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Then the LORD rained upon Sodom and upon Gomorrah


brimstone and fire from the LORD out of heaven;


And he overthrew those cities, and all the


plain, and all the inhabitants of the cities,


and that which grew upon the ground.


Genesis 19: 24-25




ONE


By the Rivers of Babylon




How do ye say, We are wise, and the law of the


Lord is with us? Lo, certainly in vain made


he it; the pen of the scribes is in vain.


Jeremiah 8: 8




It pleases you to picture me with wings. My natural element is air and humans have literal imaginations. But if you study the myths that have become your scriptures, you will struggle to find a single feather. Whatever the elaborations of later writers, the poets who first brought me to life in Canaan some three or four thousand years ago perceived me as unexceptional. Why else would they have shown Abraham and Lot offering me food, shelter and water to wash my dusty feet? Why else would they have made Sarah doubt my news that she was to bear a child?


It is not just my appearance that has been embellished over time. Having constructed an intricate Creation myth, you then agonised over the angels’ place in it. Were we formed on the first day with the light, on the second with the sky, or on the fifth with the other flying creatures? Furthermore, what part did we play on the sixth day when God created you? That question at least I can answer. It was not we who helped to create you but you who created us. You wanted to bridge the gulf that had opened between heaven and earth. In your oldest stories, you have God walking with Adam, wrangling with Abraham and even wrestling with Jacob. But the more mindful that you grew of the majesty and mystery of God, the harder it was to envisage His approaching you in person. You needed intermediaries and came up with us.


I have the distinction of being the first angel named in your Bible: Gabriel. It may surprise you to learn that only three of us are identified in its pages, the others being Michael and Raphael – and even Raphael's place is contentious, since Protestants regard the Book of Tobit, in which he features, as apocryphal. In all, I make four undisputed appearances: two to Daniel explaining his visions; one to Zechariah announcing the birth of his son, John; and, of course, one to Mary, heralding the birth of Jesus. Meanwhile, tradition – or rather traditions, since there is no agreement even among adherents of the same faith – credits me with being the anonymous angel mentioned in several other episodes. So, to the Jews, it was I who averted the sacrifice of Isaac and rescued Shadrach, Meshach and Abednegofrom the fiery furnace. It was I who, according to Ezekiel, was sent to destroy Jerusalem (although, by then, as you shall see, I had experience of civic destruction). To the Christians, it was I who warned Joseph to flee from Herod, I who appeared to Jesus in Gethsemane and who rolled the stone away from His tomb. Nor does my role end with the Bible. Muslims believe that I dictated the Qur’an to Muhammad, accompanied him on his night journey to Jerusalem and was present at his death. Mormons believe that I am the spiritual incarnation of Noah and restored the priesthood keys to Joseph Smith.


My immediate concern is the very first story with which I am associated: that of Abraham and his extended family. Having encouraged the Egyptian slave, Hagar, to return to her mistress, Sarah, and apprised her of the imminent birth of her son, Ishmael, I visited Abraham in his tent, together with Michael and Raphael. Even here, however, there is no consensus about our respective roles. Christian tradition, no doubt anticipating my part in that far more momentous annunciation, depicts me announcing the birth of Isaac to Abraham and Sarah, while Jewish tradition affords that honour to Michael, leaving me with the less edifying task of annihilating Sodom. The ease with which I effect it – shattering the rock on which the sinful city stands with a single finger – is in inverse proportion to the devastation caused, the repercussions of which are still being felt by those trapped beneath the rubble.


It is not for me to question my allotted role. I am no more of a free agent in the human narrative than in the divine plan that it seeks to elucidate. Yet just as I cannot but admire your ability to turn timeworn myths into a subtle and enduring theology, so I cannot but deplore the consequences. And looking back at the earliest account of events in Sodom, I am amazed at the difference from the story that later became canonical. Indeed, my fellow angels and I barely appear at all.




THE ACTS OF ABRAHAM AND LOT, HIS BROTHER'S SON, AND THEIR GOD, YAHWEH, WRITTEN ACCORDING TO THE ANCIENT ROLL BY JARED, SON OF MICAIAH, IN THE THIRTY-FIRST YEAR OF NEBUCHADREZZAR, KING OF BABYLON


A certain man dwelt in Ur in the land of the twin rivers, whose name was Terah. And Terah begat three sons and one daughter: Nahor and Abraham, these two did Yona bear unto him; and Haran and Sarah, these two did Tehevita bear unto him.


And Haran took a wife in those days and the wife of Haran conceived and bore him a son and he called his name Lot, and she conceived and bore him a daughter and he called her name Milcah.


And Nahor and Abraham also took unto them wives; the name of Nahor's wife was Milcah, the daughter of his brother, Haran; the name of Abraham's wife was Sarah, the daughter of his father, Terah.


But Sarah was barren; she bare no child.


And it came to pass that Kindattu, King of Elam, looked upon the plenteousness of Ur: the palaces and the temples and the treasure-houses of silver and gold and precious stones. And he made league with the Kassites that dwelt in the heights of the Zagros, and he gathered together all his armies and his horses and his chariots and they descended upon the city, like as wolves greedy of their prey.


They broke down the walls of the city and they burnt all the houses with fire: the palace of the king's house, and the temples, and every great man's house and all that was therein burnt they with fire; only the silver and the gold and the precious stones and the vessels of brass and of iron they took with them out of the city


Then Haran, son of Terah, entered into the burning temple to deliver the image of the moon god, Sin, which Terah and his sons and his sons’ wives and his kinsmen and his bondmen were wont to worship every Sabbath, that is the Festival of the New Moon. But the flames consumed his body like the meat offering that was laid upon the altar.


And Terah and his sons, and his son's son, Lot, all did grieve sorely for Haran that was slain.


But the Lord came unto Abraham in the visions of the night, saying, Why grievest thou for thy brother Haran, who cleaved unto a false god? It is I, Yahweh, who alone can save thee from the wrath of Elam and the vengeance of the Kassites. It is I, Yahweh, son of the great El, king of the gods and ruler over all the earth, whom alone thou shouldst worship.


And Abraham was troubled, even in his sleep, and he answered him, saying, Tell me, Lord, what wouldst thou have me do?


And the Lord answered, Get thee out of thy country, and from thy kindred and from thy father's house, unto a land that I will show thee. And I will bless thee and make thy name great among all nations and thou shalt prosper in all that thou dost.


So Abraham departed as the Lord had told him and he took with him Terah his father, and Sarah his wife, she that was barren and bare no child, and Lot, the son of his brother Haran, with his herdmen and his bondmen and his flocks and his cattle. And they journeyed north across the hills and high places and entered into Canaan.


Now Terah waxed exceeding old and gave up the ghost in the wilderness, far from the land of his fathers. Abraham and Lot did honour him in his death, making baldness upon their heads and cutting off the extremities of their beards. They made doleful lamentations over him like the cries of the ostrich and they buried him in the valley of the mountains.


They removed from thence unto a mountain east of Bethel and they pitched their tents thereupon. And Abraham did look about him and, behold, he saw that the land was most fruitful. There grew the vine, the hazel, the cypress and the myrtle; the cedar, the olive tree, the incense tree and all the trees of the wilderness.


And there was water upon the mountain.


And Abraham blessed the Lord that had brought him out of Ur and led him into Canaan. He built an altar unto Yahweh and unto Asherah, his wife, upon the mountain. He took him a goat, a ram, a turtle-dove and a pigeon to the altar. He cleaved them in twain and sprinkled the blood upon the altar and he made a meat offering to Yahweh upon the altar that he would be with him and that he would not abandon him all his life.


Now all that the Lord did promise was performed. Abraham gained dominion over the highways and the byways, the rivers and the springs of the plains and the watering places of the wilderness, and he did exact tribute from all the companies that journeyed thereon.


And Abraham increased abundantly and Lot, his brother's son, increased abundantly alongside him. And Lot took for a wife Idrith from the daughters of Canaan.


And Abraham rejoiced exceedingly for all that was his, save for his wife Sarah that was barren. And Abraham and Sarah cried towards Yahweh and Asherah. And Abraham made them meat offerings of the firstlings of his flocks and herds and drink offerings of the blood of grapes. But they had shut up Sarah's womb.


Now there was a drought upon the land, that dried up the springs, and Abraham went down into Egypt with Sarah his wife to sojourn there; for the famine was grievous in the land. And when he was come near to enter into Egypt, he said unto Sarah his wife, Behold now I know that thou art a fair woman to look upon and thine eyes are like to kindle the lusts of the Egyptians. Therefore say not that thou art my wife, lest they will kill me but they will save thee alive. Say, I pray thee, that thou art my sister, that it may be well with me for thy sake, and my soul shall live because of thee.


And it came to pass that the woman was brought unto Pharaoh and she found favour in his eyes and for her sake he entreated Abraham well. And that night Pharaoh took her into his house and he did defile her.


And the Lord plagued Pharaoh and all which were of his house, his menservants and his maidservants and his eunuchs, with great plagues because of Sarah, Abraham's wife. He smote them with the scab and with the itch, and with the emerods and with the burning ague, and with the botch from the soles of their feet unto the tops of their heads.


And Pharaoh called all the physicians of Egypt and all the wise men and the sorcerers thereof, but they were as broken reeds for they could not restore him to health.


Then the Lord appeared to Pharaoh in a dream, saying, It is I, Yahweh, that hath done these things unto thee for that thou hast committed whoredoms with Sarah, the wife of my servant Abraham. Send her away that these afflictions might be lifted from thee.


When Pharaoh heard these words, his soul was vexed and he called Abraham and said to him, What is this that thou hast done to me? How saidst thou to me, She is my sister, when behold of a surety she is thy wife? And Abraham said unto him, Because I feared I should die for her.


And yet indeed she is my sister; she is the daughter of my father, but not the daughter of my mother; and she became my wife.


Then Pharaoh returned Sarah to Abraham. And he gave her silver and gold and clothing of fine linen and purple, and bondservants that were of his house and also Hagar, that was the daughter of his concubine, to be her handmaid.


And he gave Abraham silver and gold and oxen and sheep and he asses and she asses and menservants and maidservants for the sake of Sarah his wife.


And Pharaoh said unto Abraham, Let us make peace between your god and my gods, for we have seen the great and terrible things thy god hath done.


And Abraham took a blade of flint, and for a token of his covenant with Pharaoh he did circumcise the flesh of his foreskin, after the manner of the Egyptians. And he did circumcise the flesh of the foreskins of all his bondmen, they that were born of his house and they that were bought with money of the stranger.


And Abraham gave thanks to Yahweh, his god, for the covenant that he had cut with Pharaoh.


And Abraham departed out of Egypt, and with him Sarah and all that he had. He journeyed from the south through Negeb, even unto Bethel where he had first pitched his tent. There he found Lot, who marvelled to see how great Abraham was grown.


So Abraham ascended up to the mountain and to the altar that he had built there unto the Lord. He put off his shoes from his feet, and he covered his face, and he knelt upon his knees, and he spread forth his hands toward heaven. He made a meat offering and a drink offering and he praised the name of Yahweh for all the flocks and the treasures that he had bestowed on him and that he had brought him safe out of Egypt.


But Sarah his wife was no longer pleasing in his sight, for that she bore the stain of Pharaoh. And he bade her that she should purify herself of her uncleanness. And the woman said to him, My Lord, turn not away thy face from me, for did I not hearken unto thy words in all that thou commandest me and say that thou wert my brother?


But the heart of Abraham was hardened against Sarah his wife and, when she came unto him at night, he was as a withered sapling.


Then again the Lord appeared unto Abraham, saying, I am Yahweh that brought thee from Ur of Sumer to give possession of this land to thee and to thy seed forever.


And Abraham answered and said, How shalt this be, for behold thou hast given me no seed? Thou hast shrivelled the womb of Sarah my wife like a wineskin in the smoke. I have no heir of my blood but Lot, the son of my brother which is dead. To him and his seed hast thou given this land.


And the Lord said unto him, This shall not be thine heir; but he that shall come forth out of thine own bowels shall be thine heir.


And Abraham wondered at the words of the Lord and he hastened into the tent unto Sarah, though she was grown cold to his touch since they had passed out of Egypt.


And every Sabbath, when the new moon was come, he took an heifer and a she goat and an ewe lamb to be an offering unto Yahweh and Asherah, and did sprinkle the blood round about upon the altar that he had built. But the fountain of Sarah's blood still flowed.


Now Sarah was fearful and afraid lest her lord put her away. So she brought Hagar her maid the Egyptian before him, saying, Behold now the Lord hath restrained me from bearing. I pray thee, go in unto my maid Hagar; and she shall bear children upon my knees, that I may also have children by her.


And Abraham hearkened to the voice of Sarah. And he went in unto Hagar, and she conceived and bare him a son: and Abraham called the name of his son which Hagar bare him, Ishmael.


And Abraham called Lot unto him and said, Now that I have a son of my bone and flesh, thou shalt no longer be mine heir and do me honour at my death. And Lot was in bitterness of soul that he must humble himself before the issue of a concubine.


And it came to pass that Abraham looked upon the sheep and the goats of Lot that swallowed up the increase of the earth and he was full of wrath and did require of him the firstlings of his flocks and his herds for a tithe.


And Lot said to him, Did I not put the portion of Haran my father with thy portion? Did not my bondmen dig the wells of water with thy bondmen? Why shouldst thou now require of me the firstlings of my flocks for a tithe?


Then Abraham was ashamed and said unto him, Let there be no strife between thee and me and between my bondmen and thy bondmen; for we be brethren. Behold is not the whole land before thee? Separate thyself, I pray thee, from me.


And let there now be an oath betwixt us, even between me and thee, and let us distribute the land for an inheritance. And Lot put his hand under the thigh of Abraham and they divided the land.


And Abraham took for his portion all the land from the plains of Mamre to Beersheba, from the east side to the west side, and Lot took for his portion all the land from the springs of Jericho to the south of the salt sea.


But the land that Abraham had appointed to Lot was lean and barren. Neither in the high hills in summer neither in the valleys in winter found he pasture for his flocks. And he came unto Sodom and he made league with the king of Sodom to pay him tribute.


And Lot increased exceedingly in Sodom. He fed his flocks in the fallow ground without the city; he sent forth his companies to and fro throughout the land; he spake wise counsel unto the king of Sodom. But the men of Sodom trusted him not, for that he was a stranger.


And when his daughters were come to years and it was with them after the manner of women, he brought them unto the priests of the temple and they did give the first issue of their bodies to the moon god that he might drop down dew upon the fields in summer. But still the men of Sodom trusted him not.


Now Hagar, Abraham's concubine, grew slothful in her work and ate the bread of idleness. She looked not unto the hand of Sarah her mistress.


And Sarah rebuked and chastised her, but Hagar answered her and said, The gods have endued me with a good dowry, for I have borne my lord a son of his loins. Thy breasts are dry as the wilderness of Sinai but mine are fat and full as the plains of Jezreel.


Then Sarah went in secret up to the mountain and made a drink offering unto Asherah. She fell before the image on her face, and bowed herself to the ground, and wept sore, and prayed to the queen of heaven that she would be mindful of her tears and open the doors of her womb.


And she sunk down with a deep sleep, but having her eyes open, and she saw a light above the brightness of the stars, and she heard a voice speaking unto her and she was dismayed.


And the voice like as the pleasant harp said unto her, Prepare a pottage of the seeds of lotus, with fat meat, eggs and the milk from a young she goat, and serve it unto thy lord and he shall once more be as the stalk of the lotus plant in thy bed.


And the woman did according to all that the voice had bidden her, and she fed Abraham her lord with the pottage, and he went in unto her and she conceived. And when she saw that she did conceive, she sent word to her brother's son, Lot, saying, Rejoice with me for my reproach hath been lifted from me.


And Lot rejoiced that the days of Sarah were turned from wormwood to honey. But Idrith his wife was troubled and said unto him, Take heed, for if the babe be a boy, then he must be heir to all the lands and goods whereof thine uncle is possessed. Therefore give not thine elder daughter to the son of his concubine but take husbands for the elder and the younger alike from the men of the city.


And Lot hearkened to her words and betrothed the damsels to those that were about him. And when Abraham heard these things, anger burned within him and he sent Eliezer his steward unto Sodom to require that Lot should turn and repent.


And Eliezer entered into the city. Lot seeing him rose up to meet him and brought him unto his house and bade him rest. And he sent forth his daughters to fetch water from the cistern that he might wash his feet. And he set before him meat, and cakes of bread, and pomegranates, and nuts and almonds, and they did eat.


At even he spread out skins upon the housetop whereupon the man might lie, for it was the drought of summer. And Eliezer laid himself down and slept.


But he was raised from his sleep by a great bruit, for the men of Sodom did riot in the street. And he called unto Lot and asked him straitly, saying, What manner of mischief is this?


And Lot answered and said, It is the men of the city, both old and young, retiring from the fields where they danced with all their might before Baal. They set up his image under the green bay tree and spilled their seed of copulation to the god.


Then Eliezer was astonished and wagged his head and cried out with a loud voice that it was a detestable thing and an abomination before Yahweh. But Lot besought him to refrain his mouth for he was a stranger and a gazing stock in the city.


And Eliezer returned to Abraham his master and said to him, The men of Sodom shall be an execration unto all the earth. They defile the land with their witchcrafts and their wickedness. They whore after Baal in the night, spilling their seed to gain his favour.


When Abraham heard the voice of his words, his anger waxed hot and he sware, saying, The men of Sodom are like untimely figs, which cannot be eaten they are so vile. Even as Yahweh slew all the sons of El to rule over the heavens and the earth, so will I smite all those that do worship strange gods.


But when Sarah his wife heard this, she was affrighted for her kindred in Sodom. She adjured Abraham, saying, Cause not the fierceness of thy wroth to fall upon the city, but spare it for the sake of the child that quickens in my belly. But Abraham heeded her not.


So she went again up to the mountain and she offered a meat offering and a drink offering unto Yahweh and called upon the Lord that he would melt the heart of Abraham.


And the Lord appeared unto her, saying, Sarah thou art weak as is the way with women. Thou must walk in the statutes of Abraham thy lord and ever esteem his precepts. Yet will I send forth my messengers unto the city that they mark and see what manner of men they are. For I know not the reins and hearts of the men of Sodom.


And I swear unto thee this oath that, if they find even ten that honour me within the city, I will stay Abraham's hand.


And there came two angels of Yahweh to Sodom at even; and Lot sat in the gate of Sodom where he trafficked among the merchantmen. And Lot seeing them rose up to meet them; and he bowed himself with his face bowed toward the ground.


And he said, Behold now, my lords, come in, I pray you, into your servant's house, and tarry all night, and wash your feet, and ye shall rise up early, and go on your ways. And he pressed upon them greatly; and they turned in unto him, and entered into his house.


And Lot reverenced them and prepared great provision for them and set before them salted kid and barley cakes and clusters of raisins. And they did eat and were satisfied.


And he brought them up upon the housetop and spread out coverings of skins. But before they lay down, the men of the city beheld them and compassed the house round, both old and young, all the people from every quarter:


And they called unto Lot, and said unto him, What are these that came in to thee this night? Bring them out unto us, that we may know them. Shew them to us that we may see whether they be true men or spies.


And Lot went out at the door unto them, and shut the door after him, and said, I pray you brethren, let me not be put to shame. These men are in my safeguard. They did sit at meat with me. I am charged to preserve them until the salt has quit their bellies.


Behold, here are my daughters, maidens that have known no men. Yea, I had rather that you took by force these virgins than that you turn your hands upon these men.


And they that heard him were astonished and had him in derision. And Idrith his wife said unto him, These are my daughters that I have given suck. Dost thou forsake thine own seed for strangers? But Lot understood what appertained unto all them that came under the shadow of his roof.


And the men of Sodom pressed sore upon him, even upon Lot, and came near to break down the door. But the angels put forth their hand, and pulled Lot into the house to them, and shut the door.


And they smote the men that were at the door of the house, both small and great, with blindness: so that they wearied themselves to find the door.


And the angels said unto Lot, Hast thou here any besides thy wife and thy daughters and thy sons in law? Make haste and bring them forth from this place: for thou, even thou only, in this city art righteous in the eyes of the Lord. The Lord Yahweh is a jealous god. He will strengthen thy kinsman Abraham and stretch out his sword upon all those who profane his name.


And Lot went out and spake to his sons in law, which were betrothed to his daughters, and said, Up, get you out of this place: for the Lord Yahweh will destroy this city. But they hissed at him, saying, Are not the walls of Sodom six cubits thick? Is not the thunderbolt of Baal mightier than the sword of Yahweh?


And when the morning arose, Idrith lingered in her chamber. She spake unto Lot, saying, Shall I leave the sweetness of the city and dwell once more in a tent of goat hair? Shall I no longer guide mine own house but bear the yoke of Abraham?


While she did yet beseech him, the angels laid hold upon her hand, and upon the hand of Lot, and upon the hand of his two daughters; the Lord being merciful unto them: and they brought them forth, and set them without the city


And the angels said unto them, Escape for your lives lest the men of the city do take you in hostage. Look not behind ye lest you should see the city laid waste and desolate, and fall into despair.


And it came to pass that Abraham rose up and marched upon Sodom. He built a fort against it and set engines of war round about it. He broke down the towers with his axes and with ladders mounted its walls.


And the men of Abraham fell upon the city and they smote all the men thereof with the edge of the sword, and the women and the children, and every beast, and all that came to hand, utterly destroying them: there was not any left to breathe. And a great flame of smoke rose up from out of the city.


And the heart of Abraham was lifted up and he gave thanks unto Yahweh his lord that did rule over all the nations and did drive out his enemies like dust before the east wind.


But when Sarah his wife, that was big with child, lifted up her eyes afar off, she was still and exulted not in the punishment of the city.


And the angels of Yahweh led Lot and his wife and his daughters over the plain even unto the salt sea. And when evening was come, they were weary and laid themselves down to rest.


But Idrith looked behind her toward the ruinous city. And her heart was full of heaviness and she found no consolation. She gathered up stones from the edge of the sea and bound them in the border of her robe. And she cast herself into the sea and was drowned.


And when Lot rose up early on the morrow, he found her laid on the shore like a meat offering seasoned with salt.


Then Lot and his daughters took Idrith up into the mountains to bury her in a cave, after their manner. And Lot laid off his mantle and rent his garment. He covered his head in earth and he sat in ashes. He lamented her and howled like as the jackal in the wilderness.


And Lot took his daughters in his arms to comfort them, one upon his right breast and one upon his left.




1


Jared, son of Micaiah, harboured a shameful secret. Unlike his fellow exiles, he did not dream of returning to Jerusalem and rebuilding the temple but, rather, of remaining in Babylon, enjoying the adventure, and becoming a trusted advisor to the king.


In truth, he had few happy memories of Jerusalem. He had been four years old when the enemy forces laid siege to the city, and six when they finally destroyed its defences. He could still recall his excitement at his first sight of the earthworks encircling the walls, swiftly followed by guilt in the face of his family's fear. But his abiding memory was of boredom – intense, interminable boredom – when his mother forbade him to leave the house in case he were hit by one of the stones or arrows, which, according to her, the wicked King Nebuchadrezzar was aiming directly at him. Her vigilance was mocked by months of inertia, until a sudden spate of missiles led her to look wretchedly at his father and triumphantly at him.


He remembered the hunger that made an echoing well of his stomach and the soups prepared from weeds that grew in the paving and which tasted like puddles, although he knew better than to grumble since both Asaph and Shimron explained that the soups were far more repugnant to their mother, whose cooking had once been renowned. He remembered the dispute between Seraiah, the high priest, who insisted that the last remaining goat in the Temple precinct be sacrificed to the Lord and the officials who declared that He had abandoned them and they should use it to feed themselves. He remembered too the predatory looks on the gaunt faces of people in the street, which lent credence to Asaph's claim that in the poorer districts they were eating corpses, gnawing at their bones like the wild beasts that Asaph had previously invoked to scare him. But this time, when he repeated the story to his mother, she made no attempt to reassure him and simply muttered a prayer.


So, as he admitted to his pillow, it was almost a relief when the enemy finally breached the walls. Soldiers in glinting helmets clambered through the cracks and clattered through the streets. Some of the young men fought back, but they were ill-equipped, half-starved and exhausted. Jubilant shouts, barked commands and chilling screams rent the air, mingling with the measured lamentations of the Levites in the Temple. Later, on the gruelling trek to Babylonia, he heard talk of how the soldiers rampaged through the city, cutting throats as casually as pomegranates. At this, the men would curse – long, cold curses that seemed to come from somewhere way beyond anger – and the women would spit, even though their mouths were dry. They called the Babylonians monsters, which worried him since, try as he might, he could not forget the story of King David massacring 22,000 Arameans in a single battle. There were only 12,000 people living in the whole of Jerusalem and the soldiers had barely killed half of them. So if the Babylonians were wicked, that must make the Judeans even worse.


After the initial carnage, the soldiers scoured the city, rounding up all the men. His father, having forbidden Asaph and Shimron to resist in a voice that seemed to echo from Mount Sinai, now ordered the entire family to await its fate with dignity: a new word to Jared, which he took to mean silence since no one spoke, not even his garrulous aunt. When the soldiers came, his mother forgot her dignity and, in a moment as thrilling as it was frightening, she screamed and leapt on the man who had hold of Asaph, until she in turn was restrained by his aunt. ‘What's to become of us?’ she cried, as the soldiers dragged off their three captives, which was a double waste of a question when the officer had already told them in plain, if heavily accented, Hebrew to prepare to leave for Babylonia and she might have asked something useful like ‘When will you give us some food?’


For the next three days nobody entered or left the house, but the voices wafting up from the Temple courtyard kept them abreast of the news. King Zedekiah and his sons had escaped through a secret passage in the palace gardens, only to be recaptured near Jericho and led before King Nebuchadrezzar at Riblah, where the princes were beheaded in full view of their father. Then, as if determined that nothing should displace that image, King Nebuchadrezzar had gouged out King Zedekiah's eyes with his own hands, which was the cruellest torture Jared could imagine. He tentatively pressed the spongy flesh above his eyelids, until his mother asked him what he thought he was doing, her tone suggesting that she knew.


Her repeated insistence that life was meaningless without her husband and sons, which Jared could not help but find hurtful, was confounded by their sudden reappearance. Screeching as if she had stood on something wriggly, she clasped them to her, all three at once, refusing to let go for an instant. She pressed her head to his father's chest and stroked Asaph and Shimron's cheeks, before sinking to her knees and weeping even more fiercely than when she had thought them dead. His father helped her to her feet and hugged her, while his aunt, who was grateful for everything, moved to his brothers, laughing and crying and kissing their hands. Jared held back, his genuine relief at their return tempered by his renewed subordination. Then his father swept him up in his arms; Shimron ruffled his hair; and Asaph gave him a punch that, for once, was not intended to hurt.


His father described their escape, drawing it out as if it were a sacred story. They too had been taken to Riblah, along with the priests, doorkeepers, temple officials and fellow scribes. They were all sentenced to death since King Nebuchadrezzar blamed them for encouraging King Zedekiah to break his oath of allegiance. Their own sentence was revoked after the intervention of Jeremiah, whom King Nebuchadrezzar favoured for his staunch support of the Babylonian cause, which was what had made him hated in Jerusalem. On one occasion, Jared's father and grandfather, Gemariah, had saved him from an angry mob who were threatening to stone him for treason. Jeremiah now pleaded for Micaiah and his sons to the king, who spared their lives. For this, Jared was prepared to forgive the prophet his scratchy voice and mouldy smell and even his way of resting his hand on a boy's head without asking.


With his father and brothers’ return, Jared was impatient to set off for Babylonia, although he knew better than to say so out loud. This was the second mass deportation of the Judeans, and his parents and Shimron and even Asaph, who claimed – unconvincingly to Jared's mind – to remember the first one ten years earlier, failed to understand why the order to leave was delayed. The reason soon became clear. This time King Nebuchadrezzar was not content merely to break the city's resistance; he aimed to destroy its soul. Day after day, people watched in horror as the soldiers set about systematically demolishing the Temple. First, they pulled down the gilded bronze pillars that stood on either side of the porch and were so huge that they had been given names – Jachin and Boaz – like mountains. Next, they ripped the carvings off the walls and melted down the incense burners and candelabras on the very altar that had served for sacrifice. Then, they committed the worst of all crimes by entering the Holiest Place, which was forbidden to everyone but the high priest since it housed the Ark of the Covenant. This, in a way that Jared did not fully comprehend, was Yahweh's throne in Jerusalem.


He knew that something terrible must be happening when the group of women who stood in the Temple courtyard from morning to night, weeping and wailing and beating their breasts at each fresh desecration, fell silent, their silence more penetrating than any scream. His father, who was standing beside him at their upper window, ordered him to close his eyes. He tried to obey but curiosity overcame him and he peeped at the dozen men staggering down the steps beneath a massive statue of a lion with an eagle's wings and a man's face. He took this to be the Ark until, after loading it precariously on a cart and driving away, they brought out an identical creature. Finally, four men emerged shouldering a large golden chest, which looked wide enough but too unstable to be a throne. From his father's strangled sobs, Jared knew that this must be the Ark.


‘Where will the Lord sit now that they’ve stolen the Ark?’ he asked.


‘Nowhere. He has abandoned us forever,’ Micaiah said through tears he made no attempt to hide. Jared clasped his hand, feeling at once grown-up and alone.


The day of departure dawned at last. By bribing one of the sentinels, Shimron had procured a donkey and cart, which Jared's mother filled with jars, pots and bedding, his father's writing tablets and seals, while insisting that anything inessential – in which she included Jared's hoop and jump-rope and even the three minuscule mouse skulls that she would never have noticed had he not mentioned them – be left behind. They joined the long line of people gathered at the Fish Gate: a few like themselves with carts; the majority weighed down with baggage. Jared blushed to see his two best friends, Hushim and Calev, both sons of executed priests, who would have to make the journey on foot while he sat in state with his mother and aunt. He wondered whether to clutch his ankle in a phantom sprain, but he was afraid that Asaph and Shimron, who were walking on either side of the cart while his father led the donkey, would taunt him.


The soldiers marked their exit with music: banging drums; blowing trumpets; shaking timbrels; and plucking some sort of stringed instrument that Jared had never heard before. The sound was so stirring that he would have been happy to listen to it all the way to Babylonia, until he glanced at the downcast faces of his family and wondered if it were because he was still a boy that he felt things differently from everyone else.


They trundled down the rocky path into the Kidron Valley, but he knew better than to wince for, however painful it might be for him, it was far worse for his aunt, who was so delicate that she had never married. There was no respite when they reached the plain where, having goaded them on all morning, the soldiers made them wait in the scorching sun with no protection but their sodden kerchiefs. The delay was explained when a second squad of soldiers arrived with King Zedekiah, his ankles fettered and crusts grown over his eye sockets like freshly filled graves. He shuffled and stumbled, dragging himself along in the face of Babylonian mockery and Judean blame. Suddenly a cry rent the air, as clear as one voice and as compelling as a thousand, and Jared turned to catch sight of Jerusalem in flames, a thick pall of smoke drifting across a premature sunset, as though the entire city were a sacrifice to an implacable god.


‘A second Sodom,’ his aunt said quietly.


‘What's Sodom?’ Jared asked.


‘A town that the Lord destroyed in the time of Abraham,’ his mother replied, giving his aunt one of her remember-he's-only-six looks.


‘Why?’ asked Jared, who could never forgive Abraham for his readiness to slay his son.


‘Because the children asked too many questions,’ his mother replied crisply.


Despite the heat and the dust and the gnats and the jolts, the start of the journey exhilarated Jared, who had only been out of the city twice since his fourth birthday, during the brief interlude when the enemy raised its siege to fight the Egyptians. He was almost sick with excitement on arriving at Tyre, where he had his first sight of the sea: the real sea, not just the Sea of Bronze where the priests washed their hands and feet in the Temple courtyard. But after two ... three ... four weeks on the move, the excitement waned. They passed great cities with magical names – Damascus, Riblah, Hamath – without once stopping. He was hungrier than he had been during the siege, although his mother told him that he had a short memory. Every day the soldiers gave them two bowls of porridge, which tasted like mud, and a gourd of water. He was always thirsty. The skin around his mouth was cracked, and his body was covered in scabs, but they were not the sort that were fun to pick. When they finally reached the Euphrates, they were jeered at and even stoned by farmers in the fields. One of them threw a root, which landed in the cart. Jared immediately began to chew it, but Asaph grabbed it from him and threw it back.


‘Is it poisoned?’ Jared asked.


‘Will you let them humiliate you?’


Jared felt that the noises his stomach was making were humiliating enough.


Not all their party survived the journey. The first to die was the donkey, who kicked up his hind legs in a kind of dance and pitched forward, his mouth flecked with foam, leaving Asaph and Shimron to pull the cart between them. The second was his aunt, who grew increasingly withdrawn, not even flicking the flies from her face, until one morning they found her curled up in a corner of the cart, as inert as the bedding. Jared refused to ride beside the corpse, so for the rest of the day he walked with his father until his knees felt like knotted rope. When they stopped for the night, the soldiers gave them permission to take the body into a field, where his father said prayers and Jared thought about the donkey to make himself cry. With no burial place, they had to leave the body in the field, although his mother seemed more distressed that it was so far from their ancestors than that it might be eaten by lions.


Finally, four months after leaving home, they caught their first glimpse of Babylon. The city was so vast that its walls were visible when they were still three days’ march away. But Jared's relief was short-lived since, far from entering the city, as he had expected, they continued their journey. He feared that they would never stop until they reached the edge of the world and the soldiers pushed them into the Chaos.


‘How much longer will it be?’ he asked, as the city vanished like an Egyptian promise.


‘I swear to the Lord, if he asks that one more time, I’ll strangle him,’ Asaph said.


‘Don’t torment your brother,’ their mother said, more mildly than Jared might have wished.


That had been eleven years ago, although the memory remained vivid. Jared's worst fears had been allayed when they stopped at Tel-Abib, a settlement a few days south of Babylon, which was home to thousands of Judeans from the previous deportation. Every night in Jerusalem, he had said a prayer for their safe return, even when there was too little food for those trapped inside the city. Their welcome now was so muted that he longed to retract his prayers. They made it clear that they blamed the new arrivals for a rebellion that had destroyed the trust they had painstakingly built up with their overlords. Jared's family was singled out for censure since Gedaliah, whom King Nebuchadrezzar had appointed as governor of Judah, was their cousin. Among his first decrees had been to redistribute estates from the exiles to their former labourers. It made sense to Jared that the land should be cultivated rather than left lying idle but, to the ousted owners, it was a double dispossession and signalled the permanence of their fate.


At first, each of the incoming families was lodged with an established one. Then they were allotted a house on a small plot of land belonging to the king. Jared was thrilled at the prospect of becoming a farmer, but his father, who had long extolled the simple lives of their ancestors, was less enthusiastic now that he had to follow suit. Moreover, as part of their tribute to the crown, Shimron was conscripted into the army. Orpah, their mother, was distraught and kept repeating a phrase from the prophet Isaiah about the righteous being doomed to perish, which Jared thought tactless. He was sorry for Shimron and felt that, if anyone had to perish, it should be Asaph, who would now be free to persecute him at will. But soon after Shimron's departure, Asaph was assigned to a team repairing the network of canals ravaged during the long war with Assyria. He left home every day before dawn and returned after dark, his hands raw from pulling out reeds and back strained from dredging silt, too tired to give Jared more than a token cuff.


Just as Micaiah was mortified that the grandson of the great Shaphan, the man who had promulgated the newly discovered Book of Law in the reign of King Josiah, should be reduced to manual labour, so Orpah deemed it humiliating for the granddaughter of the court chamberlain, Asaiah, to be living in a house with a dirt floor. She reserved her deepest rancour for the primitive sanitation. Neatly forgetting the years under siege when they had cleansed their skin with vinegar and the months on the road when they had defecated in fields, she railed against the water shortage that forced them to bathe in the irrigation canals and squat over a rough stone latrine.


Jared was bemused that his parents, who had instilled in him the duty of gratitude, should display so little of it themselves. But, since they had also instilled in him the duty to honour his father and mother, he kept his bemusement to himself.


In time, the tension between the two waves of exiles eased and Micaiah was elected as one of the community's elders. Beyond their day-to-day role in certifying contracts, judging disputes and negotiating with the authorities, their principal function was to ensure that the people upheld the Law and remained faithful to Yahweh. Since the Law decreed that Yahweh should be worshipped in the Temple and the Temple was many weeks’ journey away and in ruins, they introduced a new form of service, gathering in the fields every rest day to pray and read the sacred stories. Jared had looked forward to the Temple services: not just the once-a-year ones such as Firstfruits and Tabernacles but the once-a-month ones on the Sabbath. He had thrilled to the Levites singing psalms, their voices seeming to rise from the depths of the Temple Mount, and the procession of priests, swathed in white from their tunics to their turbans. He had watched in a mixture of fascination and dread as the trussed-up beasts were led to the slaughter, some writhing and squealing and some preternaturally still, as though sensing the sanctity, before their throats were slit, their bodies dismembered, their blood sprinkled and flesh laid upon the altar. But now there were no priests and no sacrifices, just protracted recitations of rules and prayers and rules about prayers, such as turning in the direction of Jerusalem even in the glare of the sun or the middle of a dust storm.


The most boring services were the ones led by Ezekiel. He held forth at such length that Asaph swore that listening to him was as exhausting as digging a canal. He had the same piercing voice, curt manner and sour smell as Jeremiah, but, unlike Jeremiah, he claimed not merely to have been called by Yahweh but to have seen Him. While everyone else in Tel-Abib was ready to take him at his word, the discrepancies in his account – sometimes he described Yahweh as made of fire and sometimes of bronze and sometimes of both, even though the fire would have melted the bronze – fuelled Jared's suspicions. But when he suggested that Ezekiel might have made it up or else, he added quickly at the sight of his father's frown, that what Ezekiel called a vision might simply have been a dream, Micaiah whipped him for impiety, which made him resent the prophet all the more. He was convinced that, however much Ezekiel called on people to repent, he would be disappointed if they did since he would have no further cause to admonish them.


Ezekiel's wife had died, so Orpah sometimes invited him for a meal on an evening when Asaph had brought back a fish from work. Jared dreaded these occasions, when his mother apologised repeatedly for the food as if to remind their guest that they had known better days, and Ezekiel replied that he never noticed what he ate, which sounded rude but must have been true since, prior to their arrival in Tel-Abib, he had lain on his mat for over a year eating bread made of cow dung. During these visits, Jared was under strict instructions not to speak out of turn, in other words not to speak at all, which wasn’t hard since Ezekiel scarcely drew breath. Asaph, who regarded Ezekiel as a Babylonian lackey, maintained that he was in love with his own voice. Micaiah, more generously, said that he considered it his duty to disseminate knowledge imparted to him by the Lord.


Ezekiel, who as a young priest had been present on the momentous day when Shaphan first read the Book of Law to King Josiah, retained a deep respect for members of Shaphan's family, with one exception: the scribe's youngest son, Jared's great-uncle, Jaazaniah. He too had been exiled with King Jehoiachin but, as royal recorder, he had been confined in King Nebuchadrezzar's palace before being released to serve as Judean representative at court.


‘He abandoned his birthright and married a Babylonian whore,’ Ezekiel said, with the particular animus he reserved for female failings.


‘What's a whore?’ Jared asked, eager for Ezekiel to explain his favourite word.


‘A woman who worships foreign gods,’ his father said quickly.


‘A woman who sells herself to men,’ his brother said with a smirk.


‘Like a slave?’ Jared asked.


‘That's right,’ his father said, scowling at Asaph.


‘So we’re all whores?’ Jared asked. ‘Ow!’ he cried, as his father slapped his head. ‘You said that we’re all slaves in Tel-Abib.’


As the years went by, with the people still in servitude, it was clear that the Sabbath services were not enough to restore them to Yahweh's favour. With no Temple in which to sacrifice, the only way that they could approach the Lord was through His sacred stories and the only way that they could atone for their sins was through rigorous observance of His laws. Urged on by Ezekiel, the elders proposed to make a definitive copy of their scriptures. With the sacred scrolls abandoned – and in all likelihood burnt – in Jerusalem, they would have to rely on the memories of the scribes who had copied the texts and of the priests who had recited them at court. The problem was that, apart from the psalms of King David, which the Levites had sung daily in the Temple and of which those in exile had perfect recall, even the priests and scribes remembered the stories differently.


Jared acknowledged the extent of this during a gloom-ridden service on the Day of the Dead, when they prayed for their ancestors who had perished in the Great Flood and every subsequent disaster. A former priest recited the story of the Flood but, even allowing for his thick northern accent, it was obvious that it was quite unlike the version that Micaiah had taught his sons. Rather than ordering Noah to take seven pairs of the good animals and two of the bad into the Ark, Yahweh ordered him to take two pairs of them all; rather than the flood waters abating after forty days and forty nights, they persisted for a year; rather than Noah's sending out a dove in search of dry land, he sent a raven. Jared, who at thirteen stood beside his father on the men's side of the field, struggled to reconcile the inconsistencies. But when he asked whether Noah might have sent out a dove after forty days and then a raven after a year, Micaiah told him not to torment himself. The yearlong Flood was an ancient Samarian doctrine, which their priests had brought to Jerusalem when King Josiah destroyed their temples. It would be imprudent to question it now.


Further contradictions emerged on the Feast of the Trumpets, when the priest who recited the Creation story described Yahweh first making man, then plants, then birds and animals and, finally woman, because the animals alone were not sufficient companions for him. But, as any boy who had attended the Temple school or even heard the scripture readings could have told him, the sequence was first plants, then fish and birds, then animals, and finally man and woman. Micaiah's ‘separate doctrines’ explanation did not hold up since, while it was possible that the Flood had lasted longer in cold, low-lying regions, the world itself was created only once. Moreover, some people put forward different narratives altogether. Their neighbour, Hadassah, who, to Micaiah's annoyance, claimed descent from Seth, Adam's youngest son, told Orpah of the family legend that Adam had been created from a heap of dust and a drop of Asherah's monthly blood.


‘Who's Asherah? What's monthly blood?’ Jared asked.


The two women glowered at him as if he had been spying on them, even though he was across the courtyard shelling chickpeas.


‘Nothing that need concern you,’ his mother said. ‘You must promise never to speak of it, especially to your father.’


Jared promised. He had no wish to disturb his father, who had been charged by the elders with compiling the scriptures. With Shimron and Asaph away, he had taken Jared as his assistant, impressing on him his place in a long and noble family tradition. It was a formidable task. In Jerusalem, the scribes had used specially treated goatskins: here, they made do with whatever skin was to hand. In Jerusalem, they had crushed sea snails to dye the ink a luminous blue that put them in mind of heaven; here, they mixed gum with soot and the ink was black. But, if the materials were inferior, the principles were the same. First and foremost, the scribe was required to be pure in both body and spirit. Not only must he scrub himself from head to toe before starting work but he must wash his hands every time that he wrote the name of Yahweh. When writing the name of Yahweh, he must never look up, even if the king himself entered the room. And if there were the slightest mistake in any scroll that contained the sacred name, it was to be placed in a designated chest which, once full, would be buried.


Jared feared that he would fill the chest in the first few days, his anxiety exacerbated by his father's reproachful reminders about the scarcity of skins. Gradually, he grew more practised and even came to relish the restraints. Washing was so much more rewarding when the object was to be pure rather than clean. Progress was slow. Although neither voiced it, Jared shared his father's resentment of his mother's refusal to let him bring a single scroll from the Temple, even one that did not describe any Judean victories, for fear that the Babylonians would read it and charge him with sedition. With no written records, they were forced to rely on peoples’ memories. And, while there was a reassuring unanimity about the laws on diet and dress and marriage and sacrifice, there was none about the lives of their ancestors. After listening to widely differing accounts of Cain's conversation with Abel prior to killing him, Micaiah thought it best not to include it, dismissing Jared's protests that the murder now felt like an unprovoked attack. Lacking a consensus on either Seth's invention of the alphabet or Methuselah's prophecies, he likewise omitted them. On the other hand, the adherents of the alternative Creation and Flood stories were so jealous of their favoured versions that he chose to combine them, claiming that the Lord would forgive the incongruities if they served to unite His people.


Father and son transcribed the stories for over a year, but their enterprise was brought to a halt by the murder in Judah of the governor, Gedaliah, and several of his Babylonian officials, by Ishmael, son of Nethaniah, a cousin of King Jehoiachin's mother. The Tel-Abib community girded itself for reprisals, although Micaiah trusted that his family would be exempt on account of its kinship with Gedaliah. He was cruelly disabused when a squad of soldiers stormed into their compound in search of Asaph. Jared had never been so grateful for his small stature and smooth chin than when they pushed him aside and seized his father, who, refusing to be cowed, explained that Asaph was at work on an outlying canal and might not return for several weeks. The captain replied, using his fists for emphasis, that Asaph and his three confederates had fled after the interception of their letters to Ishmael. They would be found and punished. In the meantime, he knew that Micaiah was in contact with them and demanded to be told their whereabouts. Rejecting both Micaiah's denials and Orpah's pleas, he instructed his men to drag the prisoner into the house. Jared put his arms around his mother, part in protection, part in restraint, only to be startled by a stinging slap across his face.


‘You! Why didn’t you stop them?’ she asked, ignoring both the insuperable odds and her own orders, before breaking into frenzied howls.


Wishing that he had not lately copied out the blinding of Samson, Jared strove to stifle all thoughts of the tortures that the soldiers might be inflicting on his father. His mother fell to her knees, emitting a long, low wail, which seemed to express not only her own grief but that of every Judean woman since the bondage in Egypt. The sun's slow crawl across the sky mocked the eternity of their wait, until at last the soldiers came out and sauntered back through the courtyard, paying no more heed to Jared than to the lizards basking on the wall. After assuring himself of their departure, Jared ran up to the house, terrified of what he might find. But no sooner had he braced himself to enter than his father staggered out, naked, the familiar darkness of his chest merging with the forbidden darkness of his loins. His eyes were unscathed, but his violent shudders, together with the blood seeping down his legs, showed that he had been beaten. Jared longed to comfort him, but he was deterred by his bare skin. He searched desperately for something to cover it and, catching sight of his scroll, grabbed it from his writing board and proffered it to his father, who gazed at it blankly. So Jared wrapped it around his hips, putting one end in his hand to hold it in place. Suddenly Micaiah stirred, looked down at the scroll and flung it off. ‘Sacrilege!’ he cried. ‘You stain the word of the Lord.’ At the sound of his voice, Orpah rallied, clasped him to her breast and gathered her robe around his calves as if they were what was private. Then without loosening her grip, she led him shuffling back into the house.


Alone and bewildered, Jared felt like Ham cursed by Noah for seeing his nakedness. Eager to make amends as much for his own weakness as for the soldiers’ savagery, he set about tidying the courtyard, collecting the grain that had been spilt, grateful for the tedium of the task.


For two weeks Micaiah barely moved from his mat, while Orpah tended to him as if he were a sick child. Jared worked alone on the scriptures, certain that a perfect scroll would raise his father's spirits. But without the strict master at his side, he found his thoughts straying and pen slipping even when writing the sacred name. He was grateful for any distraction, such as their neighbours’ enquiries after his father's health, although he was confused by their tight-lipped allusions to his ordeal since he was far from the first Judean in Tel-Abib to have been beaten. He longed for Asaph to return and take charge, but there was no word from him or his companions. Despite his mother's angry denials, Jared was convinced that he was dead. Even when Micaiah recovered, the house was as sombre as a house of mourning, although whether this were for Asaph or Gedaliah or Micaiah himself, Jared was unable to say. He took every opportunity to escape into the fields, no matter how punishing the toil. Then, one afternoon when he was drenched in sweat and his hands on the harrow felt as leathery as the scrolls, his mother called him indoors to meet the man who would change his life, his father's uncle Jaazaniah.
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As they made the sluggish journey upriver, Jared turned his face away from the boat for fear that, by betraying his excitement, he would revive his father's doubts and prompt him to turn back to Tel-Abib. He still found it hard to believe that Micaiah had accepted Jaazaniah's invitation to move to Babylon. It turned out that he had asked them once before, but Micaiah had declined on account of his uncle's impious marriage. Fortunately, Jaazaniah had been more amused than offended by such bigotry, which he described to Jared as a family failing. So, having heard from palace sources of Asaph's disappearance (although, from the looks passing between them, Jared suspected that the primary source had been his mother), he had sought official permission to repeat the offer. Even Ezekiel, whom Jared had been convinced would raise objections, urged the virtues of the move. But it was Orpah who put forward the conclusive argument that they would be showing little faith in themselves, let alone in the Lord, if they felt threatened by the presence of pagan gods.


Jared, who had been fired by his uncle's description of the city, was enthralled as he followed him from the docks through the warren of windowless streets. While knowing that the stark walls were designed to absorb the heat, he could not shake off the suspicion that they also served to protect the residents’ secrets: a suspicion strengthened by the ropes tied across several doorways.


‘Wouldn’t it be easier to use bars?’ he asked his uncle.


‘You’ll see that it's a custom here, when a man leaves his house, he fastens a cord around the doorposts and stamps it with his seal.’


‘So no one can break in?’


‘Maybe. But also so he can see if anyone visited while he was out.’


‘What if his wife's still at home?’


‘Precisely.’


Although he could only guess at his meaning, Jared felt hot.


They arrived at Jaazaniah's house to find that it too was secured with a seal, which he broke with a knowing smile at Jared. He led them into a spacious courtyard, telling them to make themselves comfortable while he fetched his wife. Perching on the edge of a bench, Micaiah and Orpah seemed intent on ignoring the instruction. Jared, however, eager to mark his territory, sprawled in a strange kind of chair with a back and ledges for his arms. Studying his surroundings, his attention was drawn to a niche containing a small statue of a woman's torso with the largest breasts and widest hips he had ever seen, tapering to a part of her body he had never seen. Feeling his mother's eyes boring into him, he squirmed and was about to excuse himself when his uncle returned with his aunt.


Even if Jared had been less tutored in politeness, he would have leapt to his feet, since his aunt was without doubt the most beautiful woman he had ever encountered. Jaazaniah had been married before to Dinah, whom Orpah had forbidden Jared either to mention or to forget. She had been exiled along with Jaazaniah and their two sons, only to die a few months after their arrival. The boys were sent to settlements in Casiphia, where they had married and fathered children. On his appointment as Judean representative, Jaazaniah proposed to bring them to the city, but they had refused to meet his new wife. Micaiah, ever ready to ascribe his own cynicism to others, maintained that Jaazaniah's concern for their family sprang from his rejection by his own. All that mattered to Jared, however, was that he had rescued them from Tel-Abib.


Jaazaniah's wife was called Beletsarrausur, which translated as ‘Oh Lady Ishtar protect the king’. Its length, sibilance and invocation to the goddess were thrilling to Jared, whose own name was short and blunt and who was not permitted to speak the name of his god out loud. She was gratifyingly slight, with pitch-black hair that fell loosely over her shoulders; full, moist lips; a dusting of white powder on her cheeks; and, most enchanting of all, lustrous green paint around her eyes. She bowed to Micaiah, sending the tassels on her chest gently swaying, lifted Orpah's hands to her mouth, and kissed Jared on the forehead, her skin exuding a spicy fragrance that recalled the incense offerings in the Temple.


‘What a handsome boy!’ she said, ruffling his hair.


‘He's seventeen,’ Orpah said, in case his small size and downy cheeks had misled her.


‘And so manly,’ his aunt continued, as if his mother had interrupted rather than corrected her. ‘I expect he's already won many hearts.’


Jared felt his cheeks flush, although he was unsure whether it were due to her compliment or her presence. He doubted that he had won a single heart since he had scarcely spoken to a girl his own age. While echoing his friends’ complaints about the strict segregation in the settlement, he had secretly welcomed it. Now, for the first time, he found himself susceptible to female charms. Beletsarrausur was exactly the sort of Babylonian woman whom his mother had warned him against, which made him all the more determined to befriend her.


‘I hope that you’ll be very happy in Babylon,’ she said.


‘I’m sure I will, if all the Babylonians are as kind as you, and as beautiful,’ he replied defiantly.


‘Why didn’t you tell me that you had such an adorable nephew, Jaazaniah?’


‘I didn’t know myself until a week ago.’


‘But I must put you right; I’m not Babylonian.’


‘Isn’t your name—?’


‘My parents gave me a local name because they wanted me to fit in, but by birth I’m a Hittite.’


‘You’ll find, as you come to know the place, that it's a mongrel city,’ Jaazaniah said. ‘That's what happens when you conquer the world. There are Hurrians and Kassites and Hittites and Elamites and Assyrians and Chaldeans and even the odd Egyptian. Many came as slaves and stayed on as free men and women, marrying one another and the Babylonians.’


‘The Judeans have always been a pure-blooded race,’ Micaiah said, dealing his words like a blow.


‘Times change, my nephew,’ Jaazaniah said, quietly emphasising his seniority. ‘I see that you’re admiring the goddess, Jared.’


Jared flinched, as though the roughly hewn stone had been living flesh. ‘What goddess?’ he stuttered.


‘Ishtar. As in your aunt's name. You’ll find her in shrines across the city.’


‘Why doesn’t she have a face?’


‘Oh she does. Many. But her divine power lies in her body’


‘The Most High God has no body,’ Micaiah said, as if to remind Jaazaniah of his heritage.


‘He must do sometimes,’ Jared said, surprised at his father's lapse. ‘Think of all the people who’ve seen Him: Moses and Aaron and Adam and Abraham, even Ezekiel.’


Far from acknowledging his help, Micaiah glared as if to condemn his treachery. Beletsarrausur, whom Jared was already crediting with tact to match her beauty, came to the rescue, insisting that they must be hungry after their journey and inviting them to eat. Jared gaped as two servants brought in olives and pistachios; quinces, grapes and pomegranates; a sweet soup and a salty soup; cheese cakes and date cakes; and, best of all, mutton, baked in a rich liquorice and carob sauce, which his aunt assured him was not in honour of their arrival but everyday fare. Moreover, when his mother, ever wary of foreign food, scolded him for dipping his fingers in the bowls too often, his aunt countered that he was ‘a growing boy’ and, on her lips, it did not sound like a gibe.


The meal over, she led them upstairs. For the first time in ten years, they were to sleep on an upper floor. She stopped to show them the washroom, adding that the servants were always on hand to scrub and shower them, whereupon Orpah looked homesick for the canal. Then, without a hint of embarrassment, she pointed out a small stone privy and two water jugs to wash away the waste. Orpah, who in Tel-Abib had regularly complained that she felt like a cow fertilising the field, gazed coldly at the opulent sanitation, but Jared was delighted.


He was less taken with the sleeping arrangements. Lack of space, for which Beletsarrausur apologised profusely, forced him to share a room with his parents. For years he had been subject to dreams that left him drained in both body and spirit. When, in fear of his life, he had told his father of the terrifying emissions, Micaiah had explained that they were induced by Lilith, who used the fluid to create her company of demons. He made Jared promise to banish any impure thought the instant that it occurred but, despite repeated pleas to Yahweh, the dreams persisted, as pleasurable to experience as they were painful to recollect. For once, however, it was not his own body that he was afraid would shame him. While transcribing the Law, he had been perturbed to discover that Moses had imposed a duty on husbands to lie with their wives, which the priests had subsequently codified. So in Tel-Abib, where his father laboured on the land, he was required to lie with his mother twice a week but, in Babylon, where he had no work, he was required to do so nightly. Horrified by the thought of witnessing their coupling, Jared passed the first night racked by every rustle but, to his relief, there was no sign of movement between the beds.


The next morning, red-eyed but elated, Jared accompanied his uncle on a tour of the city. Despite the stench, to which Jaazaniah assured him he would soon grow accustomed, he was entranced by the curiously featureless streets, so different from those he remembered in Jerusalem. With nothing to distinguish them but the roadside shrines and patterned brickwork, he was fearful of losing his way, but even that was less daunting in an unfamiliar city than in one in which he was supposed to feel at home.


They reached the riverbank, which teemed with people. Most of the men carried long staffs like his uncle's but, where Jaazaniah's was crowned with a miniature bull, theirs displayed all manner of animals, birds and flowers. The women wore tasselled tunics, like his aunt's, along with ribbons in their hair and jewels on their chests, which in Jerusalem would have been reserved for the priests. Slaves in loincloths hauled crates and jars on their sinewy backs, some so black that they looked painted. Jared followed Jaazaniah over the five-arched bridge to the opposite bank and the heart of a bustling market. The rough cries of bakers and brewers, farmers and fishermen, perfumers and jewellers, traders in leopard skins and slaves, mingled with the nasal chant of a street musician and the muffled cries of an elderly woman whose teeth were being pulled.


Leaving the market, Jared found that the streets on this side of the river were wider, lined with palm trees, and dotted with temples. He struggled to memorise the names and functions of their various gods but there were too many for a single walk. Everywhere he looked he saw scaffolding, which his uncle explained was a sign of King Nebuchadrezzar's plan to rebuild the city. His most ambitious project had been the restoration of Etemenanki, the great tower in the temple of Marduk. Dashing Jared's hopes of climbing it, Jaazaniah steered him through the turreted gateway into the temple courtyard where, craning his neck, Jared glimpsed all seven of its tiers, in a vivid sequence of white, black, red, white again, orange, silver and gold. He was amazed to learn that his uncle had attended the dedication ceremony in King Jehoiachin's retinue. He listened open-mouthed to his account of the procession of more than a dozen kings, some like Jehoiachin imprisoned in the palace, others equally subjugated but allowed to retain their thrones. The more glittering their crowns and resplendent their robes, the greater the glory of their conqueror.


Jared's admiration for the Babylonians’ achievements made him all the more conscious of his own aimlessness. After several weeks of inertia, he even found himself hankering for Tel-Abib. Then one evening Jaazaniah came home, bursting with news. The king had decreed that six young Judeans of superior intellect, appearance and lineage should be brought to the palace and instructed in Babylonian history and culture in order that they might be sent back to Judah as provincial administrators. With five already chosen, Jaazaniah had proposed Jared as the sixth and, although Asaph's rebellion was a black mark against him, he had used all his influence with Ashpenaz, high steward of the palace, to have it erased.


‘So I’m to live at the palace?’ Jared asked, incredulously.


‘Why else have I told the servants to bring out the best beer?’


Jared tried to weigh his response between gratitude for Jaazaniah's good offices and recognition of his parents’ misgivings, but gratitude prevailed. He could scarcely contain his excitement when, three days later, his uncle escorted him to the palace. Built by King Nebuchadrezzar's father, its brickwork was of the same brownish yellow as the rest of the city, although far more elaborately decorated. Jared gazed at the glazed frieze of winged lions and bulls, looking suspiciously like the cherubim in Ezekiel's vision, until Jaazaniah hurried him away, promising that he would have time enough to study it later. They presented themselves at the main gate where, after a cursory interrogation, two guards opened a heavy bronze door leading into a large courtyard. As they walked across it, Jaazaniah explained that the buildings were strictly divided, with those to the east and west housing the palace guards and servants, and those to the north and south housing members of the four royal families held captive: Ashkelon, Ekron, Tyre, and Judah.


‘King Jehoiachin lives over there?’ Jared asked, with a shiver.


‘Not just the king. Both his wives, his children, his mother and the Great Lady, King Josiah's widow.’


‘Are they chained to the walls?’ Jared pricked up his ears to detect the groans.


‘Not at all,’ Jaazaniah replied, smiling. ‘This isn’t one of those old stories your father made you copy. They’re at liberty to move around the courtyard – except Zedekiah, of course.’


‘The king?’


‘It's best not to call him that here. The rest of his family shun him. He's kept in a dungeon below the ground. King Nebuchadrezzar gave him his life, purely in order that he’d regret it.’


Jared recalled the shuffling, stumbling figure on the road to Babylonia and shared that regret.


They passed through a second gateway, its blue stone ceiling flecked with gold, and entered an even larger courtyard.


‘This is where the king's officials govern the entire country – and, indeed, much of the world,’ Jaazaniah said, ushering Jared up an outer staircase to the first floor and then up an inner one to the second, where they walked down an airless corridor into a small room, dimly lit by a single candle, with a low stone table at the centre and bone-like carvings on the wall.


At Jaazaniah's command, Jared fell to his knees. With his head pressed to the floor, he wondered whether he had been brought unawares into the presence of the king but, looking up, he found himself opposite a mountainous man with a face at once infantile and ancient. His uncle introduced him as Ashpenaz, the high steward, to whom he would be accountable for the next three years. The two men exchanged pleasantries, after which Jaazaniah took his leave, instructing Jared to work hard, obey orders and bring honour to the family, the last of which Jared presumed to be more for Ashpenaz's benefit than his own.


No sooner had Jaazaniah left than Ashpenaz moved to Jared and, without a word, grabbed his head, thrust his fingers into his mouth and tugged his front teeth. He was still reeling when Ashpenaz twisted the hair in his armpits, pinched his upper arms, punched his chest, pressed his thumb into his stomach, and, finally, lifted his robe and squeezed his testicles. He bit his tongue as Ashpenaz pronounced him ‘small but satisfactory’. Then speaking at speed as if to trap him, Ashpenaz explained that, while living in the palace, he would be confined to the two outer courtyards. He must never enter the third, which housed the state rooms, let alone the fourth, which housed the king's private apartments, or the fifth, which housed the harem. He smiled grimly on naming the last as if its lure would prove irresistible to any young man, warning that he would take a whip to him himself should there be any infringement. From the gleam in his eye, he appeared to relish the prospect.


After studying him keenly, Ashpenaz gave him his Babylonian name, Muranu, which meant little lion, a considerable relief after Jaazaniah's disclosure that his own name, Nergal, meant dunghill cock. He then took him to the classroom to meet his companions. It was clear at a glance that all five fulfilled the king's stipulation of good looks, and the steward's introductions confirmed their noble birth. Although Ashpenaz used their Babylonian names, he had no sooner left the room than they replaced them with their Judean ones, all except Prince Sheshbazaar, King Jehoiachin's eldest son, who had been born in Babylon and named at the behest of King Nebuchadrezzar himself. At twenty-two, he was the senior in age as well as rank; next came twenty-one-year-old Hushai of Levite descent; then Neriah and Omri, both twenty and sons of King Jehoiakim's generals; and finally nineteen-year-old Jehozadak, son of Seraiah, the high priest who had been executed at Riblah on the same day that Micaiah and his sons were spared.


Sensitive that at seventeen he was the youngest of the group, Jared struggled to conceal his appreciation of privileges that they regarded as rights. No one was more pained by his subservience than Sheshbazaar, whose regal airs were the last link to his ancestral throne. ‘We’re no better than the palace acrobats,’ he said, ‘summoned to perform whenever the king needs distraction.’


While the others practised archery with the guards, Jared took his bundle and followed Hushai to the dormitory, where the joy of having escaped from his parents’ bedroom vanished in the fear that the presence of his five companions would leave him more vulnerable than ever to Lilith's attacks. In the event, she chose to target Neriah, whose shamefaced attempts to scrub his polluted robe provoked ribaldry every morning. His own challenge came in the classroom, where he struggled to keep pace with his fellows, all of whom had been at their lessons for several months and two of whom, Sheshbazaar and Jehozadak, made no secret of deeming him an interloper. He was, however, a quick study, soon matching them in calculations and surpassing them in astronomy, a subject alien to the Judeans, who saw the stars as a reflection of Yahweh's glory rather than a celestial portent. His weak point was writing. He had learnt Aramaic in Tel-Abib, speaking it more fluently than either his parents, who were set in their ways, or Asaph, who was slow on principle. So he had been astonished to find that the Babylonians wrote in a different language from the one that they spoke and, moreover, used signs instead of letters. Not only were there too many signs for his brain to master, but some signs stood for more than one word and some words used more than one sign.


They spent weeks copying the names of cities, countries, stars and gods, while learning to hold their pens flat on the clay and form the signs with a series of short jabs. Fortunately, it was easy to rub the clay clean and there was no incriminating chest for any spoilt tablet that contained the names of Marduk, Ishtar or Enlil. He felt a deep sense of satisfaction when his first tablet was baked, even though it was no more than a list of weights and measures. After that, the chief scribe put him to work on the story of Gilgamesh and the Great Flood, which bore a disconcerting resemblance to that of Noah.


For all Jaazaniah's counsel of discretion, Jared could not resist extolling palace life when he returned to visit his parents. Frustrated by their refusal to admit the virtues of any city but Jerusalem, he urged them to explore Babylon and see its marvels for themselves.


‘And while you blithely wander the streets,’ Micaiah said, ‘your people are toiling beneath them, repairing the canals in pits as black as Sheol.’


Although reluctant to defy his father, Jared refused to be bound by his prejudice. Living in Babylon, he felt a kinship with the whole world, not just his own nation. ‘Step outside,’ he said. ‘Walk down to the river. Visit the market. No one will force you to enter a temple.’


‘They don’t need to. I come across their idols on every corner: statues with eyes that don’t see, ears that don’t hear, flesh that doesn’t feel.’


‘Oh, but they do,’ Beletsarrausur interposed. ‘The gods inhabit the statues on our behalf. They let the wood and the stone and the silver and gold become part of themselves.’


‘Forgive me,’ Micaiah said. ‘I’ve no right to impugn your beliefs in your own home.’


Jared was astounded to hear his father apologise, let alone to a woman. ‘Are the scribes happy with you, Jared?’ his mother asked, although it was clear that she was more concerned to extricate his father than to know the answer.


‘Yes,’ Jared said. ‘I’ve caught up with the others in transcription. I’ve finished compiling lists and begun work on the Great Flood.’


‘They teach you the story of Noah?’ Micaiah asked.


‘No, Gilgamesh,’ Jared replied.


‘Who?’


‘He's their hero, a man even bigger than Goliath.’


‘That's no surprise,’ Orpah said bitterly. ‘Everything here has to be bigger.’


‘He searches for one of his ancestors, Utnapishtim, who's the only human being ever to have been granted immortality by the gods – their gods, that is. He was king of the ancient city of Shuruppak when Enlil, the leader of the gods, decided to destroy mankind with a flood.’


‘To punish their wickedness?’ Micaiah asked.


‘No, because there were too many of them and their clamour was causing him to lose sleep.’


‘You’re causing us to lose sleep,’ Orpah said. ‘Should we destroy you?’


‘Mother, please! The plan was supposed to be a secret but Ea, another god, not as powerful as Enlil but well respected for his wisdom, realised that a world without mankind would be a disaster for the gods, who would have no one to work for them. He told Utnapishtim to build an ark – actually, a boat, though it's just like Noah's, only round. It had six decks and nine parts, so Ea was more concerned with the interior than the Lord was. Utnapishtim went aboard with his wife and his family and his possessions and his furniture and his workmen and every kind of animal. The flood lasted seven days.’


‘Is that all?’


‘And when the waters died down, the boat was stranded on the top of Mount Nisir.’


‘You mean Mount Ararat?’


‘No. Utnapishtim sent out first a dove, then a swallow and then a raven,’ Jared said, hoping for the first time that his father would interrupt so that he might remind him of the differing birds in their own Flood story, but he kept silent. ‘The first two came back, but the raven didn’t. So Utnapishtim opened the ship's doors and let out all the animals and made sacrifices to the gods.’


‘And that's it?’ Micaiah asked. ‘It's clear that the Babylonians stole the story from us just as they stole our land. They’ve replaced the Lord with their own false gods.’ He turned to Beletsarrausur. ‘Forgive me.’


‘I’m a Hittite.’


‘But wouldn’t it be the other way round?’ Jared asked. ‘After all, Abraham was Noah's descendant and he came from here. Remember “Ur in the land of the twin rivers.” Surely he must have brought the story with him?’


‘Is this what you call education?’ Micaiah asked Jaazaniah. ‘I have three sons. One is fighting with the army in Lydia. One is an outlaw with no chance of reprieve. But I fear that this one is more lost to me than both his brothers.’


Despite Jaazaniah's assurance that Micaiah's words sprang from concern for his two elder sons rather than disappointment in his youngest, Jared felt that his father was right. He might live closer to his parents than either Shimron or Asaph – assuming that they remained alive – but he had moved further away in spirit. This was confirmed on his return to the palace, where a series of good reports had persuaded Ashpenaz to admit the young Judeans to the third courtyard, from which they might watch the passage of emissaries and officials and even catch sight of the king himself. While still forbidden to venture further (unless, Ashpenaz informed them mordantly, they were willing to sacrifice their manhoods), they caught tantalising glimpses of the trees in the harem garden, their branches hanging as if from the clouds. They heard the rush of the streams and the plash of the fountains and, on the rare days when there was a wind, they breathed the heavy, honeyed fragrance that emanated either from the flowers or the women who lolled among them.


The women were the subject of fevered speculation in the Judean dormitory. The ever-effusive Hushai claimed that castration would be a small price to pay for access to the harem. Sheshbazaar, pulling rank, declared that it would be too great for someone with a duty to perpetuate the royal line. Omri remarked that it would be too great for anyone since what they gained in proximity they would lose in performance, to which Neriah replied that many eunuchs remained perfectly able to perform. After much scurrilous conjecture about his evidence, they turned as one to Jared, who had hoped to pass unnoticed. Feeling the sweat beading on his brow and his throat constricting, he mumbled a few vapid phrases, which they attributed to youth and inexperience. The truth was that he was more excited by his friends’ talk about the women than by the women themselves.


Among the palace rooms to which the Judeans gained admittance were the library and the gallery. Labynetus, the chief scribe, took them on a tour on the day that Omri, the laggard of the group, completed his last exercise tablet. Even he could not fail to be impressed by the rows of ancient tablets on the library shelves: government records and accounts; maps of the world and the heavens; royal correspondence; recipes and remedies; and, above all, sacred stories. As reverently as a priest raising the slaughter-knife, Labynetus picked up a thousand-year-old tablet from the reign of King Hammurabi. Jared was amazed to discover that it was yet another version of the Great Flood, with a hero named Atrahasis. But when, to the unconcealed horror of his companions, he asked if they might copy it, Labynetus replied that the script was no longer in use.


While Labynetus tried to interest them in other rare tablets, the Judeans found themselves drawn to two frayed wicker baskets full of scrolls and a plain wooden chest with Hebrew lettering, which the scribe explained had been salvaged from the Jerusalem Temple before it was reduced to ashes. As his auditors gazed with wonder, gratitude and, in Jehozadak's case, tears, at sacred texts that they had supposed lost forever, Labynetus added that it was the king's practice to translate the writings of all his tributary states, the better to understand the people.


Like the library, the gallery was filled with treasures from Babylonia's own history and that of the many countries it had conquered. Dominating the first room was a cluster of ancient Sumerian gods, men with long square beards and women with protuberant breasts and bellies. To one side of them was a trio of Assyrian governors, all with identical heads despite a three-hundred-year age gap; to the other was a large stone lion with a weathered mane, trampling on a slave. Shepherding them into a second room, Labynetus promised a display of antique weaponry to stir any young man's heart. But as they entered, all six of them were transfixed, not by the axes, spears and shields but by two golden beasts, at least fifteen-foot tall, each with a man's head, eagle's wings and lion's body. Tucked between them, barely visible, was an intricately decorated golden chest.


At last Sheshbazaar broke the silence. ‘Did these also come from Jerusalem?’


‘Yes,’ Labynetus replied impatiently. ‘But take a look at this magnificent Assyrian sword! It belonged to King Ashurbanipal.’


The Judeans ignored him, staring at the Ark and the Cherubim plundered from the Holiest Place in the Temple.


‘And the Ark – the chest – did you find ... is there anything inside it?’ Jehozadak asked.


‘Nothing of interest,’ Labynetus replied. ‘There's an ancient chariot from Hatti in the next room that you’ll find much more exciting. But if you don’t believe me ...’ Before anyone could protest, he moved to the Ark and flung open the lid. ‘There, nothing! Now do you want to see the chariot?’


No one replied. Jared stole a glance at his companions, each of them stunned by the scribe's sacrilege and the loss of the Tablets of Law. Chiding their ingratitude and threatening chastisement, Labynetus ushered them out. But no threat of his could compare with the abomination that they had witnessed. Yahweh had been deprived of His throne as surely as King Jehoiachin or, although Jared knew better than to breathe his name, King Zedekiah. Where was He now that He had no earthly resting place? Had He remained in Jerusalem without pomp or priests? Was He living among His people in exile? Or had He abandoned them forever?


Eager to prove to his parents that he had rejected neither his faith nor his roots, Jared used the occasion of his next visit home to tell them what he had seen. But he had not anticipated the intensity of his father's grief. As Micaiah rolled his eyes and fought for breath, tearing at the neck of his robe as if he were choking, Jared feared that the news would kill him. He watched in horror as his mother grabbed his father's shoulders, screaming at him to help and then pushing him away when he tried. Beletsarrausur, meanwhile, ordered a servant to prepare a potion of tamarisk, honey and curd, which she insisted on dispensing to Micaiah herself, even when he dribbled it down her arms. Sip by sip, he recovered his composure.


‘The Temple is destroyed and the Ark defiled,’ he said, as Beletsarrausur went out to make him a poultice. ‘Where are the people to find the Lord?’


‘In the sacred stories, Father. Isn’t that what you taught me in Tel-Abib?’


‘How, when all we have left are memories? We rescued what we could. But so much is lost; so much is forgotten.’


‘No,’ Jared said, happy that he could give his father hope. ‘All the Temple scrolls are here in Babylon. Even some spoilt ones in a chest that hadn’t yet been buried.’


‘I saw the Temple burning with my own eyes.’


‘The king had them removed and brought here to be transcribed – although they’re still in baskets.’


‘What use are they to him?’


‘He thinks that knowing our stories will give him power over us.’


‘Doesn’t he have enough already?’ Orpah interjected.


‘Perfect!’ Micaiah said, his face brightening. ‘If he wants our story, we shall give it to him.’


‘You’ve had a shock, Micaiah,’ Orpah said. ‘You’re not yourself.’


‘Nonsense! It's a golden opportunity. We may be conquered now but we were conquerors in the past. Ours is a great story ... a proud story. It will show the king that we’re far more than the Kassites or the Hurrians.’


‘Or the Hittites,’ Orpah added with a scowl.


‘And Jared is the one who will write it.’


‘Me? What do you mean? Why me?’


‘Because you’re my son, a scribe by both birth and training. This is the Lord's doing. It's why He led you to the palace: why He showed you the scrolls.’


‘Maybe so,’ Jared said, without conviction. ‘But they’re not going to let me bring the scrolls here. And I can’t take on such a huge responsibility alone.’


‘Of course not. You must enlist your fellows. From all you’ve told us, they’ll be proud to help.’


‘What's more, I’d have to persuade Ashpenaz, the high steward.’


‘That's easy. Tell him that if they want to transcribe our stories, they’ll need an authoritative copy. Then offer to write it for them. But in fact you’ll write two: one for them and one for us. Do you remember what Jeremiah told King Jehoiakim?’


‘No.’


‘It was before he was born,’ Orpah said.


‘Before he was born,’ Micaiah echoed. ‘He said that we would remain in exile for seventy years. Well, we’ve already been here for ten – twenty, if you count those who came with King Jehoiachin. You and I are destined to die here, and nothing we do will change that. But you must pave the way home for your children, or rather your children's children.’


‘But even if Ashpenaz agrees to our making the copy, who's to say what's authoritative? How are we to decide between the scrolls? Should we combine the different versions the way you did with the Creation of the world?’


‘Put your trust in the Lord. He will guide you, just as He did me.’


As Micaiah expounded the plan, Jared feared that, far from proving his fidelity, he had set himself a trap. While he longed both to make his father proud and to comfort his people, he could not stop thinking of the Flood. If that was not all that it seemed, what about the other stories, which, according to his father, Yahweh had dictated to Moses? Buried in the royal library or in libraries elsewhere, might there be Hittite or Elamite or Egyptian variants of Adam and Abraham, Jacob and Joseph, and even Moses himself? How would it serve the Judeans if the stories in which they found the Lord were lies?
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Jared assumed that Ashpenaz was smiling, although, in the shadowy room, it was impossible to decipher an expression that was inscrutable even in the light. The threat that the steward conveyed in company was heightened when they were alone. He drummed his heavily jewelled fingers on the table as if trying to decide whether he wanted to caress or throttle the suppliant or, in line with his physical indeterminacy, do both. Stuttering, Jared outlined a proposal that had been perfectly cogent on the stairs.


‘It would be a token of our gratitude to the king for inviting us into the palace.’


‘Don’t you suppose we have scribes of our own who can translate the stories?’


‘Of course ... I mean of course you have. But the scrolls in the library were so jumbled and dusty, it looked as though no one had opened them in years.’


‘You Judeans think far too much of yourselves. True, the king wants to translate your stories, but our scribes have more pressing concerns.’


‘Which is all the more reason to accept my offer.’


‘And why should I trust you, a beardless youth?’ Ashpenaz asked, with no apparent irony.


‘You know my great-uncle so I’m sure you know of his father, Shaphan, chief scribe to the great King Josiah. I’ve grown up in the family tradition. I can read the texts – not just the words but the way they were written. I’ve been taught by my father to resolve any inconsistencies.’


‘What if there are inconsistencies you can’t resolve?’


‘Then the Lord – our god – will guide me.’


‘Your god will guide you to give his story to our gods?’


‘Yes,’ Jared said hesitantly. ‘Besides, I won’t be working alone. I’ll seek help from my friends. Didn’t you choose us to be the intermediaries between our two peoples? Together, we can tell you the story of our nation since the Lord gave Canaan to Abraham – and to us – forever.’


‘Forever?’ Ashpenaz asked, the combination of anger, derision and pity rendering his voice as unfathomable as his face. ‘Then why are you and all your great men and soldiers and craftsmen living here, with only the farmers and labourers left behind?’


‘We believe that one day we’ll defeat our enemies and return,’ Jared retorted, thinking of Asaph.


‘Is that so?’ Ashpenaz stood up and advanced on Jared, who tried not to gag on the cloying mixture of jasmine and sweat. ‘I should like to know how you intend to achieve it,’ he added, with a smile that brought dangerous definition to his doughy features. ‘Very well, you may copy the story of this Abraham in your language fit only for goatskin. Then, with Labynetus's help, you’ll transpose it on to tablets and I’ll present it to the king. If he deems it worthy, you’ll continue with the work.’


‘Are you sure you want us to start with Abraham? What about Adam, the first man?’


‘Was he given land?’


‘Yes, a great garden, though he was exiled from it.’


‘Ha! You Judeans are accustomed to exile. No, stick to Abraham. You say that he was given the land of Canaan by your god. That will interest the king.’


Sanctioned by the steward, Jared asked Jehozadak to assist him. Of all his companions, he was the one to whom Jared felt the closest, so much so that at times he wished that he might fall down the well or else be caught stealing into the harem – no, anywhere but the harem! – triggering his banishment from the palace and relieving the strange intensity of elation and pain that his presence provoked in him. He hoped that the work would consolidate their friendship, but Jehozadak, disturbed by the discrepancies in the scrolls, grew increasingly aloof. The stories were at odds not just with one another but with Temple teaching. Far from worshipping the one true god, Abraham and Sarah were as profligate with their prayers as pagans, making offerings to Asherah as well as Yahweh. Meanwhile, circumcision was not a sign of the unique covenant between the Judeans and the Lord but an Egyptian practice adopted by Abraham to seal his alliance with Pharaoh.
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