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      Before Uruk learned to fear the night, it learned to trust what had been written.

      Clay outlived breath. Clay outlived fathers, kings, harvests, debts, prayers, and the hands that pressed names into its damp face. A man might vanish in a canal, beneath a collapsed wall, on a road where no witness returned, but if the tablet received him correctly, then some part of him remained within the city’s keeping. So the scribes were taught. So the priests declared. So the palace required. The living could hunger, lie, bleed, forget. Clay did not forget.

      This was the first mercy.

      It was also the first chain.

      Between the two rivers stood a city too old to belong entirely to men. Its walls bore flood marks from generations no mouth could swear to. Its gates held back water by day and listened to water by night. Its temple rose above the lower roofs in white tiers, receiving smoke, grain, oil, blood, and obedience. Its palace measured rank by distance from the mud. Its Low City carried bricks, hauled reeds, patched boats, cooked barley, buried children, and learned which questions should not be asked before officials.

      Above, the lamps burned gold.

      Below, the drains kept their own darkness.

      Uruk had many laws, and most were practical. A tribute account required a seal. A boundary required witnesses. A death required registration. A gate chain required inspection before the rains. A king’s name required reverence. A wrong number required correction. These were not cruelties in themselves. They were the frame by which a vast city survived its own weight.

      But every frame casts a shadow.

      There were records that arrived too clean. Seals that had no proper origin. Names that fit so neatly into a tablet line that no one wished to ask what had been cut away to make room for them. There were doors drawn on no public map, channels sealed in official plans yet wet in the dry season, tablets filed under ordinary accounts that carried a weight no new clay should have held.

      Procedure protected the city.

      Procedure also taught the city how to close its mouth.

      Those who lived near the river knew another law. Water did not read proclamations. It found the lowest place. It entered what had cracked. It remembered pressure long after men forgot the cause. If a gate was strained in silence, the chain felt it first. If a channel was misnamed, the current would one day correct the lie. If something old had been sealed beneath stone, water would test it again and again, not in anger, but because water had no talent for obedience.

      In the Tablet Library, the shelves rose like narrow streets for the dead. Tribute records, labor lists, death registers, water-gate schedules, king-name copies—all stood in their ordered rows, hardened by kiln fire and sanctioned by hands long gone. At night, when the palace drums crossed the city and the temple lamps burned low, the archive seemed less a chamber than a second Uruk: quieter, denser, more faithful to law than the city of flesh above it.

      A junior scribe had been left there to guard what no one expected to move.

      The lamp was nearly spent.

      The drums had not yet finished.

      And on one newly entered tablet, the weight was wrong.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            NIGHT THEFT IN THE TABLET LIBRARY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Beware the tablet that weighs more than its words.

        Clay remembers pressure after ink is gone, and a name buried twice is not dead twice, but waiting.

        — from Instructions to Junior Scribes, Expunged Edition

      

      

      “The weight is wrong.”

      Namsin’s fingers stopped at the edge of the clay tablet.

      He did not turn it over at once.

      Deep in the Tablet Library, the oil lamp had burned down to half a wick. Night wind pressed the flame low, then let it rise again, making the rows of tablet shelves look like walls that had chosen silence. Tens of thousands of tablets stood there: tribute records, offering registers, labor registers, land boundary records, water-gate schedules, death registrations, king-name lists, layer upon layer, generation upon generation.

      All the grain of the living in Uruk, all the names of the dead, all the portions owed to the gods, had hardened inside this earth.

      Truly dangerous things were often not the words written wrongly.

      They were the words written too correctly.

      From outside came the ritual drums of the palace district.

      Boom.

      A long interval.

      Boom.

      Like a vast heart beating at the center of the city.

      Tonight was the inner-precinct night rite. High Priest En-Lugal presided in person, and the palace district, the Temple district, the Water Gate Office, and the tribute granary were all required to send witnesses. By regulation, no one should have been near the Tablet Library at this hour.

      That was exactly why Namsin had been left on night duty.

      A junior scribe was best suited to guard what no one truly saw.

      He looked down at the newly entered tribute record tablet before his knees.

      This batch had come from the palace side archive, marked as sacrificial sheep fat, date wine, copper buttons, and reed bundles. The seal clay was intact. The number was correct. Enkidu’s verification mark was on the entry tablet. By every rule, it should have been like the twenty-seven tablets beside it: balanced at the center, rough across the face, its edges carrying the same pale red cast from the same kiln fire.

      But it was wrong.

      Namsin closed his eyes and lifted the underside of the tablet on his palm, weighing it gently.

      The center of weight leaned left.

      Not damage. Not damp. Not uneven firing. It was the kind of difference only a hand that had lived among clay tablets could feel: the surface dry and hard, the interior holding something older, denser, heavier.

      When an old tablet was refired, the outer layer hardened a second time. Its internal waterline shrank and left a web of cracks the eye could not see. Temple regulation required every refired tablet to be registered again. The old text was to be scraped smooth. The old seal destroyed.

      But this tablet’s seal clay bore no refiring mark.

      Someone had sent it in as new.

      Namsin’s throat dried.

      He looked up toward the passage.

      Empty. Two niche lamps flickered unequally, laying long seams of shadow across the floor tiles. At the far end of the corridor hung the copper chain. It had not yet dropped. The Tablet Library had not yet been sealed.

      He still had time.

      If he reported the anomaly to Enkidu now, everything would become safe. The deputy would take the tablet, write an explanation, and send it to the inner-precinct priests at dawn. Then the tablet would be carried away and locked in some deeper storeroom. Namsin would be told to forget the matter.

      He knew the procedure.

      Procedure protected people that way.

      It erased them the same way.

      Namsin’s thumb rubbed, without his willing it, the old ink-dark scar inside his right wrist. An overturned oil lamp had branded him there during his apprenticeship.

      His father had once been a scribe in the Tablet Library too.

      After his death, there had been no proper registration.

      The death register had kept only four words:

      Labor loss.

      No name.

      No date.

      No cause.

      His mother had asked three times. Each time, the answer had been the same.

      “The record says so.”

      From then on, Namsin believed one thing: records had to be accurate.

      Accuracy, at least, could prove that a person had once been something other than a number.

      He laid a damp cloth over the tablet’s face.

      The sound was soft, yet it seemed like the final cloth drawn over a body.

      He pushed the tablet to the darkest edge of the oil lamp and waited. Damp would creep into the refired surface and soften the outer skin of clay. Then a bone stylus could lift the upper layer and reveal whether older writing lay below.

      The drums still sounded.

      Boom.

      Namsin pretended to check the tribute records while counting the beats in his head.

      The night-rite drum would sound twenty-one times.

      After the twenty-first beat, the priests would leave the palace district and return to the inner Temple precinct. A quarter of an hour later, Enkidu might come to inspect the archive.

      He had to know before then.

      The seventeenth beat.

      The eighteenth.

      The nineteenth.

      A fine damp sheen began to rise across the tablet’s surface.

      Namsin took out his bone stylus and warmed it over the lamp flame until the point paled. He held his breath, turned the tablet to the thickest place on its reverse, and set the point along the edge.

      The first pass lifted only a grey-white skin of fired clay.

      The second broke the powder away and showed darker clay beneath.

      On the third, the bone stylus slipped into a groove as if touching an old wound.

      Namsin stopped.

      He drew the oil lamp closer.

      The flame touched the clay.

      The sharp corner of a cuneiform sign emerged from the damp.

      Like bone showing through flesh.

      Namsin scraped away the clay around it, little by little.

      A line of royal name came clear.

      Ubara-Tutu.

      For one instant, his fingers stiffened.

      He knew that name too well.

      An ancient king from the King List Before the Flood. According to the Temple’s King List, he had ruled for tens of thousands of years. Then the Flood came, royal power was broken, and the cities inherited it anew.

      Namsin had copied the name many times.

      Each time he came to those lifespans, so vast they seemed not to belong to the human world, he had not questioned them. The kings before the Flood belonged to the age of demigods. The gods had granted long life. That was the first explanation given to every scribe.

      But this line was not part of the King List’s face record.

      It was hidden under a tribute record tablet.

      And it had been scraped smooth.

      Namsin continued along the edge of the royal name.

      A second line appeared.

      Ubara-Tutu again.

      He thought he had misread it. At once he lowered the lamp flame and shifted the angle. Old cuts and newer cuts crossed each other. The direction of the wedge marks differed slightly, but the king’s name, the royal seal, and the ritual format were identical.

      He kept scraping.

      A third time.

      A fourth.

      A fifth.

      With every layer he exposed, the cold inside him deepened.

      When the sixth appeared, he could no longer hear the drums outside.

      When the seventh appeared, his bone stylus stopped on the clay and would not move.

      The same king’s name had appeared seven times across seven hundred years.

      Beside each appearance were different years, different tribute record numbers, different water-gate schedule numbers.

      The first registration carried the water-gate number of the long-abandoned Old South Gate.

      The second bore the impression of a tribute sheep seal.

      The third had been altered into a ritual boat schedule.

      The fourth carried, at the edge, a transcription mark from the death register.

      Beside the fifth was written: Low City labor loss, thirty-two.

      The sixth had been scraped hardest. Only the royal seal remained.

      The seventh was the newest.

      Terribly new.

      The edge of its seal clay still carried red that had not fully oxidized.

      This was not history.

      This was happening now.

      Someone was writing this long-dead king back into the present.

      Namsin almost retched.

      He saw again the tiny line beside the fifth registration: Low City labor loss, thirty-two. The script was so small that no one would have noticed it in ordinary handling. Yet in that instant he remembered a woman he had seen that day at the tribute shed.

      She had stood behind the grain-verification line, holding a cracked clay bowl and asking the same name again and again.

      “Has Asum come back?”

      No one had answered.

      At last the record scribe had shoved her aside and said, “Your husband is in the labor loss.”

      The woman had said, “He has a name.”

      The record scribe had said, “In the number.”

      Namsin had not looked up.

      He had only cut thirty-two into wet clay.

      Now that number stood beside Ubara-Tutu’s fifth registration.

      Each time the king’s name was brought back, another group vanished from the Low City.

      It was not an error.

      It was an account.

      Cold spread through Namsin’s palms. He turned the tablet over, meaning to inspect the seal on the reverse.

      At the center was neither an ordinary royal name nor a priestly number.

      It was a line of water so fine it was almost invisible.

      The line ran from the seal’s top to its base, like a flattened river, or like a wound scratched into the clay by a fingernail and refusing to heal.

      He had never seen such a seal.

      He knew every Temple seal: tribute record seal, offering seal, investiture seal, archive-sealing seal, death-registration seal, cleansing order seal.

      None consisted of a single waterline.

      No number.

      No batch.

      No priestly signature.

      Only water.

      From deeper in the Tablet Library came the faintest sound of pottery rubbing pottery.

      Namsin’s head snapped up.

      In the dark, Enkidu stood between two rows of tablet shelves.

      Namsin did not know how long he had been there.

      Half the deputy’s face was lit by the lamp; the other half had sunk into the shadow of the shelves. He had always been mild, seldom raising his voice even when reprimanding apprentices. Now there was no anger in him either. He only watched Namsin in silence, as if he were looking at a line of writing that would inevitably be scraped smooth.

      “So late,” Enkidu said. “Still checking tribute records?”

      Namsin’s tongue felt sealed in clay.

      By instinct, he turned the tablet face-up again and used his body to block the waterline seal on the back.

      “One of the numbers does not match,” he heard himself say. “I feared I cut it wrongly in the day.”

      Enkidu did not come closer.

      That was worse than if he had.

      If he had not seen, he would have approached to inspect it.

      If he had seen, there was no need.

      Enkidu’s gaze fell to the tablet before Namsin’s knees, then moved to his right hand. Only then did Namsin realize that the cracks beside his fingernails were full of old clay dust scraped loose from underneath.

      Not the color a tribute record tablet should yield.

      “Namsin,” Enkidu said softly.

      Namsin raised his eyes.

      “Some wrong words are not for junior scribes to correct.”

      “Then who corrects them?”

      The moment the words left his mouth, Namsin himself went still.

      Enkidu’s expression changed, barely.

      Not anger.

      Something more like exhaustion sunk too deep for naming.

      “Those who can live until dawn.”

      When he finished speaking, he withdrew slowly into the shelf-shadow.

      He did not turn.

      He did not say farewell.

      In the next breath, outside the Tablet Library, a copper chain fell.

      Clang.

      The whole door seemed to have been bitten shut by a beast.

      Archive sealing.

      Namsin’s heart tightened violently.

      A second copper chain fell.

      Then a third.

      Not an ordinary night seal.

      Inner sealing.

      The Tablet Library had three doors. The first guarded against thieves. The second guarded against fire. The third guarded against people. Only a cleansing order could drop all three copper chains at once.

      Footsteps sounded in the corridor.

      Not patrol guards.

      Patrol guards walked heavily, with the rub of leather armor. These steps were soft, dispersed, closing from both sides at once, like water seeping through cracks in a wall.

      Namsin shoved the tablet inside his outer robe and pressed it hard against his chest.

      He had no time for fear.

      The oil lamp was still burning.

      Light would expose him.

      He bent and blew out the nearest lamp.

      Darkness dropped.

      The Tablet Library had no windows. With the lamp out, the shelf-shadows, walls, and door seams all vanished. Only one blade-thin line of fire leaked under the passage door, far away.

      Namsin crouched and set his right hand against the floor tiles. He began to count.

      From the main verification seat to the sixth row of old tribute shelves, seven steps.

      Turn left, three steps.

      Avoid the loose tile.

      Turn right again, twelve steps.

      There was an ash-clearing passage there, a hiding place apprentices used when they wanted to evade work.

      He knew this place too well.

      He was not a warrior.

      But the Tablet Library was his terrain.

      Low commands came from beyond the door.

      “Live capture first.”

      “Tablet intact.”

      “Mouth sealed.”

      Sweat broke over Namsin’s back.

      They had not come to kill him.

      At least not immediately.

      First they would take back the tablet. Then they would make sure he could never speak of what he had seen.

      He moved through the dark toward the sixth shelf row. Tablets stood beside him like ranks of upright dead, brushing his shoulder. He had just passed the first shelf-foot when he realized something.

      The Cleansing Team had not lit lamps.

      They could move in the dark.

      The fireline beneath the door was blocked.

      The first member of the Cleansing Team entered.

      Then the second.

      The third.

      They wore soft-soled shoes. They carried no bronze swords, only short clubs, scraping knives, and sealing nets. Linen covered their faces. Narrow black leather bands pressed across their brows.

      Those were not the things blind searchers wore.

      They knew the shelf positions.

      Someone had given them a map.

      Namsin pressed himself behind the shelf and thinned his breathing. To his left, someone tapped the floor lightly with a short club.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Three times.

      They were checking for hollow spaces.

      The ash-clearing passage would be found. It was only a matter of when.

      Namsin had to move first.

      His hand found a row of unfired tablets beside him. They had just been cut and had not yet gone to the kiln: Low City labor registers, wet and heavy. He had arranged them there himself that afternoon to dry.

      A few names on them were still damp.

      More figures without names.

      Namsin braced his shoulder against the shelf-foot.

      Not enough.

      He clenched his teeth, drove his back against it, and pushed from the floor with both legs.

      The wooden shelf gave a low groan.

      The footsteps turned at once.

      “Here.”

      Namsin shoved with all his strength.

      The whole row of unfired tablets tipped and fell.

      Wet clay struck the ground with dull, heavy sounds, like a crowd of people falling into mud at the same time. The first Cleansing Team member rushing forward slipped and crashed into the shelf beside him. Dozens of old tribute record tablets fell with him, and the sound of shattering clay burst through the dark.

      Namsin used the confusion and lunged toward another oil lamp.

      He did not blow it out.

      He snatched up a wet tablet and hurled it against the lamp.

      The clay lamp overturned. Oil spilled across the floor. Flame climbed the scattered reed labels. Firelight flared, showing the masked faces of the Cleansing Team and, behind them, the sealed stone door.

      The fire was small.

      But it was enough.

      Namsin turned and ran.

      A sealing net whipped from the right.

      Small copper weights edged it, and as it opened it looked like a black mouth. Namsin was half a step too slow. The net grazed the back of his neck and dropped over his left shoulder. He was yanked backward, chest slamming into a tablet shelf. The tablet hidden under his robe dug into his ribs.

      Do not lose it.

      Only those three words existed in his mind.

      Do not lose it.

      One of the Cleansing Team came at him with a scraping knife held in reverse. The blade was not aimed at Namsin’s throat, but at the front of his robe. The man knew where the tablet was.

      Namsin’s foot sank into wet clay. His sole slid, and he went to one knee. The man dropped the sealing net over him, copper weights tightening around his neck.

      He could not breathe. His hand scrambled across the floor and closed around a bone stylus.

      The same stylus that had scraped out the royal name.

      He gripped it and drove it into the hand pinning him.

      No accuracy.

      No technique.

      Only the instinct of a small clerk at the edge of death.

      The bone stylus pierced the Cleansing Team member’s hand.

      The man grunted, and his grip loosened for one instant.

      Namsin tore free of the net and rolled under the tablet shelf. A short club smashed down behind him, shattering the place where his knee had been. Shards of pottery flew and cut open his cheek.

      Blood ran into his mouth.

      Salt.

      He pressed his tongue hard against his teeth, swallowed the cry, and crawled along beneath the shelf. Shelf-feet scraped his shoulders. His knees ground over broken tablets. Pain flashed white before his eyes again and again. The tablet against his chest numbed his ribs with every blow, but his left arm held it tight.

      “Seal the lower shelves,” someone ordered.

      Short clubs thrust in from both sides, like sticks driving an animal from a hole.

      Namsin saw the loose wall brick ahead.

      He had found it when he was thirteen.

      That year, he had hidden there to eavesdrop on his father and another scribe. His father had said, “If a name cannot be written on the face, write it in the ash.”

      Namsin had not understood then.

      Now he understood half.

      He shoved the wall brick.

      It did not move.

      A short club swept behind him, skimming past his ankle.

      He pushed again.

      The brick shifted slightly.

      A hand seized his foot.

      Namsin’s whole body locked.

      It was not an ordinary grip. Once the hand closed on his ankle, the thumb pressed at once into tendon and bone and twisted outward. Pain nearly took his senses. He was dragged back. The tablet under his robe slid half an inch.

      The Cleansing Team member’s voice was just behind him.

      “The tablet.”

      Namsin suddenly stopped struggling and, instead, recoiled toward the man.

      The man had not expected him to move backward. His leverage failed. In that instant, Namsin turned, exposing one corner of the hidden tablet as if by mistake.

      The man reached for it.

      Namsin snatched up a shard of pottery and slashed hard beneath the man’s eye.

      The shard did not take the eye. It cut the linen mask open. The Cleansing Team member turned his head away, and his hand loosened by half an inch. Namsin kicked with everything left in him, wrenched his ankle free, and threw his body against the wall brick.

      This time, the brick collapsed.

      Dust struck his face.

      He shoved the robe-wrapped tablet through first, then forced his shoulder into the hole. The edge of the fired brick tore his back. His skin burned, but he did not stop. Like a rat driven into a wall by fire, he forced himself into the ash-clearing passage.

      Behind him, a hand reached for the hem of his robe.

      Namsin tore a numbered marker from a nearby tablet shelf and flung it in the opposite direction.

      The marker struck the floor with a sharp crack.

      The pursuers turned at once.

      In that single breath, Namsin dragged the fallen brick halfway back from the inside, blocking the hole.

      The ash-clearing passage was narrow, dry, and full of old ceramic ash. He could hardly kneel. He had to crawl on his belly. Dust pushed into his nose. He did not cough. His chest ached with the effort of holding it in. Behind him came the sound of the Cleansing Team dismantling the bricks, one blow at a time.

      He counted the bends in the passage.

      Seventeen cubits to the old side corridor.

      Then right, to the drainage channel.

      He could not use the side corridor.

      The Cleansing Team would seal both ends.

      He had to use the drainage channel.

      Ahead lay a thin clay sealing plate. Namsin hit it with his shoulder. It did not open. On the second blow, blackness swarmed at the edge of his vision. On the third, the plate cracked, and he fell into the old drainage channel.

      Cold water covered his ankles.

      Namsin froze.

      There should have been no water.

      It was the dry season. The old drainage channel connected to the outer-city hidden canal only in the rains. At this time of year, it should have been dry enough to raise dust.

      But now water was seeping from the joints of the clay pipes, black and without reflection.

      Crouched in the channel, his back pressed to the cold wet wall, Namsin at last dared to look down at the tablet in his arms.

      The outer robe was soaked with blood, clay, and black water. Carefully, he opened it.

      The tablet was still whole.

      The royal name remained.

      The waterline seal on the back remained too.

      Only now the waterline was deeper.

      Namsin touched it with the pad of one finger.

      The seal’s surface rose faintly. It did not feel stamped into the clay. It felt as though it had grown from inside the tablet.

      This was not an impressed seal.

      It was a pulse something had left in the mud.

      Then he heard footsteps above his head.

      The Cleansing Team had reached the side corridor.

      “Down into the channel.”

      “He is inside.”

      Namsin looked up and saw a line of fire slip through the inspection hatch above the drainage channel. Someone was prying open the cover.

      Ahead lay black water.

      Behind him, the Cleansing Team.

      He clutched the tablet and crawled forward along the channel.

      The water rose from ankle to shin, then to knee. It was cold enough to bite. The channel walls were narrow, and his shoulders struck the clay pipe seams again and again. Water soaked into his wounds, making them burn as if rubbed with salt.

      At a fork, he stopped.

      Left led toward the Temple side court, where the exit was barred with iron.

      Right led below the foundations of the Tablet Library. According to the old plan, that way had long been sealed.

      But the sound of water came from the right.

      Not flowing downward.

      Flowing upward against the slope.

      Namsin pressed himself to the channel wall and listened as the sound grew nearer. Low. Slow. Like a mass of water trapped deep underground, searching for a newly opened road. The clay pipes trembled faintly, as if something beneath the Tablet Library were waking.

      He looked down at the tablet again.

      The waterline seal flickered.

      Not reflected light.

      It lit by itself.

      The thin line at the center of the seal twitched, like a small snake pinned through the body suddenly coming alive.

      Namsin stopped breathing.

      At that instant, beside the seventh appearance of the royal name on the tablet’s face, a line of small writing he had not been able to see before darkened with black water and slowly emerged.

      It was not standard cuneiform.

      The marks were fine, shallow, and arranged in no script of the Two Rivers. They looked more like incisions that did not belong to Uruk.

      Namsin understood only one sign that appeared again and again.

      It was not a word.

      It looked like a door.

      Above the side corridor, the iron cover was pried open.

      Firelight poured into the drainage channel.

      “There!”

      The sealing net dropped.

      Namsin threw himself rightward into the deeper black water. The net weights struck behind him and threw cold spray over his back. He crawled forward by instinct, the black water rising to his waist, then his chest. One hand held the tablet high. The other felt along the clay wall.

      Ahead should have been sealed.

      Instead, his fingers found a crack.

      A crack newly opened.

      Water was surging from within.

      Namsin had no time to think. He turned his body sideways and forced himself through the slit. The clay edge cut into his ribs. Pain blackened his sight, but he locked his teeth together and did not let the tablet touch the water.

      Behind him, the Cleansing Team reached the fork.

      Then stopped.

      Namsin heard one of them whisper, “We cannot enter.”

      Another voice asked, “Why?”

      The first voice dropped lower.

      “Below is not the archive.”

      Namsin went cold through his whole body.

      Below was not the archive.

      Then what was below?

      Before he could shape the question, chains sounded behind him.

      Not the sound of chains dropping.

      The sound of chains being drawn up.

      Someone was opening the second door.

      The second door of the Tablet Library led to the inner archive.

      There the original King List, the master death register, and the old tablets from before the Flood were sealed. No one could enter without the high priest’s seal.

      But tonight, after the Cleansing Team had sealed the archive, someone else was opening it.

      Kneeling in the old drainage channel with black water over his knees and the tablet in his arms, Namsin finally understood.

      This was not a pursuit.

      It was a transfer.

      They had not come to stop the secret from leaking.

      They had come to make certain the secret continued to operate.

      Ahead, deep beneath the foundations of the Tablet Library, water sounded.

      Closer.

      Not the outer river.

      Not rain.

      It was as if a river sealed for hundreds of years under the city’s feet had begun to run backward in the dark.

      Namsin looked down and saw his own face reflected in the black water.

      Beside his face was another shadow.

      It wore a crown.

      He jerked his head up.

      There was no one in the darkness ahead.

      But the waterline seal on the back of the tablet had fully awakened into light.

      At its center, the thread of water so fine it was almost invisible slowly bent, pointing deeper into the drainage channel.

      A moment later, from directly beneath the Tablet Library, there came a dull impact.

      As if someone in the water had knocked once on a door.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            THE REVERSE VORTEX IN THE WATER GATE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Engineers learn early that water obeys pressure before it obeys kings.

        Yet there are older pressures: oath, blood, name, and the command laid beneath stone before the city learned to count itself.

        — Cassandra’s marginal note, later copied in the Water Gate Office trials

      

      

      The knock beneath the city did not sound only in the Tablet Library.

      It traveled through old clay pipes, hidden canals, abandoned drainage channels, and foundation cracks the Temple had sealed shut, all the way to the outer city.

      To the water gate.

      Cassandra heard it while crouched outside the inspection hatch in the side wall of the release channel.

      The sound was soft.

      It was not a person knocking on a wooden door, nor stone rolling into water. It came through many layers of brick, many layers of water, and silt that no one had cleared for years. From deep beneath the city it arrived, dull and slow, as if something in the dark had lifted one hand and tested the bone of Uruk with a single knock.

      Her fingers stopped on the seam between the bricks.

      The seam was wet.

      That was wrong.

      There had been no rain tonight, and the outer river had not risen high enough to flood back into the release channel. The inspection hatch of the outer-city water gate had been built into the side of the gate platform, three men above the channel floor. Unless the main gate was under overflow pressure, no water should have reached this height. Yet her fingertips found a thin layer of damp, cold in a way that was not night dew.

      Cassandra raised her fingers beneath her nose.

      No river stink.

      No mud or silt.

      A faint smell of burnt bone powder.

      She frowned.

      The drums in the palace district had already fallen silent. The firelight in the Temple district still reddened faintly under the night sky. Along the city wall, the shadows of the night patrol stood like stretched lengths of timber, motionless in the wind. From the Low City came the occasional bark of a dog, cut off almost at once as though someone had covered its mouth.

      Uruk was never truly quiet at night.

      The granary sounded. The kilns sounded. The altars sounded.

      The water gates sounded most of all.

      Cassandra knew those sounds. She had grown up among gates, hidden canals, and waterlines on city walls. She knew the tremor normal pressure made as it traveled through a gate chain. She knew the muffled speech of water behind stone when silt clogged a channel. She knew the night-sound of a wooden wedge about to split: a tight, bitten sound, like teeth clenched in the dark.

      What she had just heard was none of those.

      It sounded like someone below the city knocking on a door.

      And not for rescue.

      For confirmation that someone inside had heard.

      She looked down at the third loose brick outside the inspection hatch.

      The wet clay tablet Ningish had left for her was hidden

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  



OEBPS/toc.xhtml

  
    Contents


    
      		Cover


      		
        Title Page
      


      		
        Copyright
      


      		
        Prologue
      


      		
        Contents
      


      		
        1. Night Theft in the Tablet Library
      


      		
        2. The Reverse Vortex in the Water Gate
      


      		
        3. The Missing List of the Low City
      


      		
        4. The Mouth of the Hidden Canal
      


      		
        5. Seven Nights
      


      		
        6. The Gap of Ubara-Tutu
      


      		
        7. The Ritual Boat Leaves the City
      


      		
        8. Ama’s Seventeen Names
      


      		
        9. The Royal City’s First Interrogation
      


      		
        10. The Silencing Evacuation Order
      


      		
        11. Water Beneath the Royal Banquet
      


      		
        12. The Returnee Takes the King’s Seat
      


      		
        About the Author
      


    


  
  
    
      		Cover


      		Title Page


      		Copyright


      		Beginning


      		Contents


      		About the Author


    


  


This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/image-3-the-nameless-city-between-two-rivers-1-final.jpg
SR

ENAMELESS
FoCITY

. BETWEEN
TW@ RIVERS

— R

—— PAReEO INEE

7%@5« =

HUI WANG









