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“You will love Rebecca Kanner’s take on the biblical queen Esther, a woman not only beautiful of face and form but also preternaturally wise, resourceful, spirited, morally courageous, and kind-hearted. Reading Kanner’s beautifully descriptive, mesmerizing tale of an enslaved harem girl’s transformation to powerful queen, and how she used her power to save her people from annihilation, had me turning the pages late into the night. Readers will alternately fret for her and cheer for her while wishing not only to befriend this remarkable heroine but to be her. Skillful, empathetic characterizations; elegant writing; and seamless, edge-of-the-seat plotting make Esther a novel you won’t want to put down, and that you’ll wish would never end.”

—Sherry Jones, author of The Jewel of Medina and The Sharp Hook of Love

“The book of Esther comes to life in this vivid novel based on the Old Testament tale . . . Kanner’s descriptions are convincing and rich.”

—Kirkus Reviews

“Kanner has done it again. A beautiful story spun with the gilt and grit of historical detail and biblical tradition. Esther’s story the way it really could have happened, a riveting tale of courage.”

—Tosca Lee, New York Times bestselling author

“In her compelling novel of this well-known biblical heroine, Rebecca Kanner reveals the story of Esther as it’s never been told. With evocative prose and vivid historical detail, Kanner’s riveting story brings to life an imperfect, conflicted woman gifted with both beauty and intelligence. With strength and courage, Esther navigates the dangers of Xerxes’ court and her own desires to become the heroine of her story and save a nation.”

—Stephanie Landsem, author of The Tomb

“Like a shimmering mirage, the peasant girl Hadassah rises from humble roots to become the beguiling Queen Esther. Let this tale of exotic lands and palace intrigues weave its spell on you. You will be rattled, enthralled, and ultimately won over as Rebecca Kanner brings another woman of the Bible to radiant life.”

—Duncan W. Alderson, author of the Harper’s Bazaar must-read Magnolia City
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For Lynn


CAST OF CHARACTERS





	Esther:

	an orphan who is kidnapped and taken to the king’s harem




	Mordecai:

	Esther’s cousin who takes her in after her parents are killed in a revolt in Babylon




	Xerxes:

	king of Persia




	Erez:

	an Immortal with whom Esther has a complicated relationship




	Hegai:

	the powerful eunuch who takes a liking to Esther




	Ruti:

	Esther’s servant




	Haman:

	a high-ranking adviser to the king and enemy of the Jews




	Parsha:

	Haman’s firstborn son, one of Esther’s tormentors




	Dalphon:

	Haman’s second-born son




	Halannah:

	Haman’s niece and Xerxes’ favorite concubine, she aspires to be queen




	Bigthan:

	one of the many eunuchs who serve in the palace of Shushan




	Hathach:

	a eunuch assigned to Esther, Esther questions whether he serves her or the king




	Cyra:

	Esther’s childhood friend




	Utanah:

	the first girl to volunteer to be one of Esther’s handmaids, she was suspiciously absent from the harem when the virgins were assigned their places




	Opi:

	a Nubian girl, Esther tries to befriend her






CHAPTER ONE



KIDNAPPED

Outside the Persian capital city of Shushan, 480 BCE

They were the night itself. First the darkness and then the blinding light of torches that hid the stars. The whinnying of horses, the crying of a hundred girls, the clashing of swords. The smell of flesh that has traveled a long way through the desert, bringing with it dust and sweat from far-off lands.

I was lying on my straw mattress when I heard the hooves pounding in the distance. It was much too long past the day’s end for a merchant’s caravan to be traveling upon the road, and the sound was not the slow plodding of oxen, elephants, or camels. It was the hard and fast approach of horses.

My hands started to shake. They did not want to obey me, but mostly they did, clumsily tying my head scarf behind my neck. My feet too were clumsy as I slid them into sandals and wound the straps around my ankles, all the way up to my calves. I pulled them tight. Because I knew. I knew why the hooves came.

Yet I did not run.

I no longer knew what would save me and what would lead to my death. I did not even know if the pounding in my ears was hooves striking the ground or the beating of my own heart. The horses were upon the village—I could smell dust rising from the road.

The door was yanked open and a shadow blocked the light of the stars. It would haunt me until I learned who had cast it. As it approached I heard not only heavy footsteps but also the clanking of armor. The king’s soldiers had fallen upon the village. And not just ordinary soldiers, of whom the king had hundreds of thousands, but the king’s most elite, highly trained force: Immortals.

A month before, the king had issued a decree that virgins from every province of his empire were to be gathered and brought to the palace at Shushan to serve in his harem. At the news, my cousin, Mordecai, had said, Soldiers are lazy, they save themselves for great battles. They will take only the girls nearest the palace. So he had sent me only a day’s journey from the heart of Shushan, to a village where a friend of his was willing to let me stay in the tiny servants’ quarters behind his hut.

As the Immortal came to hover over me, the rest of my cousin’s words rang in my ears: Though Xerxes is the richest man in the world, he will not feel rich until there is nothing, anywhere, that is not his. It seemed the shadow was Xerxes himself emerging from my cousin’s tales, hungry to add me to his possessions.

“Forgive me,” the Immortal said. No two words had ever terrified me so greatly. Forgive me. He spoke loudly, as though he spoke not to me but to someone else who was not so near. Perhaps to his god. He pulled me from my straw mattress, threw me over his shoulder, and began walking. My head fell against his armor.

His shoulder pressed up into my belly, making it hard to speak, but still I tried. “Please—” I did not finish—I didn’t want the words do not make me spend the rest of my life as a harem concubine to exist in the world.

He did not hesitate at the doorway of the hut. He had already asked forgiveness for all he would do.

As we approached the road I could hear girls crying, and I did not want to join my voice to theirs. I did not want to be one of them. I had cried while Xerxes’ soldiers quashed the last revolt of Babylon so brutally that for days the city smelled of blood. My tears had not saved my parents.

Instead I felt for the soldier’s dagger. My fingers wrapped around it and slid it from his belt. Lord, let it be me who will need to ask for forgiveness. I plunged it up the inside of the soldier’s tunic sleeve with all my strength.

The dagger was no match for his flesh. It slipped from my hand as if he had knocked it away. I tried again with the most ready weapon I had, one I did not have to grip. I sunk my teeth into his upper left arm. He grunted and threw me to the ground. He was only flesh after all, flesh I could run from. Though first I hastily searched the ground for the dagger. I had grasped it only briefly, yet without it my hands felt unbearably empty. Perhaps, knowing I was about to lose all I had, I could not bear to lose anything more. And for this I will never forgive myself.

What good did I think it would do me? What excuse can I offer?

I was only fourteen. I had made one mistake after another: I should not have put on my head scarf, I should simply have grabbed—not fastened and tied—my sandals. And most of all, I should not have been near Shushan.

The only thing I may have done right, though I did it too late, was run. I ran in the opposite direction of the road and the terrible sound of girls crying.

But I did not go far before learning the terrible strength of men. He yanked me by my tunic and I flew into him so hard the wind was knocked from my lungs. His weight fixed him to the earth as mine did not; the impact did not move him even a hair’s width. I knew suddenly that there had never been any use in stealing his dagger and stabbing him, nor in biting him. It was as though I had flown backward into a giant rock face.

As he dragged me toward the road and the pleas of the girls gathered there, I fought to gather enough air to speak. I wanted to tell him my cousin would reward him with gold darics if he would let me go, but my body would give up only enough breath to say, “Please.”

He did not respond with words. He tightened his arms—one around my ribs and elbows, the other around my neck. If I had not been choking from the soldier’s arm I would have choked on the musky earthen smell of men and horses. Sweat old and new, dust, dirt, the frothing around the horses’ saddles and bits. As the soldier brought me to stand in the road I could smell all of this but see little—the light of the torches was blinding. Yet for a moment I tried not to close my eyes. I wanted to see the soldiers’ faces, hoping to find kindness in one of them.

The arms released me and I stumbled backward, as if the light itself pushed me away. A new shadow came to stand before me. I quickly practiced my lie, practiced not allowing the voice in my head to falter. Sir, I must humbly tell you that I am already betrothed. My wedding is in two days.

“Sir,” I said. He tied a rope around my wrists so tightly I knew we had passed the point at which we could have pretended I did not want to run away. “I must humbly tell you—”

“You must humbly keep your mouth shut or I will close it for you.”

“I am already promised to—”

“Gag her,” the soldier ordered. Though he had already tied the rope around my wrists, he did not let go of it.

My eyes were adjusting to the light. The soldier had eyes whose centers were like perfect round drops of honey that have just begun to melt in the sun. Huge, beautiful eyes. He possessed no other remarkable features. Perhaps his eyes had used up all the beauty that one face is allowed. He had a long nose from which the rest of his features receded, as though he had thrust his face too often against the wind. Not even his beard of tight curls could disguise that he had little in the way of a chin.

“My cousin will give you gold coins if you will let me stay here.”

He leaned close. I tried to step back, but he yanked me forward by the rope around my wrists. “We will take you,” he said, his stale breath hitting my face like something solid, “and your cousin’s coins.”

From behind me a soldier said, “Enough, Parsha.” I was relieved to hear someone speaking on my behalf, but I did not like knowing that the soldier who had tied my wrists had a name. It made it harder to hold on to my last hope—that I was having a nightmare, the contents of which would empty back into the night when I awoke. Where would I have come up with the name Parsha? The soldier was not my invention. I leaned away from him.

“You follow orders, Erez,” Parsha replied. “My brother’s orders.” Yet he let go of the rope and turned away as I stumbled backward.

The soldier called Erez caught me. My back fell against his chest and his hands steadied me. Perhaps meaning to reassure me, he said, “We only want a hundred of you. When we put you in lines and walk through with torches it will be decided who is plain enough to stay here and who we will bring to the king.” He moved on and I had to bear my own weight again, a terrible burden I could not set down.

As the huts were ransacked, the girls on either side of me pressed closer. Whatever stood between the soldiers and the things they wanted was thrown upon the ground. It seemed that the lives we had lived up to that moment were trash to be gotten rid of. Yet the soldiers did us this one kindness. A shower of sandals rained over us like a gift from a Greek god—one who does not halt the terror but sends something to help you through it.

Beside me two girls struggled for the same sandal. The strap broke when neither would let go. Everyone knew that without sandals you could not walk upon the Royal Road once the sun has risen to the top of the sky. Not for long.

When the struggling was over, many girls were left with sandals of different sizes, straps stretched taut over one foot, the other swallowed by leather.

The soldiers had been watching, laughing, but now a few began to argue amongst themselves. I was glad for this, because their shouts drowned out the moans of the men who had been brave enough to fight for their sisters and daughters.

“This is not Athens,” Erez said. “You are stealing from the king’s own subjects.”

A soldier who looked like Parsha replied: “A few of these men tried to stand against us, and for this, they all will pay.” His voice was crueler than Parsha’s and it overflowed with confidence. He was in charge.

As we were pushed and prodded into lines, I kept my chin down to hide the necklace my mother had given me, a flower of gold foil petals hanging from a plaited gold wire. Crying girls fell against me on either side. When the soldiers began slowly moving through us, girls shrank from the light of their torches. At least, some of them shrank away—those without obvious imperfections. A girl beside me stepped boldly toward an approaching torch. Her cheek was deeply gouged, so deeply that with just a little more force behind the knife her tongue might have been visible. Had she pressed the knife to her face herself?

She began to sway upon her feet as though the ground undulated beneath her. I feared she would fall. The torches continued to move through us—illuminating and blinding and then receding to leave us in darkness until the next one came. I saw that the girl with the gash in her cheek was not the only one who was disfigured. Would these girls go free, or would they be punished with a fate worse than living out the rest of their days in a harem?

The soldier who looked like Parsha spoke quietly to some of his men while gesturing at us. Then the soldiers untied the girls with gashes in their cheeks, burns on their necks, missing fingers, and any other obvious injury. The soldiers pushed them away, back toward their huts. Though their wounds hurt my eyes, and surely some would return home to discover a father or brother wounded worse than they were, I wished I were one of them. Why had I not thought to use the soldier’s dagger to cut myself? I would have to use my teeth again. I will bite the side of my lower lip so hard I am too marred to bring to the king’s harem, I decided and brought my teeth down with all my strength.

My cry was so strange it did not seem that it could have come from me. It was loud enough to bring a torch so close that I felt as though the flame licked my cheek. I closed my eyes and watched the spots of blue that floated before me, wondering why the soldier holding the torch was silent. Was he considering whether to keep me for the king or let me go? I had nothing left to offer but what little pride remained to me. “Please let me go.”

He hesitated, then so quietly I almost did not hear, said, “I cannot. If any soldier who has seen the beauty of your face catches you going back to your home he will do far worse than bring you to the king’s harem.”

The voice belonged to Erez. If he would not help me, who would? As the torchlight moved on, all hope drained out of me.

Spots of blue continued to float before my eyes. I watched them as I was pulled forward by the rope around my wrists, away from the sounds of the villagers’ wailing. Soldiers were yelling at people to stay back. A man ran up beside us, calling to one of the girls, “I will not leave you. I will be beside y—” I heard the crack of a whip and looked back. In the torchlight, I could see the man bent over upon the ground. Farther back I could see the villagers gathered behind us, and soldiers taking water from the village well. Farther still, I could see the outlines of the huts in which we had been sleeping not long before.

Tears began to form in my eyes. I quickly turned back to the march. None of what was happening seemed like it could possibly be real.

When the sun finally came up though, I could clearly see the rope around my wrists. I started to cry. I hated myself for it but I could not stop. I was one of a hundred girls being driven like oxen east across the scorching desert plain by Xerxes’ soldiers, straight into the rising sun.


CHAPTER TWO



THE VIRGINS’ MARCH

We were being marched single file along the Royal Road, a length of stones laid upon hard-packed earth that stretched from Shushan to the Aegean Sea. My lip throbbed where I had bitten it and my feet soon grew raw in my sandals, but I was careful to keep up my pace. The ropes around our wrists had all been tied to one long rope; if anyone slowed, the rope would yank upon her wrists, burning her skin.

The soldiers were scattered beside us upon horses all the way up the line. The nearest one was at least fifteen cubits in front of me. From the clomping I heard a short distance behind me, I knew they were also at the back of the line.

I wanted to know which one had stolen me from my bed.

I looked for the wound I had inflicted, but the soldiers’ tunics covered their arms. There was no way of discovering which one had taken me unless he raised up his hand so I could see where I had bitten him. Still, I could not keep from looking. Though I hated all of the soldiers, I hated him most. The hatred helped me endure the heat and the throbbing of my lip.

Hoofbeats suddenly sounded from the rear. A soldier rode up so close that I could hear the flies buzzing on his horse’s flanks and the swishing of the animal’s tail.

“You in the red head scarf. Take it off,” he ordered me in a voice hoarse from giving commands. It was the soldier who looked like Parsha, but whose tone was crueler and more confident. He had been yelling at the girls to walk faster and following each order with threats of the lash. He had made it known that if a lash fell upon a girl she would no longer be fit for the king’s harem, and would instead be given to the soldiers.

“Girl,” he said. The girl ahead of me panicked, stumbling in her attempt to move away. The soldier laughed and drew his horse back.

Before she regained her balance and began to slowly plod forward again, I saw the high cheek and proud nose of her profile. She was Yvrit, the butcher’s daughter. I had lived in Babylon until my parents were killed, and Yvrit and I had been friends. We looked so similar that people sometimes confused us. Yvrit had admired me and always asked for my advice. She had even wanted to know how to walk and what to say. Though we both worshipped the One God, Yvrit had seemed to worship me most of all. She was moving so slowly that the rope was tugging at her wrists, jerking her forward. I kicked her heel.

“Ow!” Yvrit said, raising her heel up as if it were the road that had kicked her.

“I am sorry, but you must not slow down. There will be time to tend your wounds when we get to the palace.”

“Hadassah, is that you?” Yvrit twisted her body to look back at me.

“Hush. Turn around.”

The soldier had shifted his attention to the girl behind me. He was yelling, “A drunken old man could walk a straighter line than you.” But still he could have heard my true name, and guessed my secret: I was Jewish. My mother had named me Hadassah, as if she had foreseen her own violent death or the march I would one day be forced to make. Hadassah meant “myrtle,” a plant that only gave off its sweet fragrance when crushed.

“Now I am Esther, and you . . . Cyra.” Cyra was the word for “moon.” I was certain that Yvrit wished for the moon to replace the sun as soon as possible. Everyone knew that even scorpions died if they attempted to cross the road during the noonday heat. Though the sun had only risen halfway to the top of the sky, sweat poured down my neck, and my tunic stuck to my body.

“Speak no more—only walk,” I said, “no matter if your feet blister or you wish to lie down in the road.”

The soldier stopped yelling at the girl behind me. I felt his eyes upon me. “You wish to lie down in the road?”

“No, sir.” I was careful to keep all feeling from my voice.

“Then take off your head scarf.”

His horse stepped so close that I felt the short, sharp hair of the animal’s large flank against my arm. But I would not show this soldier or any other that I was hot and tired and full of fear.

“You can pretend not to hear my words but you will have a harder time pretending not to feel my whip,” he said. I glanced up to see if he was reaching for it. It sat untouched upon his hip. He leaned down to look at me. “The people of your village may have thought you beautiful,” he said, his eyes moving over me, “but you are no longer in your village.”

More hooves pounded up from the rear, driving the soldier’s horse ahead of me. “The king wants these girls unharmed, Dalphon,” the second soldier said. It was Erez.

“Though this one looks down, her back is too straight,” Dalphon replied. “She is too proud for a peasant girl going peacefully to the harem. I want to better see her eyes.”

I could have told him I was descended from the great king David, the second king of Israel who had lived some five hundred years before, but then he would know I was a Jew. Besides, however royal my line may have been at one time, it was true that my parents had been closer to peasants than royalty.

“The king does not concern himself with what you want, and neither do I.”

I gazed from the corner of my eye. By the butt-spikes of the two men’s spears I could see that one was a soldier, one an officer. But not as I had hoped. Erez had only a silver butt-spike. Despite how he had spoken to Dalphon—an officer—he was just a soldier. Except that, unlike any of the other soldiers, he rode a horse so huge it could only be a Nisaean, one of the king’s most sacred mounts.

“You are lucky the king likes you, Kitten Tamer, or I would take your tongue. But Xerxes is no less fickle with soldiers than he is with harem girls. When your valor at Thermopylae is forgotten, I will have you sent to the farthest reaches of the empire.”

Erez rode closer to Dalphon. I was glad to see that the closer he came, the smaller Dalphon looked. “You are only an officer because your father is an adviser to the king. You are no more a rightful officer than I a king.”

Dalphon’s voice no longer overflowed with confidence. “The men are behind me.”

“They are behind looting and plundering. You matter little to them.”

“I think I will not send you to the farthest reaches of the empire, but to the gallows.”

Erez lowered his voice. “You assume your father will always be powerful. But perhaps, Dalphon, it is he who will end up upon the gallows, and you will sway beside him.”

I felt a pull upon my wrists. Cyra was stumbling. There was little I could do to help her, except to remain steady as she regained her balance.

Suddenly Dalphon’s whip cracked so close beside my face that I felt the air move against my cheek. There was a terrible, wet sound—sharp leather against Cyra’s flesh. Cyra let out a scream that was as much surprise as pain, then began to wail.

“Walk,” I said quietly, “do not think of your flesh but of the palace and the soft cushions and wine that await you.”

“She will make a good concubine,” Dalphon said, “she will not lie silent beneath a man like some.”

I suddenly had the thought that if Dalphon had been the one to storm my parents’ hut during the last revolt of Babylon, he would have slit their throats with as little hesitation as the soldier who did it while I watched. I hated him. “How much training did it take to perfect the whipping of defenseless girls?” I said before I could stop myself. “And are there not women who will have you without being forced?”

Dalphon turned to stare at me. This time I did not avoid his eyes. I had been wrong to think that they were just like his twin’s. They too were beautiful, but they were not like drops of honey that had just begun to melt. They were big and almond colored, or would be if almonds could contain both sunlight and darkness at once. Why had God given such beauty to someone so cruel? His hand tightened on his whip. “I have clearly not trained enough if a prisoner dares talk back to me.”

Erez hit his heels against his horse and hurried to cut Dalphon off. I saw that he carried no whip. He stopped just far enough from me that his horse did not knock me to the ground.

He leaned down toward me, sending a winged figure on a chain around his neck swinging back and forth. “Quiet.” He had sharp cheekbones, and though most of the other men had beards of tight curls, he had only stubble along his jaw. “You are not a defenseless girl, or any other sort of girl. You are property of the king. Unless Dalphon makes you his property first.”

He turned and delivered a couple of hard slaps to the flanks of Dalphon’s horse. Dalphon looked over his shoulder at me and spat upon the ground. I was afraid he would bring his horse around, but Erez reached out and grabbed the animal’s bridle.

As they rode away, I looked beneath where Erez’s hair fell a short length from his saffron headband, watching the clasp of the chain he wore bounce lightly against his neck. Across his broad back he carried a bow and a quiver of arrows. Though he had spoken harshly to me, I knew he was the closest thing I had to a protector. But who would watch over him? If the other soldiers ever turned against him, his wicker shield would not be big enough to protect him.


CHAPTER THREE



SCREAMING

The sun rose higher overhead and beat upon us without mercy. But the heat wafting up from the road was even more intense than the heat from above. It felt as though we were walking through a great fire that grew hotter as it fed upon our bodies. “I cannot go on,” Cyra kept muttering, “I cannot go on.”

Her tunic was ripped where Dalphon’s whip had hit her. Blood came from the lash upon her neck and back and a blister formed on her right heel. She began to pant.

“Cyra, Yvrit, listen to me. You can bear whatever burning you feel in your feet and the cut upon your back. Soon we will be in the palace and you can lie upon soft pillows and only rise when slaves lift you.”

Cyra’s panting quieted but blood continued to flow from her wound. We marched until the sun reached the top of the sky. Then Cyra stopped in her tracks and started screaming.

Dalphon galloped toward us, yelling at her to be silent. She screamed louder and fell to her knees.

The column had come to a stop. Girls were turning back to see what was going on.

“Silence or you will feel my foot upon your throat,” Dalphon said. “Get up.”

Cyra swayed slightly where she knelt, then collapsed over her folded legs, her head falling hard upon the road. Her long brown hair spilled from her head scarf and lay around her, shining in the sunlight. Though she had fainted, it looked like she was kneeling before Dalphon.

Dalphon jumped off his horse and untied the loop connecting the rope around Cyra’s wrists from the line.

“I am her sister,” I said. “Let me tend to her.”

“No, she will be put to better use lying across the back of my horse—covering him to keep the flies from his flanks.”

“A true officer would not bring his king a girl riddled with fly bites,” Erez said. He pushed past the other soldiers who had gathered around and jumped off his horse. “You go on,” he said to Dalphon. “We will bandage this girl and return her to the line before we reach Shushan.”

“Return to your place, soldier,” Dalphon said. “Even if you were a physician I would not let you waste time on a girl who is no longer fit for the king.”

“I am the soldier the king calls his most trusted. I am going to tend to the damage you have done. If you try to stop me, I will tell the king of how you abused one of the most beautiful girls—one he would not like to be deprived of.” Erez quickly untied the rope around my wrists from the main line. He threw Cyra over his shoulder, took hold of his horse’s bridle with his free hand, and forced his way through the watching soldiers.

Dalphon pointed at Cyra and yelled loudly enough for everyone to hear. “This one in the blue head scarf will not return to the line. She and any other girl who cannot be quiet and keep pace have fallen from Ahura Mazda’s favor and will suffer worse than this march.”

I hurried after Erez.


CHAPTER FOUR



GODDESS OF BULLHEADEDNESS

Erez led us to the shade of the nearest palm tree. He set Cyra gently on the ground and turned to me. The sun had pounded the strength from my limbs, and my feet burned in my sandals. But when Erez undid the rope around my wrists, I closed my eyes and let out a long breath. My arms fell limply to my sides.

Erez laughed lightly and I realized that I had sighed aloud. I bowed my head so I would not have to meet his gaze, and then I opened my eyes. Where the sleeves of his tunic ended, his forearms were thick, the veins swollen from the strain and heat of the day. Forgetting my embarrassment, I said, “You do not look like herding girls is all you do.”

“I have not trained to be an Immortal since I was seven for this.”

Immortal. I hated that they called themselves Immortals, as though no one could hurt them and they did not need to heed any laws or perform any kindnesses. They were so proud of their lives and careless with the lives of others. The Immortal who had killed my parents had not even looked at their faces first.

I gazed back to where the girls were being marched away, down the Royal Road to the king. “Perhaps if you had gotten off your horse and joined us you would not feel quite so immortal.”

“I replaced a dead Immortal. It is the number ten thousand that is immortal, not any of us. As quick as a man dies he is replaced.”

Xerxes’ forces had recently lost many men in their humiliating defeat to the Greeks at Salamis. Perhaps it was this defeat that made them so cruel. Yet this soldier seemed to have none of the others’ cruelty.

“I spoke carelessly. Please forgive me.” Before he could respond with either anger or forgiveness, I asked, “Is there water to spare for Cyra?”

The soldiers had been having the girls cup their hands for water, but instead Erez handed his waterskin to me. My tongue was swollen with thirst but I did not drink. As I knelt beside Cyra I drew in my breath at the sight of the blood on the side of her head. I pressed one hand over her wound and used the other to bring the waterskin to her lips. Her mouth filled with water, water which she did not swallow. It ran from the corners of her lips.

“I will try again when she wakes.” I wanted, more than I had ever wanted anything, to feel water upon my tongue, but I handed the waterskin back to Erez.

He did not take it. “Have you already forgotten how to drink? Do you need me to hold it for you?”

I hurried the huge waterskin to my lips before Erez could change his mind. The water stung my lip where my teeth had tried to open it, but still, it tasted better than any sweet wine ever had.

While I drank, Erez took off his bow and quiver and set them on the ground. When his hands were free again, I gave the waterskin back to him. It was much lighter than when he had given it to me.

“I am sorry,” I said. “I—”

Before I could tell him I was parched, he interrupted, “You are right to quench your thirst while you can. Dalphon did not think to bring enough water for the march. Or did not care to.” Erez had only a small sip and then turned away to fasten the waterskin back to the saddle of his horse.

It was not easy to hate him, except that from behind I could not see his face, only that he wore the same uniform as all the other Immortals, including the one who had killed my parents. His tunic was a shade of saffron so rich that not even a layer of grime could fully dull it, and his calves looked like small, dust-covered boulders. He turned around and saw me staring.

My cheeks felt as though they had burst into flame.

Erez fastened his eyes upon me and then did something surprising: he laughed. Not lightly like before, but fully, his body shaking with the force of his sudden happiness. Without the serious expression he usually wore, he looked no more than nineteen, five years older than me. I feared he was laughing at me.

“There is no reason for happiness.”

“You underestimate yourself,” he replied.

I do not think that is possible. I could not forgive myself for standing back, sobbing uselessly, while my parents were killed. If I did not save Cyra now, I would have three deaths on my conscience. I looked down at her with even greater urgency. “I have to bandage Cyra before too much blood has spilled from her. She is parched and will not survive the loss of any more.”

“What would you have me do to help?” Erez asked.

“Bring us home.”

“That is where we are taking you—home. A much better home than the one you came from. Have you not seen the palace at Shushan?”

I had seen it many times, walked in its massive shadow when I went to the market. Once a woman entered the harem she was never seen outside the palace again. How could Erez believe this was better than the home I came from? I ignored his question and said, “Then there is nothing more you can do. Would you be kind enough to look away? I will have to take off Cyra’s head scarf to see to her wounds.”

He inclined his head in a slight nod and turned to tend his horse.

I tore swathes from the bottom of my tunic and bandaged Cyra’s head and back. At the sound of the fabric tearing Erez cocked his head, but he did not turn around. Cyra’s brow was dry as parchment, and sometimes she gasped for air. When I put my hand over her heart it fluttered fast and weak against my palm. I told her she would be well soon. I do not know if she heard me.

Erez had taken the saddle off his horse and was letting the huge animal drink water from his cupped palm. “May I turn around now?”

He did not need to ask, just as he had not needed to turn around, and just as he had not needed to help us in the first place. But he had.

“Yes,” I said. “Thank you for the kindness you have shown us.” His kindness gave me courage to ask, “How can the king allow this march?” I looked down at Cyra. “What if this is his future queen?”

“He will never know of this girl or any of the others who have been bloodied by the lash.”

“Where will they go?”

“Dalphon.”

“She will be a wife of Dalphon?”

“Not a wife, and not just Dalphon.”

“I do not believe you.” But as the words left my mouth I knew they were no longer true.

He stepped away from his horse and came to crouch in front of me so that his eyes were level with mine. I dropped my gaze to the winged man that rested at the base of his throat. I watched the words moving beneath his skin, flickering up through his neck to his lips. “The most beautiful must be careful not to look up or slow their steps. And never talk back to any of the soldiers, especially not Dalphon or his brothers.”

“You are one to talk.”

He stood abruptly. “I said not to talk back to any of the soldiers.”

I was shocked that I had said something so foolish. Surely soldiers had killed people for less. “I am sorry,” I said. “Please forgive me.”

“Forgiveness is not something I am good at.”

“I will give you no more need.” This time I hoped he would see the flush that had come over my face and know I was ashamed.

He did not look at me and I could see by the tightness of his jaw that he was angry. I felt flustered whenever he gazed at me directly, but I found that I also did not like when he would not look at me at all.

“May I try the water once more?” I asked.

He held it out without looking at me.

Again the water filled Cyra’s mouth and ran from the corners. “Cyra,” I said. If she did not wake and drink she would not be able to go on. How dare she not fight with all her strength? How dare she move closer to death in my arms?

I thought of my mother bleeding upon the floor and how I would not let her go until life flowed back into her eyes, and she moved her gaze from whatever far-off place she was staring up at and onto me. That was what scared me the most, more than the blood: I was there and she did not look at me. If I could just get her eyes on me she would have to wake up because I am still here Mother you cannot leave.

Wake up!

But she did not move her eyes. The sight had gone out of them when I most desperately needed her to see me. Mother, please, tell me what to do. I had stayed with her while Xerxes’ soldiers continued to storm the city. I had taken her cooling hand in my own, trying to figure out where life went when it left. I will find it, I will put it back. I had to put it back if I were going to go on, because the hut was not my true home. She was.

And now Cyra too was leaving me. I put my free hand to my brow as though to wipe away a bead of sweat. I was trying to hide my despair, but I knew I had failed when I heard Erez take a deep breath. He leaned down and placed his calloused hand on mine. I had the urge to pull my hand away and also the urge to turn it over and hold on to him. But instead I sat completely still, feeling the kindness of his touch and the pounding of my heart. Then he gently pulled my hand from my brow. “She is not your sister,” he said. “And she is dying.”

My hand began to tremble and he took the waterskin from me.

“It is best,” he said. “Dalphon would have made her life worse than death. We will bring her to the palace and I will ask the king to set her upon the dakhma.” The dakhma, or tower of silence, was a high, wide platform open to the sky. Corpses were left there to be eaten by vultures. The bones were then put into a pit at its base.

“You would leave her upon the dakhma while she lives?”

“No, we will leave her upon it as she is about to be.” He straightened. “Come now.”

“How easily you give up. But you have probably seen a hundred people die.”

“A hundred? I have seen many more than that die in a single battle.”

“If it pains you to see men die, perhaps you should not have become a soldier.”

“I am an Immortal, not a soldier. And it is not of my choosing.”

“You were forced?”

He was silent. I knew I had angered him again. Still, I believed he would not rush us back to the line if he thought there was hope for Cyra. Her head lay in my lap. I moved my leg slightly. “Ehhhh . . . ,” Cyra murmured.

“See how she stirs? She says my name.”

“Your name is unusual.”

“It is Esther. She is too parched to say it fully.”

Erez gazed at me and then at Cyra. “Perhaps I counted her among the dead too hastily, Ehhhhsther.” He raised one eyebrow. “But I do not think so.”

I had no argument except my resolve. “Please.”

He flinched only slightly, but still I saw it. Hearing me say “please” pained him. “Being a soldier has taught me to do what I am told without thinking too deeply about it. You will learn the same lesson as a harem girl, or you will suffer.”

I wanted to delay our return to the line as long as possible. “Will you tell me of how you came to be an Immortal?”

“Esther.” He looked at me with such seriousness that I was not certain I wanted him to go on. “It is likely that you will never, from this day forth, have your way again. But I will grant you this one request, if you agree to accept your new life as soon as I have answered your question.”

I agreed and he told me of a panther who mauled a girl in his village twelve years before. He had killed it with a single arrow, and that had sealed his fate as an Immortal. Word of his skill traveled and the king’s men had come for him shortly after. He had been seven years old.

“If you killed her, why does Dalphon call you ‘Kitten Tamer’ instead of ‘Kitten Killer’?”

“There is only one way to truly tame anything wild.”

I hoped he was wrong. It was said that lions were kept as pets in the palace.

“Every hunter knows this is true and all men are hunters of one kind or another,” Erez said. “You would do well to pretend you are not so wild as you are.”

I willed myself not to blush again. I swallowed without meaning to and coughed from the dryness in my throat. “Have you gotten word to your parents since you were taken to train? Do they know you are well?”

“Their village was wiped out by plague.”

I surprised myself by saying, “I am sorry, Erez. I am an orphan too.”

“I know.”

Did he mock me? “I do not see how that is possible.”

“You are too independent for a girl your age—”

“I am fourteen.”

“—and too stubborn. It is why I fear for you.”

“For me, but not Cyra? Perhaps you were made an Immortal so you could save people.”

“Do not be foolish, I was trained to take lives, I do not know how to give them back. Your friend’s life has already been taken. It was the king’s—just as yours and mine are—and now it is Ahura Mazda’s. He will watch over her. Do not ask me to change fate. Not even a king could do it, and I am only a soldier.”

“Only? Do you not see how lucky you are? I would gladly trade places with you. The king favors you, you have the most beautiful horse I have ever seen, and you have traveled parts of the world I never will. Not now.”

“I have seen the world, but not as I would have liked to. I see its beauty only as I diminish it. I saw the great temple of Athens as I sacked and burned it. And I have done many things worse, including”—he gestured to where the line of girls had disappeared down the road—“this.”

“What do you wish for yourself instead?”

“This is a cruel question, because it does not matter. I only know what I do not wish to do anymore—bloody the earth for the sake of expanding Xerxes’ empire. I do not hate the Greeks who revolt against him because they do not want to be slaves. I hate that I do not have a true home. I hate that I have rarely known the same woman twice. If I had any children they were probably flushed from their mothers’ wombs with herbs or worse.”

I tried to show nothing in my face. I did not like to think of the women Erez had known, but I did not want to seem a naïve child. “Then why have you done all of these things?”

“I regret almost everything I have done since drawing back the bow and killing the panther. Yet all that I did for Persia I would do again, if Xerxes commanded. I have been training for most of my life to do exactly as I am doing. If this—being an Immortal—is to be my life, my wish is that I be an officer instead of a common soldier. The cruelest among us have risen to the top and they are eager to spread their misery everywhere they go. As a common soldier I can do little to stop them.”

“I had hoped you were an officer. I know you would be a good one.” He had said “Xerxes” as casually as though he spoke of a friend or uncle. “Have you ever spoken to the king?”

“I have spoken to him without beginning or ending each sentence with ‘Your Majesty.’ He cannot trust his own brothers but he can trust a man who fights for him. Each of the six years of his reign he has recalled me to one of his four palaces to ride and hunt with him.”

“Then you have his ear. If we bring Cyra back you can ask him—”

“His ear is full. Enough talk of your friend. You must turn your thinking to your own life. It is yourself for whom you should fear.”

“I am not afraid,” I lied. “I am Esther, named after Ishtar: goddess of love, fertility, war, and . . .” I could not bring myself to say “sex.” Erez’s hand upon mine was as close as I had come.

“If there were a goddess of bullheadedness that would suit you better.”

I moved out from under Cyra and set her head gently upon the ground. I stood to try to take the water from Erez. “If there is even the tiniest crumb of hope for her, how can we not help her?”

“I will show you how.” He tied the water to the saddle and moved to walk around me, toward Cyra. He was going to take her back to the march.

My heart beat wildly as I stepped into his path. “I will not go.”

“Then I will retie your hands and throw you both over the back of my horse.”

He reached for my wrists but I stepped away and yanked my head scarf off. His eyes widened. My hair was long and dark and spoken of throughout the market after one day when my scarf had come undone. Though I could feel that I was blushing yet again, I stood tall and lifted my chin. I began tearing the scarf into long strips.

“Foolish girl,” he said. “Put your scarf back on. Do you know nothing of soldiers? In war you learn that whatever you see and can take is yours.”

“Cyra’s bandages have soaked through. I must change them.”

For a moment he looked at me with a mixture of anger and sadness. Then his face seemed to draw closed. “You would have had a hard time in the king’s harem,” he said. “You would not have been wise enough to hide your insolence. The king’s favorite—Dalphon and Parsha’s cousin, Halannah, is famous for breaking the spirits of even the most willful girls. And the eunuchs would have helped her by pouring endless Haoma wine down your throat to drown your stubbornness.” He came half a step toward me and it took all of my strength not to back away. “But you will like being one of the soldiers’ concubines even less. Perhaps that is the fate you deserve though. Very well.” He turned away.

I told myself that he spoke in anger and his words were untrue.

Without meaning to, I began to pray.

When I finished securing Cyra’s new bandages, I became aware of Erez’s gaze upon me. He had turned around without me noticing. I swallowed the rest of my prayer.

“I see, much too clearly,” he said, looking down at my naked face and hair, “how dangerous this is for you. You would do better to have some sense.”

“I must do this,” I said. I shook Cyra. Her eyes remained closed and her head limp. I shook her with greater force and whispered her given name into her ear. “Yvrit. Wake up.”

“Her fate is in the hands of Ahura Mazda. Shaking her will not wrest it from his grasp.”

“I have learned not to leave the fates of those I love to God.”

“Did I not just see you praying?”

“Perhaps I was only talking quietly.”

“You were not that quiet.”

Though I was angry at God, sometimes I still found myself praying to Him. “I pray in the vain hope that He is listening,” I said.

Erez looked as though he wished to say something more but instead he bowed his head and reached behind his neck. His tunic sleeves started to fall down his arms and he quickly lowered his hands. He used his right hand to turn the chain around and bring the clasp in front of him, beneath his chin. “Unclasp this,” he said.

To get a good grip on the clasp I had to come close to Erez. My hands began to tremble. I wanted to both step away from him and to tuck my head into the cradle of his neck. I did neither. I was careful not to touch him as I tried to open the clasp. It was slippery with sweat; a few times it slid out from between my fingers before I finally undid it.

He took his eyes from my face and looked down at the small silver man with wings that hung from the chain I now held in my hand. It was a Faravahar, symbol of the Zoroastrian religion. I lowered it into his palm. He squeezed it gently, then looked back up at me. “Wear this.”

I knew by the way he had gazed at it that it was of great value to him.

“I cannot accept it.”

“I am a soldier, of the ten thousand Immortals, and I order you to take it.”

“For what purpose?”

“So that no one besides me knows that you are Jewish.”

“I am not—”

“Then you are the only non-Jew I know who prays in Hebrew. If you make it through this march, you will have to learn to whisper more quietly. Eunuchs can hear a moth flap its wings from half a palace away.”

“I will not even move my lips next time I pray.” I realized I did not fear that Erez would reveal my secret to anyone. I trusted him.

“Please turn around,” he said, and I obeyed.

He brought the chain over my head and lowered it until the winged man rested on my chest, right below the rosette of my mother’s necklace. I tried to keep my breathing steady and I willed my hands not to shake as I lifted my hair so he could fasten his chain around my neck. He did not immediately take his fingertips from my skin. Somehow, though I was hot, the warmth of his flesh against mine was not unpleasant.

No man who is not my husband ought to touch me this way, and this man is not only a stranger but also a gentile. It should not feel good to be touched by him.

I stepped away, my heart stuttering in my chest. The Faravahar rested heavily upon my breast. Could this figurine of a false god keep me safer than the One God? And what will the One God think if He sees this around my neck?

I turned to face him. “Thank you, Erez.” I reached back and undid my mother’s rosette necklace. “Will you also take this, and give it to a man in Shushan? I want him to know I am well.”

Erez narrowed his eyes. “What man is this?”

“Mordecai. I live—I used to live—with him. When he heard that the king was gathering virgins he sent me from the heart of Shushan. He thought I would be safer outside the palace city.”

“Mordecai the Jew? The one who keeps the king’s accounts?”

“He is my cousin. Before my father died, he asked Mordecai to watch over me.”

“I will make certain he gets it.” Erez dropped the necklace into his pocket. “And now we must return to the line.” He went to Cyra. Instead of swooping her up he knelt beside her. He put a hand beneath her nostrils and then put his head to her heart.

“Esther,” he said, turning to face me, “you must be strong. Though you did all you could to save her, your friend is gone.”


CHAPTER FIVE



THE RIDE BACK

Erez took Cyra’s head scarf and spread the blood upon it, turning it from blue to an uneven purple. “It is a girl in a blue head scarf who Dalphon said would not return to the line,” he said. “You will wear this one.”

He did not mention retying my wrists together and I did not remind him.

I tried not to cry as he put Cyra over the back of his horse. His words echoed in my head. You must be strong, you must be strong, you must be strong . . .

“Ride with us,” he said.

“How will I do that?”

He repositioned his bow and arrows so they hung from his shoulder instead of across his back and held out his hand. I only hesitated for an instant before grasping it. His hand was steady and it felt good to hold it. “You will have to sit sidesaddle,” Erez said. “To maintain your . . . proof of virtue.”

There was not much room between him and where Cyra lay across the horse’s flanks. He shifted forward so I could squeeze into the saddle behind him.

I had never ridden on a horse, and I had never been so close to a man. I pressed my side against him to steady myself, and at the horse’s first unsteady step I put an arm around his waist. My heart was beating so hard I was afraid he might feel it through his armor. With the other hand I held on to Cyra.

I wanted to beg him to turn around and return Cyra and me to the village. But I knew it would do no good to beg. I was going to the palace, and Cyra was going to the dakhma.

Please God, do not place so much suffering before me again, unless You have given me the power to stop it.


CHAPTER SIX



THE MARKET

I cannot go on had been Cyra’s refrain. When I slid down from Erez’s horse and was tied again to the line, Cyra’s words walked with me in her place. I finally knew how she felt. I wanted to be strong, but it takes strength to hold on to hope, and her death had left me little. How could I have let her die?

Before we reached Shushan the sole of my left sandal ripped. Perhaps this is how I will die, from a torn sandal. My foot grew so hot that several times I almost dropped to my knees. When I heard the market not far ahead, I did not know whether to be overjoyed or to despair. We had entered Shushan. If I squinted up over the market square, I would see the king’s huge palace looming just beyond it.

It would not be much farther.

Voices boomed in the market square. Mordecai had often said that no deal was made in fewer than two hundred words, and that the best merchants’ voices could travel half a day’s journey in front of them. If a merchant could not send his voice through a crowd he would not survive in the capital. His only hope would be to peddle his wares from village to village.

While I had always hated how my ears rung after going to the market, at that moment I would gladly welcome the ringing if only I could return home with it, and wait, as I had each day, for Mordecai to come back from the palace to eat the food I had prepared for him. Peeling pomegranates, chopping figs, kneading bread, milking the goat and cleaning his pen now seemed like great pleasures. I thought longingly of my almond honey cakes. Dipped in rosewater syrup they were Mordecai’s favorite dessert. I envied the girl who had made a batch a few days before, as though she were someone other than me.

As the march got closer to the market, I kept my head down. I could hear merchants shouting the praises of their wares:

“Look here!” a man with a Nubian accent yelled. “Genuine ivory combs adorned with ostrich feathers! Priceless treasures, yet I will give them away for two sigloi each.”

“You will give them away if the price is right, eh?” a local merchant asked. “I have vases like those in the palace—handles decorated with winged ibex—for only a few more sigloi than those genuine ivory combs.”

“Who should spend his sigloi on vases when right here I have beaded curtains that will make every woman who enters a room beautiful?” a man with an Indian accent called out. “Men, string them from one wall to the other and turn your hut into a palace with many rooms. Women, hang them in your huts, and you will receive all of your husband’s love, and gifts even more valuable than that.”

“I will sell you what no other vendor will,” another merchant yelled. “I offer you courage and long life. Look here! A saber engraved with a man hunting a giant tiger. The length will give you the reach of a god and valor beyond measure.”

I had been looking at a trail of blood in front of me, where one of the girls’ feet was losing a battle against the ground. But when I heard the sound of cart wheels, I glanced up. Canopies of bright red, indigo, and gold streamed behind the merchants’ wooden stalls as they made way for the march. Will I never see any of this again? I knew that the only women allowed out of the palace were the ones who became concubines to the king’s army and traveled behind the soldiers.

If I could run, it would be a short journey to Mordecai’s hut.

Can I run? I had taken so much for granted. Only a few days ago, before Mordecai sent me out to the country, I had been in the market. I had sifted absently through pomegranates, wild plums, and cherries whose juices I had never yearned for as deeply as I did now.

Now I was returning as a captive.

Except that I had decided I could not allow the chance at freedom to pass me by, even if the chance was small and the price for failure steep. The only way I would know if I could run was to push off the ground and see what came of it.

The rope scratched my flesh as I forced it over my knuckles and down the length of my fingers. I draped it over my wrists.

Most of the soldiers had ridden to the front to clear the marketplace—I did not hear more than a few horses in back of the line. As soon as we got to the emptied market I would run. I would force my bloody feet to carry me through the merchants, past the modest mud huts beyond, and finally to the row of larger huts made of glazed bricks where I had lived with Mordecai. The Immortals’ horses would be too large to follow.

I looked to the side of the road, let the rope drop, and pushed off the ground.

I had only taken a few steps when I stumbled and fell onto my hip. Even before I looked up I felt eyes piling on top of me. I pulled my head scarf down to hide as much of my face as possible and stood. My feet still burned and now my hip burned as well. Perhaps I could not run, but if I could quickly walk into the merchants and lose myself among them I might still find my way home.

A horse rode up next to me and my head scarf was yanked from my head. Parsha’s huge honey-colored eyes stared down at me. “A mouse is small but runs quickly. An elephant moves slowly but is not easily brought down. I was hoping you would be like some combination of these, but that after much chase I would bring you down anyway.” He affected a sigh. “You are a great disappointment. You have left me bored and I will not forgive you for it. Now you will walk uncovered through this crowd, tied to the back of my horse.”

I could no longer keep the despair from my voice. “Why?” If I were not so parched I knew that tears would have streamed down my naked face. “Why would you do such a thing to me?”

“Because I am Parshandatha, firstborn of the empire’s foremost adviser and nobleman Haman, and I can.”

If I’d had a dagger in my hand, I would have summoned the strength to plunge it into his heart. I felt the power of my hatred. It gave me strength. “If you are firstborn, why is it Dalphon who is an officer?”

“Because he was quicker to take up the spear of a fallen officer than I. And this is as it should be. The officer is the man everyone’s eyes are upon. But me, born only one moment sooner than Dalphon, I always do exactly as I please.” He turned the head scarf over in his palm and held it out to me. “And now it will please me to give this back to you.”

When I reached for it he ripped it in two and let it fall to the ground.

“My father did not rid the empire of Queen Vashti so that a peasant could be installed in her place. My cousin Halannah will be queen. If not, the girl who thwarts her will suffer more than anyone has ever suffered before.”


CHAPTER SEVEN



VASHTI

Queen Vashti has committed an offense not only against Your Majesty but also against all the officials and against all the peoples in all the provinces of King [Xerxes]. For the queen’s behavior will make all wives despise their husbands.

—Book of Esther 1:16, 17

Only a few weeks before I was kidnapped by the soldiers, Mordecai had told me of the feast king Xerxes held in the third year of his reign—the one that led to Vashti’s exile. He had been teaching me to read, and he had brought home a scroll of parchment from the palace. We each held one side open upon the high table where Mordecai usually pored over numbers late into the night.

In the middle of a sentence I was reading, a long number-filled sentence about taxes collected from the eastern provinces, Mordecai let go of the scroll. It coiled away from his hand like a snake that has been poked with a sharp stick.

“Hadassah,” he said quietly. He did something he had done only a few times before: he looked directly at me. He was a head taller than me, but because he stooped, his eyes were level with mine. They were shiny in the glow of the oil lamp that sat upon the table.

“There is a terrible story I must tell you. All the more terrible because it is true. It is more important for you to know than any palace record you will find upon a scroll.”

He was twenty-four, only ten years older than me, but people often assumed he was my father. Indeed this is how I thought of him. I assumed he thought of me as a daughter.

He had been the king’s accountant from a young age, and possessed none of the fancifulness of youth. He had a close-cropped beard in the Persian fashion. His brown eyes were small and tired from looking all day at numbers. His lips were perpetually pursed in thought, thoughts he never shared.

Every once in a while, though, he did like to tell a good tale. But this one seemed to stick in his throat. “I do not like to burden you,” he said.

I gently pushed the scroll aside, out of Mordecai’s reach, so he would not be able to resume our lesson. “If you do not continue I will be burdened by thoughts of what is too terrible for you to tell me.”

“A couple of years ago, Xerxes feasted all the power of Persia and Media, the nobles and princes of the provinces, for one hundred eighty days. I was amongst these men, but I was not one of them.”

“Because you are a Jew?”

Mordecai flinched. We did not speak of our religion, even when we were alone. I was not sure why, as it seemed everyone already knew he was a Jew. In fact, in the marketplace he was referred to as “Mordecai the Jew.”

He continued, “Because they were merrier and more drunk than those responsible for a kingdom should be. They drank wine out of golden vessels until they passed out upon beds of silver and gold. Each time they woke they resumed their drinking with even greater zeal than before.
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