her a challenge, she reminded him even more of his aunt. “He is a Jew.” She

      turned and walked through the arch that led to the kitchen.

      Mordecai’s jaw slackened. “So are we, Esther. You know that.”

      “No, Abba.” Esther placed the dishes on the table, then leaned against it and folded her arms. “A real Jew.

      One who eats with other Jews and is not ashamed to be known as one. You have taught me what to believe, but

      you have never welcomed our people into this house. Who in all of Susa knows we are Hebrew? Oh, pardon

      me. Who now besides Asher?”

      He looked away.

      “You have raised me to fear God, yet you reject his chosen ones.” She reached for him, then clung to his

      arm. “How can you expect me to marry someone you despise?”

      Mordecai set the flowers down and held her to his heart. After all these years, how could he explain? Yet

      he must try, or the issue would remain between them. He breathed in deeply. “Yes, my girl, you are right. I

      despise them for their stubborn foolishness. Here in Susa, we are merely the ragged edge of a huge sack of

      plunder. Forgotten by the Almighty in this pagan land. I despise their insistence that he still has some destiny

      for us, with all the evidence to the contrary.” He gazed at his troubled daughter and suddenly despised his

      neglect of their heritage even more.

      Mordecai drew back and patted the arm entwined in his. He squeezed her hand, aware of its daintiness,

      aware of the frail foundation he had given her. “Listen to me, Esther. When your parents lay dying in the ghetto,

      I promised to raise you as my own child. I swore that you would hear the truth from my lips. And you have.”

      Only perhaps not with the fervency it deserved. “I have never invoked the name of a foreign god.”

      “But when did we last celebrate the Passover?” Her gaze accosted him.

      How did a girl wield the club of guilt more ably than a rabbi? Or was the Almighty convicting him

      through her words, as he had often done through her extraordinary insight? He sighed. “I have done my duty. I

      made a good home for us. Only the wealthier citizens of Susa live here on this hill.”

      “Yes, and I know why. It's so that you can look down on the rest of the Jews!”

      He flinched. “So that we would not depend on them. But nothing unclean has ever entered my home.” He

      drew a long breath. “I have kept my oath.”

      She pulled her hands from his grasp. “Have you? Don't you remember when you held me as a child and

      promised you would always look after me? Always! What have I done to make you no longer want me in your

      house?” She picked up the vase and tossed the flowers in with the scraps.

      Her gesture was not lost on him. Mordecai held out his hands to her, but Esther ignored him and left the

      room. “Please,” he said, following after her, “try to see this from my perspective. Arranging your marriage is

      part of my responsibility. I have found you a good Jewish husband who can lead you in the faith. He will

      succeed where I have failed.” He grimaced. If the mere thought of marriage caused his daughter such great

      distress, then he had already failed both her and God.

      Esther dropped the sofreh she was folding and clung to him. “Please don't ask me to do this, Abba. I will

      always need you.”

      He was tempted to surrender to her plea, as he had always surrendered himself to her care. There was

      nothing he wanted more in that moment, as he sheltered her in his embrace, than to freely admit how

      despondent he became at the thought of her living elsewhere. Yet for her sake, he had to be strong.

      Mordecai unwrapped her arms from his neck. “You are no longer a child, Esther.” As much as he

      sometimes hated to face that fact, for both their sakes he must. “You are a grown woman now.” This marriage

      was what she needed. “As you have no legitimate objection, it is decided. You will marry Asher.”

      He forced himself to stand still, his throat aching, as Esther pushed away from him and rushed out the

      door.

      * * *

      How can he do this to me? Esther climbed into the crook of the first tree she came to. It had become her

      refuge over the years when Abba was busy, the only place in Susa that felt as solid and safe as he did. Hugging

      the trunk, she leaned her face against the smooth bark and racked her brain for a solution.

      No contract had been signed as yet. Perhaps…

      Perhaps she could suggest Laleh as a suitable wife for the butcher. Despite the storm in her belly, Esther

      smiled. Was anyone as hungry for marriage as Laleh? The girl was insatiable, ripe and ready to pluck. Crina

      would certainly not object. Esther imagined the three of them dancing around the courtyard, celebrating with

      abandonment. It was a perfect solution.

      Yet she could not deny the lump in her throat. Why did Abba feel obligated to marry her off? Was she

      such a burden to him? Well, she would change that. All she needed was to prove how indispensable she was.

      She would clean better. Cook more. Make his life easier, more peaceful. First thing in the morning, she

      would repair the sofreh’s edging.

      But what if he then found her another husband?

      Esther slowly released her breath. Men sometimes took a second spouse. Could women not do the same?

      Persians were liberal in most respects, so why not that one? Perhaps she could pass on all her prospective

      husbands to Laleh. Esther chuckled. After all, she was already drooling over the Ten Thousand Immortals.

      Surely Laleh would welcome an extra husband or two.

      She shook her head at her own desperate foolishness.

      Across the valley, she noticed the white gleam of the palace once more. Did Abba truly desire her to be

      gone? Would he go and live there once she was wed? Hide himself further away from the rest of the Jews in

      Susa, and from the obligation she was to him?

      Esther sniffed, determined to resist the tears that now threatened. She remembered five years earlier, when

      she had stood with Laleh and watched the royal wedding procession. She could still hear the joyous music, still

      see Queen Vashti’s shining eyes above her jeweled veil. Everyone knew that she had married Xerxes by choice,

      not for the sake of political alliance. She had made her own decision, and now she lived a life that everyone

      envied.

      Closing her eyes, Esther sighed. If only she enjoyed the same freedom as the queen.
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        Heartache swallows laughter

        As grief swallows joy.

        Solomon’s proverb

        

      

      

      “Her majesty is as patient as death.”

      Vashti frowned at Gonca’s sarcasm, but she held still in the curtained alcove. The gleaming strands of ivory and turquoise beads separating them from the corridor reminded her of the canopy of stars above the harem’s roof, where she had eaten last night. Xerxes had seemed so attentive, so amusing. Even the servants had laughed at his antics. So why was she here now, spying on him?

      “A very lingering death,” Gonca added.

      Vashti turned and met her gaze. “Do you think I won't banish my own sister for such impertinence?”

      “Never.” Gonca grinned “If not for me, you wouldn't even be queen.”

      “Forgive me if I seem less than grateful at this moment.” Vashti glanced from Xerxes’ doorway to the far end of the corridor, where two guards flanked the entrance to the royal quarters. The smoking haze from a single torch all but obscured their faces. Vashti cursed their diligence. Did their bladders never demand relief? Feeling like a crocodile among the bulrushes, she massaged her aching jaw and resigned herself to more waiting.

      She felt Gonca begin to knead her shoulders, and shook her off. “Stop fidgeting!” Vashti clamped a hand over her own mouth, darting a glance toward the sentinels.

      “Have no fear, they can't hear us. And if they persist in gossiping, they won't even hear his summons.” Gonca’s whisper fluttered like a moth against the back of Vashti’s neck. “Please, can't we go now? It's been two hours and no one has come to him. You could bribe the guards to tell you if anything happens after we leave.”

      “No.” Vashti folded her arms and glanced at the closed door. “A bribe is not the problem. What I cannot afford are the rumors that will follow such a request.” Letting out a harsh breath, Vashti turned and saw her frown reflected in Gonca’s eyes. “You aren't keeping anything from me, are you?” She placed a hand over Gonca’s heart. Was it pounding from guilt, or only from the possibility of being discovered?

      “Never.” Gonca took Vashti’s hand and massaged the taut knuckles. “I have always told you everything.”

      Vashti groaned. “Forgive me, sister. See how this mistrust has poisoned me?” She ground her teeth. “Xerxes, if you are betraying me even now…” Her hands tightened into fists. Then she glanced at Gonca and felt ashamed. “I regret making you hide here like a criminal.” She glanced at the cupboard behind them. “If we are discovered, I'll say I was preparing his wine.”

      “That's wise. No one ever questions your devotion to him.”

      If only she could be certain of his. “This is madness. You are probably right, and he is alone.” Vashti let out a ragged breath. “It's that eunuch, Shaashgaz. His gossip will drive me insane!” For a moment, she closed her eyes. “His intent is as veiled as the women under his care.” She reached for Gonca’s hand. “Tell me again, why is it that I bother paying to learn his secrets?”

      “Because as keeper of the Second House of Women, he knows all who pass through its doors.”

      Vashti stared through the beads, remembering her first visit to the harem. “Did I ever tell you? Xerxes once said that Shaashgaz was actually an old concubine of his father’s, tolerated out of pity since the old shah’s death. For a while, I believed it.”

      “Why not? He giggles like a woman.”

      “And hoards gossip like silver. Maybe he even inventories his secrets, who knows?” She leaned against Gonca. “He always makes it sound as if he does me a favor. ‘Her Highness will need to know which of her sisters attends His Majesty. Your servant also has needs.’ Then he holds out his hand to me.”

      Gonca snorted at Vashti’s mimicry, muffling her laughter against her arm. As she quaked in near silence, her eyes twinkled. “What needs? He has no family to support. Does he entertain anyone?”

      “Who would find him amusing?”

      Gonca’s voice hardened. “I don't trust the man.”

      “Man?” Vashti’s lips twisted. “Shaashgaz would never be mistaken for a man. His muscles are too slack, even for a eunuch. If it was possible for him to charm a woman into bed, she would have to be deaf as well as blind.” Again she glanced toward the guards. Still at attention.

      “O my sister, I wish you didn't have to pursue knowledge that brings you such sorrow.”

      Running her fingers down a string of beads, Vashti shrugged. “Not all my silver has been wasted. If Xerxes favors a certain concubine, or spends two nights in a row without one, Shaashgaz tells me. Then I give him a message for Xerxes.”

      Gonca’s face brightened. “What message?”

      Vashti felt her face flush. “A list of all the pleasures I hope to share with him that night, if the Mirror of Heaven is so inclined.” She grinned behind her hand. “He always is.”

      “You see? A wise queen promotes her own eminence in the shah’s mind.”

      Vashti shrugged. “There is no question that the harem has its uses. Because of it, I may sleep undisturbed as often as I like. And why shouldn't the greatest shah of Persia have the greatest harem? He can afford it. Only…” She stared at the floor for a moment before giving in to her weeping.

      “Oh, Vashti.” Gonca knelt and cradled her.

      After a long time, Vashti raised her head. “Why, Gonca? Why must he stoop to pluck a grape from the floor, when he commands a thousand vineyards? Yet he always stoops. Serving girls. Dancers. Kitchen maids. Other men’s wives. Half the women of Susa, for all I know!” She gasped for breath, unable to continue.

      Suddenly Gonca tapped Vashti’s shoulder and pointed at the doorway. “Look.”

      A woman, younger and more generous in proportion than Vashti, had slipped from the bedchamber. She paused to fix her veil in place, but not before Vashti and Gonca had seen her smug mouth, her eyes careless with ambition. Samira, Gonca mouthed.

      Memucan’s daughter-in-law? Vashti pictured the plump mage, the most fawning of the seven royal viziers. What had Xerxes promised him in exchange for the girl’s presence? “I will strangle her!”

      Gonca shushed Vashti and pried the string of beads out of her hand. She pointed down the hall to where the guards were now joking with Samira.

      “Why are they talking to that adulteress?” Vashti glared at the men before pressing her face close to Gonca’s. “Less than a week ago, Memucan presented his son to Xerxes while I entertained both their wives. Snakes, the lot of them!”

      “Filthy rats!”

      “How could I be such an idiot? I fed them my best stuffed figs and kumquats. I should have had her stuffed and spitted!”

      Gonca squeezed Vashti’s shoulder. “This isn't your fault.”

      “Maybe I was a fool, but I get so desperate for conversation with women other than those I endure daily in this place.” Vashti stood and spat through the beads at Samira’s departing back. “The whore! Gonca, what if Samira already knew last week that she was coming to Xerxes? What if she wanted to compare herself to me? To learn my flaws?”

      “Nonsense! What flaws? You are a thousand times more beautiful.”

      “Other eunuchs welcome bribes. What if she paid to learn—” Vashti stumbled over her words, and again felt her face infuse with heat. “To learn what Xerxes prefers from the women he beds.”

      “But you are his queen.”

      Vashti hung her head. “What difference does it make?”

      Gonca’s grip tightened.


