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CHAPTER 1


"Welcome, my friend," Memucan said, greeting his guest with a hug and kiss on both cheeks. "Come in and refresh yourself.  You're the last to arrive.  We don't have much time remaining before this infernal feast begins and we need your wise counsel.  You always have sound ideas."


Tarshish entered and greeted the other princes that were already reclining against covered pillows on inlayed ebony couches covered in costly silks.


After refreshments were passed around by two young slave boys, Memucan, the chief of the king's seven princes, brought the meeting to order.  "I think all of you know why I called you here this afternoon," he began, looking at each of the other six princes in turn.


Nods and frowning countenances greeted this statement.


"The situation at the palace simply cannot be tolerated any longer!" Memucan stated heatedly.  "What kind of King allows the women of his harem to advise him on how to run his kingdom?  Everyone knows women are there for decoration and to meet a man's needs, not to dispense recommendations on state matters."


"He's beginning to look like a foolish child who needs guidance from his mother," Marsena said.  "If Xerxes continues as he is, he'll soon lose the respect of his people.  Or worse, there will be a revolt.  I've already fielded questions from the nobles of neighboring countries.  During one session Xerxes stated that Vashti had advised him on some matter.  The dignitaries came to me afterwards and expressed concern over this matter.  I noticed one man from Ethiopia had a thoughtful look on his face that made me nervous.  We must do something about Vashti's meddling before any real damage is done."


Carshena set his goblet back on the table in front of him with deliberate preciseness.  He was always precise, but never more so than when he was angry  A cruel, merciless smile lifted one side of his firm mouth, twisting his features into a harsh mask.  "Poison has always worked well," he suggested.


"True," Memucan agreed, "but that method carries with it too many risks.  Poison involves someone else -- her eunuch, the maids, the cook -- someone whom we must bribe and then be able to get rid of. And with Vashti's popularity, it will be more difficult to find someone disgruntled enough to do the job.  


"I hear that all of Vashti's servants are very close," Marsena said. "It would be too easy for one of them to point their finger back at us.  I don't fancy our chances of staying alive if the King were to hear of it."


"Which he most assuredly would," Memucan answered.


A silence descended on the room as each man contemplated his fate should Xerxes even find out about this meeting.  Not the meeting, perhaps, but if one of the servants told someone what they'd said, and that person told one of the king’s servants and that servant told Harbonah who told Xerxes...


"Perhaps we can have her killed on Xerxes' orders," Admatha, another of the princes suggested, glancing over at Shethar, who lay propped on one elbow, listening.


Shethar shook his grizzled head.  "The law states that we must bring two charges against her.  I can only think of one, that for which we're meeting now.  And that's not really illegal.  The law doesn't stat the king can't be advised by his queen; it's just never been done before."


"No, but it is illegal to undermine the king's authority and make him look weak," Admatha argued.


"True enough," Shethar said.  "So we say she's undermining Xerxes’ rule and making him appear weak to his subject nations.  It's endangering his throne by making it possible for his subject nations to revolt.  That's still only one charge.  Do any of you know of another?"


After a few moments of hard thinking, the princes began to shake their heads also.  "I can think of nothing more," one of them finally admitted in defeat.  "Vashti deports herself with the utmost discretion.  The woman is practically the perfect Queen.  It's too bad she has this penchant of advising Xerxes on matters of state.  She rules the harem with charm, keeping the normal intrigues and fights to a minimum.  Even the King's mother loves her."


"Unfortunately, that gives us no grounds for execution," Shethar commented with a wry laugh.  "Perhaps if we had a word with her eunuch, Hatach, or the King's mother, they could put her in her place.  They are still the two most influential people in the harem."


"It won't work," Meres said.  "Vashti is proud of her position of power with Xerxes and won't give up her influence that easily.  It looks as if we'll have to think of some other way to get rid of her."


"Then perhaps her pride may be her downfall.  I think I have an idea that will work," Tarshish spoke up, leaning forward on his lounger.  

A servant entered the room and Tarshish lowered his voice to a whisper.  The other six princes crowded around him and the discussion continued in hushed voices as the servant gathered up the used plates and left the room with a disappointed look on his face.  He'd caught a word or two here and there, and knew the princes were up to their old schemes.  Unfortunately he hadn't caught enough so he didn't know who to warn at the palace.


"I think you've just given us a workable idea," Memucan said sometime later, sitting up.  His smile broadened with satisfaction.  "Does everyone agree?"


Unanimous nods of assent for the plan ended the meeting.  The princes filtered out of Memucan's house one by one to get ready for the feast.  


Memucan stood watching his friends walk down the street and disappear among the crowds, then looked up at the palace that loomed high above the city.  Made of white stone it sat upon its fifty foot high foundation like a well-fed lion.  A golden-white haze from the late afternoon sun seemed to cover the buildings and the hill on which it rested.


He'd first seen the palace as a very young child when his late father had helped a prince named Darius overthrow the former king and been named, along with six others, King Darius' chosen advisor.  The palace had awed him then.  After living and working with King Xerxes for the last several years, he still had a feeling of wonder each time he walked through the massive gates.


He and Xerxes were about the same age.  He and the sons of the other original advisers had been brought to the palace to learn their lessons with the young prince.  A bond had formed between all of them, but a special friendship had blossomed between Xerxes and Memucan when Memucan had heard of a plot against the crowned prince.  He'd warned Xerxes' eunuch and the prince was spared an agonizing death.  Xerxes had never forgotten Memucan's act of kindness and loyalty.  When he became king, he'd named Memucan as his head advisor.


Now Xerxes' authority and dignity were being undermined by the pride and determined arrogance of a woman who simply wouldn't stay in her place.  Memucan refused to see his King made the laughing-stock of his subject nations.  He'd thought long and hard about a way to help Xerxes see what was happening to him.  Unable to come up with a simple solution, he'd called the other princes together for the conference that had just ended.  


As usual, Memucan thought with a smile, Tarshish had the answer to all our problems.  He turned away from his view of the palace and went to get ready for the feast.


Harbonah's head ached as he stood surveying, the huge banquet hall and the slaves hurrying between the long tables set up for the feast that would begin that night.


He sighed, depressed, as he watched the preparations continue.  There were so few hours left before the feast began and he knew with certain dread the servants would never be ready in time.   


Though he enjoyed the power and respect he gained from his position as the King's head eunuch he sometimes wished that he had someone who could share the responsibilities and the blame when things went wrong; as they surely would this time.  This feast was so important, the culmination of a lavish celebration that had lasted six months.


Harbonah hated and dreaded the extra responsibilities heaped on his shoulders during feasts and festivals.  They always gave him headaches.  This one had given him a migraine.  The servants were hard enough to control during normal functions; the stress of the last six months had made them nearly impossible.  More than one had had to be beaten nearly senseless because of their attitudes and actions.  It had kept the others in line, but barely.


The man who had given King Xerxes the idea of throwing an all-city feast should be hung from the highest gallows in the city, he thought bitterly to himself.  It was bad enough having those proud and patronizing nobles around all the time, but to include the common people of Susa, the scum of the city...  


Harbonah reached up to massage his throbbing temples and shuddered as he contemplated the week-long event that lay ahead of him.  He could handle the princes and other aristocrats who flooded the palace everyday.  They at least had a few manners, some class.  He had little tolerance for the king's sycophants who were usually rich men of the city with little to recommend them but charm, wit and money.  Still, they were rich, well-dressed and understood the rules of good society.   But slaves and beggars...    


They would dress in rags, trample the beautiful gardens, laugh too loudly, drink too much, and steal whatever they could get their grimy hands on.  The palace would be stripped of it's prestige!  He just didn't understand the King's thoughts on this matter.  Usually the common folk were beneath contempt.  Xerxes barely noticed them.  He, Harbonah, was accorded more status and respect than most of the people in the city.


Harbonah stroked his blue and green silk robe with a satisfied smile, playing with a gold button, his headache forgotten for the moment.  He knew he looked good, that his knack for style and color gave him a stature he would have otherwise lacked.  Straightening to his full height of 4'10", he remembered how he had arrived at his proud position as the King's head eunuch.


He'd been a lowly serving eunuch like many of those around him now until the former head eunuch forgot to invite a most important guest to a banquet and consequently been executed.  Fearing for his own life if the lavish dinner wasn't ready as Xerxes expected, he'd kept preparations for the feast going.  Xerxes expressed himself surprised and pleased by the luxuriousness of the banquet.  Harbonah had spared no expense to make both the meal and entertainment special and his efforts paid off in a big way.  Xerxes immediately appointed Harbonah to the newly-vacated position of head eunuch.


Harbonah irritably straightened an ivory-handled knife, pain exploding behind his eyeballs at the sudden movement.  The slaves who'd been assigned to help him were worse than no help at all, he thought bitterly.  He could have had the task finished by this time if he didn't forever need to follow around behind them and redo their work.  


He flicked a fly from a gold plate and kicked angrily at a lizard that darted across the mosaic tiled floor.  It was soon lost from sight in the patterns of red, blue, black, and white marble which were inlaid with gold, silver, and mother-of-pearl.


"Get to work, you lazy idiot," he snarled at a slave who dawdled in front of one of the beautiful tapestries that hung on the walls.  The slave scurried off giving Harbonah a quick look of resentment.  Harbonah, under stress, became an merciless tyrant and the servants knew better than to stir up his wrath.  Many of them had learned that the consequences were usually painful and very often bloody, leaving the slave scarred for life -- if he didn't die first.  One didn't anger the head eunuch without some thought to his own life.


Harbonah carefully inspected the dining hall one last time.  The low cedar and ebony tables were now covered with white silk table cloths shot with gold threads.  He picked up a golden goblet, admiring its design.  He loved beautiful objects and these goblets, as well as the gold and silver plates, were exquisite, delicate and fine with each elaborately wrought pattern being different from the next.  Carefully, he replaced the goblet back in its original spot.


A stab of pain caused Harbonah to clutch at his head.  He longed to rest on one of the gold, green, and blue silk-draped gold or silver couches which stood behind every table.  It would feel wonderful to sink into the cushions and close his eyes for a few minutes.  His gaze swept over some of the bright pillows that rested on each couch; he blinked and snorted in disgust.  "Stupid slaves!” He snapped.  “These pillows don't belong on this couch!"  His finely tuned sense of color recoiled from the clash of brilliant red and purple and he hastily rearranged the pillows.  He shook his head.  "They probably wouldn't get it right even if I gave them a coded-coded map."  


He knew it wasn't color-blindness so much as sheer laziness that  caused the slaves to toss just any pillows down on the lounges.  He'd done it at one time himself, but no longer.  If just one thing displeased the king, he could easily lose his head.  He rubbed the back of his neck as if he could feel the steel axes hitting him.  He shuddered and turned his attention elsewhere.  Headache or no, everything had to be perfect.  Just one more week left, he thought, and then we'll all get some peace.


The tapestries on the walls reflected the colors on the couches, with pictures and symbols woven throughout in gold and silver thread.  he reached out and smoothed the fringes of a red and black hanging.


In the middle of the room, a translucent white curtain hung attached to silver rods screwed to four black marble pillars.  Behind this, the king sat during banquets.  No one was allowed behind the curtain except the royal cupbearer and the king's seven trusted eunuchs, of which Harbonah was chief.  He was the king's personal servant and was also responsible for the staff in the king's palace.  He took himself and his duties very seriously.


The tables and couches were arranged in a huge semi-circle around the curtain, with the princes seated closest to the king, the nobles next, and then the rich men of the city.


The room was emptying of slaves as preparations moved elsewhere.  Harbonah's razor-sharp glance took in everything:  flowers, incense holders, gleaming brass lamps filled with the costliest fragrant oil.  He nodded; he was done here.  The servants could take care of the rest.  He'd check back just before the feast began.


Satisfied that everything was as it should be for now, Harbonah left the hall to go back to his room, take some of the medicine the court physician had given him, and rest.  He hurried down the corridors, ignoring those he passed.  Reaching the blessed sanctuary of his room, he swallowed a mouthful of the foul-tasting medicine and sank on to his cot with a sigh.  As he drifted off to sleep he wondered exactly what would happen during this feast.  Something unusual always happened during feast time...and it was never pleasant!


The immaculate formal gardens were beautifully decorated and lit with tiny, fragrantly-scented oil lamps that flickered merrily in the cool evening breeze.  People rapidly filled every corner of the huge, lush green spaces.


The richest arrived in highly polished and lavishly adorned sedan chairs carried by uniformed servants who looked like the climb up the multitude of steps was something they did everyday.  Maybe they did, Harbonah thought.  Others, not quite so rich, passed into the courtyards riding on elegantly bedecked horses, the silver bells on their harnesses jingling merrily as they pranced around before being led off by the grooms to the stables.


The poor were on foot with their families in tow.   Beggars came to obtain a good free meal, the first they had eaten in a long while.


Inside the columned hall, the aristocrats, rich men, and others who had been specially invited by Xerxes waited restlessly for the festivities to begin.  Royal wine flowed freely and some of the guests had already over-indulged; their laughter and loud voices boomed around the room.  Others had hardly begun to drink.  The king had dictated that, for this feast, guests were compelled to drink only what they wished.  Harbonah's lip curled as he watched one man who was already well into his cups.  Drunkenness, to Harbonah's way of thinking, was a weakness; a man who had no control over his liquor had no control over his life.


A movement at the entrance caught his eye.  Ah!  The princes were arriving.  It was time to act as the King's Head Eunuch.


Memucan and Admatha met at the entrance to the hall and were about to enter when Shethar ambled up to them.  "So, Shethar, you decided to tear yourself away from those musty old law scrolls you love so much to partake in the King's feast," Admatha teased.  "Xerxes will be pleased that you deign to join us."


"I've been out of the library all this afternoon and well you know it," Shethar retorted haughtily, though he kept his voice low so those entering with them couldn't hear.  His robes floated out around him as he turned and stalked ahead of the other two princes into the banquet hall.  Memucan and Admatha grinned at each other as they followed Shethar's outraged figure. 


Harbonah watched Shethar march into the hall, his cobalt blue, silver, and gold robe fairly swishing with offended dignity.  Seeing the grins on the faces of the other two princes, he chuckled quietly to himself.  

Admatha's been teasing Shethar again, he thought with a small grin of his own.  Shethar was so stuffy and pompous, so terribly legalistic, the other six princes couldn't help giving him a hard time.  It was so easy to get a rise out of Shethar.  He puffed up like a grouchy old owl awakened in the middle of the day.  Even Xerxes wasn't above taking verbal potshots at him, though he meant his advisor no harm.  


Still, when any legal matter needed clarification, it was to Shethar they all turned.  He knew more about the laws than nearly anybody else at court.


The three men took their places, Memucan closest to the sheer white curtain, denoting his position as King's favorite, Shethar next, and then Admatha.  


Harbonah listened unashamedly from his place inside the curtain to Admatha as he argued with Shethar about some point of law.  The two men would never agree, he thought with a shake of his head.  A slight grin tugged at the corners of his wide mouth.  


Harbonah liked Admatha.  The prince had a more progressive outlook on the law and loved a good debate.  Though he enjoyed nettling Shethar, he really meant no harm.  Admatha was not a malicious person, leaning more towards reasoning and analyzing than toward violence.


Soon the other princes came in and took their places:  Carshena, Tarshish, Marsena, and Meres.  A stocky black eunuch immediately filled their cups with wine.  Shethar and Memucan immediately moved theirs away from them.  There would be plenty of time to drink.  For now they needed clear heads.


A scantily-clad Egyptian girl gyrated seductively in front of Xerxes' curtain to the beat of a hidden drum and the music of reed flutes.  Whistles and shouts from the men in the room spurred her on to even more rapid whirls, twirls, and twists.


Suddenly in the middle of her dance trumpets blew, signaling the king's arrival.  The music abruptly fell silent as everyone prostrated themselves on the floor.


As Xerxes was conveyed in on his litter chair, Harbonah peeked up and saw the broad smile that crossed the king's handsome face.  Stepping down from his litter chair, Xerxes proudly entered the great square of linen and reclined on his couch.  Then he stretched his scepter over the men and commanded them to rise.  His cupbearer, having first tasted the wine, handed Xerxes his cup.  The king took a swallow and the feast was officially begun.


The girl began to dance again as heaping platters of roasted bull, lamb, pork, camel's hump, and fowl of every kind were placed on the tables.


Harbonah supervised the slaves carrying out huge bowls of vegetables, rice, and curries.  His stomach suddenly rumbled, reminding him that he'd eaten nothing more than a bowl of rice and some dried fish for breakfast early that morning.  He quickly snatched a couple of figs off a passing tray of fruit and popped one of them into his mouth.


Xerxes looked out over the men as they ate.  In the background he heard the noise of the people of Susa as they roamed the palace grounds or sat in the gardens and ate.  He smiled, satisfied that everyone seemed to be having a great time.  Xerxes returned his gaze to the princes and found Memucan studying him intently, a hint of a smile in his eyes.


"Are you happy, my friend?" Xerxes asked lazily.


"I am, Your Majesty," Memucan replied smoothly bowing his head in respect.  "You also look relaxed tonight."  



"Yes," Xerxes mused with a smile of his own.  "After three long years, things in the Kingdom are finally quiet.  There are no border wars, no one is trying to revolt, and my provinces are at peace.  I'm satisfied.  Now I think is the time for my campaign against Greece.  But we'll talk of that later.  Tell me, how are things going with you?  Is your family well?"


"Everyone is well, my lord.  My wife and daughters attend the Queen's banquet, and all my sons came here with me tonight.  They are sitting at that table over there."  He pointed to the third table on the left side of the room.


"They look like fine sons, Memucan.  You must be very proud of them."  Xerxes waited for Memucan's nod, then continued.  "One day your oldest son will take your place here as one of the chosen Seven, as you did when your own exalted father left this earth."  Memucan touched his lips in acknowledgement of Xerxes words and the honor that would be bestowed upon his son, then continued eating.


Shethar and Admatha were still arguing about some old law when Xerxes intervened.  "Must you two constantly quibble over every little point of law?" he demanded with an exasperated laugh.  "This week has been set aside for feasting, for the entertainment and stimulation of our senses.  We aren’t holding court and it is my wish that this legal bickering cease immediately!  If you must debate over something, tell me which dancing girl in this troupe impresses you most.  Admatha, you first.  Which one pleases you?"


"The one in the middle with the blue and silver costume.  He replied promptly and grinned at Shethar, knowing the other prince would object to his choice.


Shethar didn't disappoint him.  "I disagree, Admatha.  The one on the far right is more supple and moves with grace.  She' a far better dancer than the one you chose."


That brought the others into the discussion also, and Xerxes smiled as he listened to Carshena.  "The girl in the green costume is my choice.  She is bold, yet graceful and very pretty."


While Carshena extolled the virtues of the girl, Xerxes studied him.  A small man in his middle forties, he worked hard and gave sound advise.  The only problem with Carshena was his moody, superstitious temperament.  He came by it naturally; several of his uncles were priests in the temples of the city.  Xerxes shrugged his broad, powerful shoulders.  As long as he did his job, Carshena could be as superstitious as he wanted.


Turning his head to the left, Xerxes observed Tarshish.  He liked Tarshish, who had a ready and open smile.  Xerxes felt he never had to wonder what Tarshish was thinking; he could read it in the man's face.


Right then Tarshish was smiling as he listened to the squabble over the dancing girls.  "Don't you have an opinion, Prince Tarshish?" Xerxes asked.


"No, my king," Tarshish answered.  Smiling he shook his head.  "Not one of them compares with my own beautiful wife.   But as unlikely as it is, it appears that Meres and Marsena agree on one of the girls."


The two men in question were discussing a cute little Indian girl.  She looked to be thirteen or fourteen.


"I like that one," Marsena said, pointing off to the right.


"Yes," Meres answered with a nod, looking the girl up and down.  "Her people have likely trained her since the time she could walk.  But it is her other talents that interest me."  He leered at the girl and raised his eyebrows suggestively.


Marsena shot the young prince a look of disgust which Meres didn't see because he was too busy watching the departing dancing girls.


Xerxes, however, didn't miss the lust on Meres' face or Marsena's hostile glance.  It was no secret that Marsena disliked and distrusted Meres.  Most of the other princes did also.  


It wasn't just because Meres was the youngest prince, having taken his father's place a few years ago, Xerxes thought.  It wasn't even his obvious desire for young girls, which in itself wasn't all that unusual.  Many men enjoyed girls even younger than the one Meres fancied.  It was something more than that, something about Meres himself.   


It made Xerxes uncomfortable to be around Meres for any length of time.  He gave good advice, but he seemed ... sneaky.  That was it.  One never felt the prince was being completely open and frank.  Meres needed to be watched, Xerxes thought.  Marsena had a servant who would be perfect for the job.  He would speak to the prince at the end of the feast.


He shifted his gaze from the princes to the rest of the room.  All the men were dressed in their finest robes.  The colors dazzled the eye.  Brilliant reds and vibrant greens, vivid blues and shimmering whites.  Most were trimmed with gold or silver embroidery or had some sort of hanging ornament sewn on them.  Many of the men also wore the fluted soft felt hat that was currently in style.  Gold and silver rings, some inlaid with precious and semi-precious stones, glinted from the men's hands.  Others wore gold or silver earrings.  The men's beards were oiled, perfumed and curled, some so elaborately that it must have taken them all afternoon to get just the right look.  A few hours from now, no one would care what their beards looked like, Xerxes thought amused.  It all looked very festive and Xerxes felt pleased and rather expansive.


A slight breeze blew through a latticed window, bringing with it the smells of the city:  flowers, animals, roasting meats and dust.  The oil lamps flickered in their brass holders; the scents of incense and perfumed oils floated over the min in the vast hall.


"I'm pleased, Harbonah.  You have done a good job," he complimented his head eunuch.  "But then I knew you would.  You always do."


"Thank you, my lord.  I am pleased that my humble efforts meet with your approval."  Harbonah sighed with relief.  For now he was safe.  He just hoped nothing happened to spoil things.  He crossed his fingers behind his back and said a quick prayer to whatever deity might be listening that night.  He just hoped they weren't all out feasting too!


Xerxes moved restlessly against his pillows, bored with the endless laughter and chatter that flowed around him.  After three days of feasting, he was anxious to get on with his plans for conquering the Greeks.  Unfortunately he still had another four days to go.


Looking around at the men assembled, he noticed one sitting in the middle of the room, dressed in a shimmering emerald green robe.  He seemed to be telling some kind of story, judging by the wild gestures of the man.  Laughter erupted frequently from the other men reclining at the table.  Xerxes' curiosity was aroused.


"Who are those men over there, Memucan?" Xerxes inquired.


"The man telling the story is Haman.  He's a carpet merchant."  Memucan just barely kept the distaste for Haman's profession out of his voice.  Rug merchants were no better than any other merchant that worked in the crowded bazaars in the city.  Haman had just been lucky.  "His father started the business, but he was a poor businessman.  When he died, not much was left except a small shop.  Haman took it over, improved it and expanded, until now it's the second largest carpet shop in the city.  The largest one is owned by some Jew."


"How many sons does he have?" Xerxes asked even more intrigued now.  The man was ambitious and obviously had a sense of humor.  Now if he only had a large family, with many sons to follow in his footsteps...


"He has ten sons, my lord," Memucan answered, wishing he knew less about this man.  In his opinion it wasn't good for the king to show such an interest in a mere rug merchant, a person of the lower classes,  even if he did happen to be one of the richest men in the city.  But then this king wasn't anything like his father had been, he thought with a sigh.  This one was too suggestible, too led by his impulses.  He always wanted more, better, different.  One day he would desire something he couldn't have...


"Ten sons!" Xerxes exclaimed, leaning forward and looking Haman over again.  "What businesses are they in?"


"Haman has apprenticed his sons out to many of the influential men in the city.  From what I've been told, they've each helped to increase the fortunes of their employers."


Xerxes was even more impressed.  Everyone knew a man was measured by the number of his sons.  He turned to his eunuch.  "Harbonah, move that man, Haman, up closer to me.  He interests me."


"Yes, my lord."  Harbonah walked between the tables of feasting men, feeling that Xerxes was making a huge mistake.  Just because the man had ten sons, a good sense of humor, and a successful rug shop was no reason to move him up.  That was no accomplishment.  Many of the men at the feast had all that and more.  This Haman didn't possess the status of nobles and shouldn't be treated as if he did.  Harbonah clenched his teeth to keep from muttering his sentiments out loud.    He was glad the feast only ran a few more days.


He stopped beside Haman and bowed slightly.  Haman glanced up, startled.  "Why do you hover here, eunuch?"  


"It is the king's wish that you be moved to another table, my lord," Harbonah replied formally, nearly gagging on the title. 


He tried not to feel angry at the way the rug seller had addressed him.  After all, Haman was only a lowly merchant.  One didn't expect him to have the manners of true nobles.  "He's taken notice of the way you tell stories and thinks perhaps you may be able to amuse him.  He also admires a man with many sons." he added, then wished he had kept that piece of information to himself.


"Of course," Haman answered as if it was his due.  His smile grew malicious and he stroked his luxurious black beard.  "So tell me, eunuch, how many sons have you fathered?" he asked, mimicking Harbonah's high, squeaky voice.  The other men at the table rocked with laughter.


Harbonah's jaw clenched until it ached as he struggled to appear impassive and unaffected in the face of this humiliation, though his hatred and contempt of Haman screamed for release.  No matter how hard he tried to bring his voice down to a normal man's range, it squeaked.  And Haman,  this obscure little rug seller  was mocking him in front of Xerxes and all the guests.


His mind flashed back to the day he had been snatched from his family and forced to undergo the mutilation which had rendered him with a permanently high voice and unable to produce children.  Pain seared his heart at the thought.  Harbonah swore he would never let Haman know the weight his thoughtless comment had on him.


Fighting back the urge to wrap his hand's around the man's neck, he led Haman to his new seat, one facing the king.  Before he reclined on the pillows, Haman bowed his head to Xerxes in silent acknowledgement of the honor.


Xerxes liked what he saw when he looked at Haman.  The carpet vender was small but well-muscled and good-looking. with wide-spaced sherry-brown eyes, a straight nose, and a generous mouth.  He also looked very self-assured and more than a bit haughty.  From watching him, Xerxes knew Haman had many traits that would make him a leader.  Already those at his new table were listening to him with rapt attention.


Xerxes quickly became entertained by the rug merchant's stories.  Though Harbonah's hatred for Haman continued to smolder, he was relieved that Xerxes was occupied and the bored expression had disappeared.  He hoped the rug dealer could keep his king amused until the end of the feast.  That way no one would get killed.


On the last night of the feast Xerxes stood at his bedroom window staring moodily out at the throngs of people in the streets.  A festival atmosphere cloaked the entire city.  Much wine had been consumed and everyone was very merry.


A group of people sang and danced as they came along the street, gathering more people into the group the closer they came, until at last they arrived at the palace gates.


As he stood at the window watching the crowds, Xerxes felt drained.  The long nights of drunken revelry had taken their toll on him.  Now he just wanted to get on with the business of running his kingdom and planning his strategy against the Greeks.


He turned to Harbonah who stood behind him with the robe he would wear that night.  "It will be a relief when this feast is finished," he said.  "My purpose has been achieved.  The people now think I'm a generous king."  He shrugged into the robe and let Harbonah fuss with the gold fastenings.  "I enjoy holding banquets, but I'm always glad to see them end.  This one's been worse than usual with all the common people around." 

 
Harbonah readily agreed with Xerxes' sentiments.  The common people had stretched his nerves, too.  He crossed his fingers behind his back, praying that all would go smoothly this evening.  "Why did you do it then, my lord?" he asked.


“Vashti thought it would be good for the city's morale, so I did it.  The only person who interests me this week is Haman.  He seems to know something about everything.  I didn't realize rug sellers were so highly educated."


Harbonah shuddered inwardly at Haman's name.  Whenever the eunuch was around, Haman started talking about his sons, all of whom seemed to be brilliant in whatever business they ventured to try their hands.  Sometimes he stroked his beard and stared derisively at Harbonah's beardless face and balding head.  Other times he made snide remarks to his table mates about eunuchs in Harbonah's hearing.  However, Haman was careful to make sure his comments weren't overheard by the king, which could end in his being tossed out of favor or worse.  Haman was clever -- like one of the desert jackals!


 Harbonah knew he dared not voice his feelings to Xerxes, but he vowed to stay away from Haman as much as possible tonight.


"It's time to go, my lord," Harbonah told Xerxes, placing a golden crown upon the king's head.  "Your litter has arrived to take you to the banquet."


With a tired sigh, Xerxes climbed into the chair.  Just before the gauzy purple curtains closed around him, he looked at Harbonah.  "I wish I could see Vashti for just a few minutes," he said wistfully.  "I have this horrible feeling that I may never see her again."  The curtains fell shut and the litter bearers whisked the king away to his guests.


Harbonah stared after them for a few seconds in puzzlement.  Xerxes wasn't usually so superstitious.  He must be more tired than Harbonah realized.  He thanked his lucky stars this was the last night.  Just a few more hours to go and then they could all relax.  Quickly he turned and hurried down the corridors to direct the servants.

