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It began, as it always began, with the low and insistent trembling of light across the plain. Dawn in the alluvial cradle of the Tigris, sky above ignited in muted saffron, then violently indifferent. The city—humanity’s first, though none would have dared the hubris of that assertion—rose in slow gradients from the water’s edge, its unfinished ziggurats and mud-brick ramparts upthrust against the mythless morning.

Aeon stood at the margin where earth surrendered to the sky, a nameless elevation no more than a shrug in the landscape. His body balanced, unmoving, as if the pulse of centuries had gradually carved away even the possibility of motion. He observed the city through a gaze older than itself, and this—the standing, the watching—constituted, for him, a manner of prayer.

Below, the city exhaled sleep and inhaled the heat that would flatten men and plans alike by midday. Even now, before the animals had roused themselves from the torpor of the night, men shuffled from their stone-hung hovels. A potter, neither young nor old, crossed the street first, cradling a vessel that appeared older than the bones of his wrist. Behind him, a pair of women shuffled towards the public oven, dust rising like breath with every footstep. In the trembling gold of earliest light, builders gathered at the base of an uncompleted wall. Their figures stretched, deliberate and improbable, across the clay like the shadows of mastodons recalled in fever-dream.

Aeon’s unlined face offered no clue to the slow accretion of years, but his eyes betrayed him. In them, the blue of the newborn sky, the dark of marsh silt, the quicksilver brilliance of incipient flame. He knew the names of every man in the working-party, could list their ancestors and the specific frailties—gout, cowardice, melancholia—that would one day undo them. He had been called upon, over seasons uncounted, to recall the words of treaties, the omens of sheep’s livers, the subtle gradations of sand used in brickmaking. Memory, for Aeon, was neither a burden nor a gift, but merely a way to mark the forward crawl of entropy.

He closed his eyes, just long enough to resurrect the syllables of a prayer he had learned three generations prior, under the burnt shadow of another, smaller city. The language came unbidden: syllabic, thick with occlusives. The words for “river,” “life,” and “mother” merged so utterly as to be indistinct. It was a prayer for continuity, an invocation against the encroaching silence of death.

Aeon mouthed it silently, with the same precision a scribe might use when inscribing the name of a rarely encountered god, and when he opened his eyes again the sky had shifted from gold to the indifferent brightness of near-day. The children came then, as they always came, unbound and prodigal in their motion. Four of them, their bones newly softened by the season’s plenty, streaming up the incline with an abandon reserved for the doomed and the innocent.

They did not see him at first, though the smallest—a girl whose father had once challenged Aeon to an arm-wrestle and, losing, laughed until the sun fell—broke off to study his silhouette. The others swept past, the leader grasping a reed flute stolen from an inattentive elder. Aeon saw at once, with a clarity that was both blessing and curse, the lineaments of heritage in the face of the boy. The blunt jaw belonged to his grandfather, whose name Aeon would not allow himself to speak. The mouth, quick and wry, belonged to the mother, who had died in childbirth the previous spring.

The children’s laughter—unforgiving in its newness—rippled through the air, disturbing the illusion of timelessness that Aeon clung to each morning. For a moment, one exquisite and searing, his face bent into something nearly resembling grief, though the lines of his mouth refused to yield. He did not move; the muscle at his jaw contracted, then released.

He remembered the grandfather as a friend. In the early days, before the world was sufficiently peopled to allow for enemies, they had shared dates and water at the river’s edge, teaching one another the mathematics of counting fish, the merits of different dyes for cloth. When the old man died, Aeon had found himself neither surprised nor moved. He had learned by then the arithmetic of loss. But this new iteration—the grandson’s face, set in the raw mold of the ancestor—exerted a pressure against Aeon's restraint, and the recognition unsettled him.

The children, oblivious, circled the rise. The boy with the flute stopped just short of Aeon and stared up, squinting into the eldritch shadows of his eyes. Aeon inclined his head a fractional degree, a benediction or dismissal, and the child, startled, dropped the flute. It bounced once, rolling down the slope to rest at Aeon's feet.

He stooped—deliberately, as if engaging a ritual—and retrieved the instrument. It was clumsily made, the holes uneven and the wax still fresh from the mother’s fire. Aeon balanced it in his palm, weighing the gift of artifice against the certainty of impermanence. Then he extended it, not to the boy, but to the air between them, as if returning a soul that had only briefly strayed from its proper owner.

The boy hesitated, then accepted it with the same solemnity with which a priest might accept an omen. The group of children stood momentarily silenced, their laughter dammed, and Aeon, satisfied that the brief interval of contact had been meted out according to custom, turned his gaze eastward.

Beyond the city, the marshes unfolded: impossible green, speckled with birds whose names had not yet been coined. The river, too, uncoiled itself with a patient grandeur, indifferent to the geometric hubris of walls and terraces. Aeon stood a moment longer, feeling the slow pull of the sun at his back. He imagined, as he always did, the endless succession of mornings to come: new children with old faces, new walls replacing those fallen, new words for the same ache of remembering.

He did not envy them. He could no longer even summon the memory of envy. In time, perhaps, he would forget the names. He might even forget his own. For now, though, he simply turned away, letting the children’s shouts recede into the ambient sound of living, and walked downhill, each step leaving the faintest, most perishable of marks.

Market day, which was to say every day, rearranged the city’s avenues with a logic at once ancient and feverish. Each morning the same rude stalls appeared where none had been before, squatting over the crude stone of the processional street and pinching the flow of movement to a halting stagger. Here were baskets of half-cured dates and half-fermented cheese; there, a slurry of animal pelts whose owner hawked in a dialect so corrupted it might as well have been a new invention. The city grew itself, Aeon noted, not like a tree—reliably upward—but as an eddy, folding and refolding patterns over a static core of memory.

He moved through the crowd with the careful amplitude of one not quite at home but too much a fixture to be regarded as foreign. Children’s feet, still muddy from the riverbank, tracked haphazard glyphs behind him. Housewives, arms laden with bread, split their attention between the gossip of birth defects and the mathematical division of the loaf. In the low, dissolving light before noon, even the air seemed heavy with the expectation of transaction.

Aeon’s approach to the metalworker’s stall was indirect, calculated to avoid the effusive attentions of the owner. The man—a refugee from the lowlands, or so it was said—had arranged his wares in a linear progression: bent copper pins, then finer wire, then a tangle of etched armlets so polished they threw back a parody of the sun. The metalworker himself never stopped moving, never ceased shouting, as if compelled by some ancestral terror of stillness.

Aeon lingered near the outer edge, absorbing, as he had since the earliest ziggurats, the ineffable progression of skill: how each hammer strike, at once crude and loving, forced new memory into the dead metal. He recognized, at a glance, the flawed cooling in the largest pin—a faint green halo along the shaft, betraying a rush in the fire. The details accumulated, unbidden: the peculiar pattern of soot on the man’s sleeve, the ritualistic spit before each batch of solder, the way the apprentice watched, not the master, but the master's wife as she passed by with water.

He catalogued it all, as one might involuntarily catalogue the last words of a dying relative. What had once been curiosity, a youthful desire to master the tricks of the world, now rendered only the monotony of anticipation: he could already predict the next gesture, the next flaw, the next inevitable argument over payment. To live so long was to see every improvisation become tradition, every mistake calcify into heritage.

He moved on, undisturbed by the metalworker's attempts to hail him by misremembered name. The next stall was a shanty of dyed linen and wilted herbs, its proprietor an old woman whose voice sounded as if it had been filtered through a dozen generations of smoke. Her fingers—still nimble, though warped at the knuckles—danced over a loom that looked as if it had been scavenged from the ruins of some forgotten dynasty. She wove, not for profit but for the obliteration of memory: the pattern itself was improvised, a shifting field of color and emptiness, and Aeon watched as she briefly lost track of the scheme before recovering, unembarrassed, as if this was the intention all along.

It was here that the funeral procession came. It was a brief interruption, as all such processions were, and nobody paid it the least reverence except the young and the very old, who recognized the proximity of their own fate in the slow march of mourners. Aeon stopped, more out of courtesy than any belief in the efficacy of ritual, and regarded the bundle of linen and reed mats cradled between the two eldest sons. The corpse—old, female, a weaver by the look of her hands—bore the inescapable dignity of final silence.

The family passed, their lamentations neither theatrical nor insufficient, and Aeon found his hands had clenched at his sides. The involuntary gesture shamed him, though he knew it was a reflex not of sorrow but of envy: to have one’s life measured out, conclusively, instead of dribbling on like an unstoppered amphora.

The procession faded into the necropolis quarter, and Aeon, feeling the rawness of the moment, ducked beneath the awning of the merchant’s pavilion. This man, unlike the others, was given to quiet. His trade was not in tangible goods but in the measurement of exchange: the little clay tokens, ridged and baked, that represented future sheep, present debts, the possibility of grain. The merchant recognized Aeon immediately, but with a look of uncertainty—either forgetting his name, or failing to place the face among the multitudinous sons of the city.

“Are you not the son of Enlil?” the merchant said, after a moment, searching for the compliment.

Aeon hesitated the exact length of time it took to construct a pleasing fiction. “I am his nephew,” he replied, neither too eager nor defensive, the words spoken as if through the lattice of half-remembered dreams.

The merchant smiled, exposing the absence of two prominent teeth. “Yes, yes. The nephew. I thought I knew the eyes. You have the same—” He gestured, helpless, at his own face, then dropped the hand as if embarrassed by its redundancy.

Aeon inclined his head. “The resemblance is often remarked upon.” Inwardly, he calculated the intervals: the real Enlil had died thirty years before, drunk and disputatious to the end, leaving behind a confused litter of progeny and creditors. Aeon had attended the man’s burial and, after a respectable interval, learned to mimic his smile. The trick worked everywhere but in mirrors.

The merchant, relieved to have established the genealogy, turned to his tablets, arranging them into stacks that reflected some internal logic not visible to the uninitiated. Aeon watched with a species of respect. Here, at least, was a devotion to process for its own sake, an aspiration toward order in a city always one downpour away from dissolution. The merchant spoke again, but this time the words were not for Aeon—they were for the man’s apprentice, a pale, eager boy who had not yet learned the twin virtues of patience and disillusionment.

“Hold steady there,” the merchant barked. “You see, this one is the promise. The others—” He flicked his wrist, dismissing the inferior tokens. “Without promise, there is no transaction, no future. Only regret.”

Aeon, amused, withdrew from the pavilion, careful not to jostle the ledgers or disrupt the equilibrium of the tokens. He walked through the remaining stalls, pausing occasionally to observe the hierarchies of barter and the choreography of deceit. The city’s breath was a chorus of demands and refusals, its every pathway looped with the threads of bargains struck and betrayed.

At last, finding himself at the edge of the square, Aeon turned back briefly, as if to confirm that the world persisted in his absence. It did, of course, and would continue to do so, regardless of his vigilance or indifference. He moved on, a shadow slipping past the outer ring of commerce, collecting and discarding memory as he went.

As the sun hunkered low behind the ragged geometry of walls and roofs, Aeon found himself once more at the perimeter. Here, the city ebbed, blurred by marsh reeds and the drift of dung-smoke from the lesser hearths. The houses dwindled in quality as one approached the boundary; their brick gave way to sun-bleached clay, then to woven mats, then to the raw disorder of encampments that would, in another season, become the city’s future poor.

Aeon's own habitation stood half-collapsed against the uncertain promise of a mud wall, camouflaged so successfully by silt and age that even the occasional tax collector would bypass it, assuming it abandoned. The doorway was hung with the remnants of what once had been an elaborate reed curtain; now, it was only a vector for dust and the infinitesimal spores that haunted the evening air.

He slipped inside, an old habit compelling him to duck as he passed beneath the lintel, though the ceiling had long ago surrendered the illusion of threat. The single room was a reliquary of eras, its boundaries cluttered with the discarded objects of vanished lives: tablets written in scripts the present city had not yet devised, cups with handles so fine that even the mud-wasps hesitated to colonize them, shards of glass so ancient that their own makers had been, in memory, mythologized into the animal-forms painted on their surface.

At the far end of the room, a low bench sagged beneath the weight of unnumbered tools and a reckless tangle of pigment jars. Aeon approached it with the measured certainty of a priest at the altar. He drew a small stone bowl from the back of the bench, its rim inscribed with a looping script of birds and hands. The bowl itself was older than the city—he had kept it with him, through the burning of Ur, the sacking of Sippar, the slow decomposition of families and gods.

He crushed pigment, not because he intended to use it, but because the act was meditative—a link to the man who had taught him the art, centuries gone, whose name Aeon repeated nightly, in the hope that repetition alone could sustain the illusion of presence. The powder bled through the mortar: lapis for blue, charred bone for black, the smallest flake of gold for brilliance. He mixed them with water from a stone jar, careful to add only enough to coax the color, not to drown it. The master had taught him this, and the master before him, an inheritance of process more lasting than the memory of the dead.

He painted nothing. The brush made only abstract marks on a scrap of waxed board, testing and discarding, emulating the randomness of the ancient woman’s weaving in the market. There was satisfaction in the repetition, the steadying of the hand against the drift of time.

At intervals, Aeon paused to survey his inventory. Along one wall, tablets—some clay, some baked, some so brittle they had to be read with the gentlest breath—stood arranged by script and date. Among them: a cylinder-seal engraved with a god now forgotten, a tally-stick of abacus beads from the reign of a mad king, a knapped blade, still sharp, from before men had discovered the grace of metal.

There was nothing he had not seen before, and yet the compulsion to document, to rescue, persisted. The human urge for preservation—he could never be rid of it, could never deride it even as it consigned him to endless mourning.

A basin of water, placed at the threshold for the practical business of dust, reflected the last fragment of daylight into the room. Aeon knelt beside it, a gesture involuntary and private. He regarded the surface, seeing as always the face that denied time: not just its lack of lines or blemish, but its absence of history, a blank that mocked the loaded shelves behind him. There were days—today among them—when he would have traded centuries for a single wrinkle, some minor declaration that he was bound by the same conditions as everything else.

A sudden wailing, piercing and sustained, slashed through the thin wall from outside. Aeon listened: not the dirge of mourning, but the ululation of birth, the high note that marked the arrival of another child into the logic of the city. The cries passed from woman to woman, the news of it effervescing through the dusk, until, as all such joys did, it was domesticated and replaced by the noise of animals and the quarrels of neighbors.

He waited, listening for the counterpoint—knowing that the city never produced a birth without an equal and opposite death, the world’s ledger balanced with cruel precision. He was not disappointed: an hour later, as he pressed wax over a fragment of board, he heard the measured, solemn beating of hands on chest, the processional rhythm of loss. A woman gone this time, old or not, her passing announced with a different discipline than the chaos of birth.

Aeon returned to the pigment, now nearly dry at the edges, and swept the last traces into the fire-pit at the center of the room. He cleaned the bowl, slow and methodical, as if expecting an inspection. In the darkness, with only the starlight and the faint afterglow of embers to guide him, he reached for the next object on the bench: a stylus, its tip worn but still able to scribe. He pressed it to a soft clay tablet and wrote, not a message but a record, a tally, an admission.

The day had delivered him nothing new, and yet his hands refused to stop recording. He understood, with an irony so subtle it almost escaped him, that the act of remembering was itself a kind of forgetting, a way of surrendering to the current rather than resisting it.

He set the tablet among the others, not bothering to mark it with a date. The precise hour, the year, even the city would not matter in the long chronology of things. What persisted, if anything could, was the ritual: the painting, the cataloguing, the listening, the final retreat to silence.

Aeon extinguished the embers, letting the darkness close in fully. Through the unpatched chinks in the wall, the city continued its uncertain work: loving, birthing, dying, forgetting. Aeon leaned against the cool earth and allowed himself, if not rest, then the approximation of it. He counted the breaths, the heartbeats, the increments of solitude that marked the passing of night. And when the dawn threatened the city again, he would rise, and do as he had always done, a witness bound neither by hope nor despair, but by the inexorable continuity of being.
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​Chapter 2: The Fall of Babylon
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The towers of Babylon, that ancient and impertinent boast of mud, stone, and lust, cast their last splinters of shadow across the plain. Aeon stood, as he had often stood in other cities at the edge of oblivion, upon the wind-scoured breastwork of the ramparts and stared outward—never inward—toward the encampment of the waiting Persians. The sun, torpid and magnanimous, lowered itself against the smudge of horizon, squeezing its light into slivers between the tent tops, which shimmered in the dry heat like hallucinations. The world, at this hour, was an arena for watchers and the watched, for those who believed the event of conquest was something that could be observed from a safe remove.

Aeon's presence there, solitary and inert, would have gone unremarked by most. To the sentries he was a fixture, not a person: a mutely robed silhouette, arms crossed behind his back, immobile save for the involuntary drift of his unshorn hair in the high and feverish wind. He wore a tunic of rough linen, dyed a color difficult to name—a compromise between night and blue-bruise—belted with a loop of tanned oxhide too wide for fashion, too narrow for utility. His feet, calloused to the texture of reptile hide, made no sound on the crumbling pavers. There was nothing in the stance, the shape, or the stillness of him to indicate rank or intention. But a stranger who approached at the wrong angle, or with the wrong expectation, would have recoiled from his face: the skin darkened by epochs of sun but unlined, unaging, unyielding; the eyes sunken but glinting with an intelligence neither local nor contemporaneous. To look into them was to be momentarily dispossessed of the present.

The city behind him strained under the weight of coming disaster. Babylon—ostensibly eternal—had grown sclerotic in its ambition. The ziggurats, meant to evoke the labor of gods, were in their current state parodies of entropy: stepped like inverted tombs, their facades patched in every generation with inferior brick and the shameless paint of renovators. From his perch, Aeon could map the descent of each district, the decline of public fountains into the status of rumor, the way the street grid warped around collapsed temples like fabric stretched across bone. The fabled Hanging Gardens, of which poets sang and even conquerors gossiped, presented themselves now as a strangling of vines and the jerry-rigged terraces of civic neglect. Closer in, the river Euphrates split the city’s belly with an indifferent glitter, its waters sapping away at the base of the walls, aiding the besiegers in their calculus of patience.

Aeon watched the Persian fires wink on, one by one, in a choreography so orderly it could only have been rehearsed over the months of encirclement. The war drums, initially distant, gained clarity as the wind shifted, their pulses stitched with the anticipatory howls of beasts staked beyond the enemy palisade. Every now and then, an arrow arced into the dusk, landing with a soundless poise somewhere between hope and arithmetic. The city’s own defenders, archers perched three to a tower, responded with an indolence that revealed the mathematics of surrender already at work in their heads.

Below the walls, along the shadowed promenade, the city's people surrendered to panic with a refinement that almost resembled etiquette. Women, dressed in the ceremonial white of festival but streaked with dirt and children’s tears, formed caravans around baskets and trussed animals. Men, arms burdened with whatever was deemed most irreplaceable (ledgers, icons, love letters, seed), feigned the indifference of last resort, laughing too loudly or arguing over the legitimacy of a neighbor’s debts. At intervals, a priest or minor functionary would materialize from a doorway, hands lifted in admonition, voice cracking with the effort to preserve order in the hour that required none.

Aeon, present for all of it yet implicated in none, turned his gaze to the stone beneath his own hands. The rampart here was marked by notches—some deliberate, some the result of catapult fire, some the calligraphy of long-dead children. He ran his fingers across a patch of ancient graffiti: two interlocking circles, the meaning of which had outlived its context. Once, perhaps, it had signified a dynasty, or the union of merchant houses, or the memory of some shared euphoria. Now it signified only loss, made permanent.

In the space between Aeon’s thoughts and the wind’s shrill confession, there was an interval—a non-time—wherein the city’s history replayed itself in the language of ruins. He remembered the first iteration of the wall: a simple embankment, guarded not by archers but by the hopes of those within. He remembered the city’s expansion, the fever of surplus and desire, the advent of coin, the invention of debt. He had known the engineer who first dreamt the garden terraces; the man’s name, unpreserved in any epic, resurfaced in Aeon’s mind with a pang so sharp it felt newly minted. The years unspooled: drought, migration, revolution, stagnation, all as cyclical as the tides of famine and festival.

He was roused by the sudden clamor of a family attempting to ascend the ramparts with a littered, groaning matron. Two grown sons, faces rigid with either devotion or terror, argued over which stairway was less perilous, while the woman, regal in her affliction, refused to die except at an altitude commensurate with her rank. The party passed close to Aeon; one of the sons shot him a glance, quickly repented, and fixed his gaze upon the battered sandals of his own feet.

Aeon regarded them, not with pity, but with a forensic respect for the human ability to manufacture purpose amid the arithmetic of extinction. The entire theater of survival—each clutching gesture, each prioritization of object over offspring or vice versa—read to him as a series of choices already made in another lifetime.

The sky bled into a final red, then a purple so profound it collapsed all perspective. Lamps began to blink on behind the upper windows of the city, their glow diffused by the suspended dust and, at street level, by the slow accretion of fog rising from the river. The sentries on either side of Aeon muttered, shuffled, then peeled off, one by one, to confer with superiors or indulge the final feasts rumored to be taking place in the merchant district. Aeon remained. He had not moved, not even to shift the fatigue from his legs, in what must have been the interval between two centuries. He had stood for so long that the dust of the city had begun to settle upon his shoulders, giving him, from afar, the appearance of a statue installed long before the invention of statues.

In the last available light, Aeon surveyed the Persian camp. It had grown more beautiful as the city’s own face had withered: neat concentric rows, each with a fire at its center, the pathways straight and evenly trampled, the standard of Cyrus floating above the main tent as an emblem of mathematics rather than cruelty. Beyond the camp, the plain stretched to the horizon, unbroken and timeless, offering the suggestion that no city, not even this one, could hope for more than a temporary relevance.

He did not think of the city as home, nor of its people as kin. The language had shifted again, the faces changed. But the patterns endured, and in them Aeon found the only solace he allowed himself.

A chill arrived, unexpected, as the sun withdrew its claim on the sky. Aeon blinked, once, twice. A detail—something new—caught his attention. Near the center of the Persian formation, a cluster of black-robed figures gathered around a low table, their hands animated by some debate or invocation. One of them, a boy perhaps, or an undersized man, broke away from the group and stared, unblinking, up at the ramparts. Aeon could not see his face, but the intensity of the gesture, the sustained lock between the human and the city, sent a prickle through Aeon's nerves.

He turned away at last, letting the wind erase any evidence of his passage. The city behind him buzzed with an anxiety that could not yet be named, but which all would recognize in the aftermath. As he walked the length of the wall, his movements so minimal that not even the patrolling cats paused to watch him, he tried and failed to summon the name of the city’s founder, the one who had first staked his lineage against the nothingness of the plain. It did not matter; soon, the city would be a new name, a new memory, a new pattern for the next iteration.

As he reached the stairs and began his descent, the clatter and shrieks of the lower quarters rose to meet him, a wave of human noise against the fixed, indifferent sky. Aeon walked into it, hands folded, eyes lowered, his mind already reckoning with the events that would follow. Somewhere below, the first of the battering rams struck the gate with a sound so resonant it seemed to divide time into before and after. Aeon smiled, almost imperceptibly, and kept walking.

The sanctuary of the archives, designed as a refuge from the interruptions of flesh and politics, had instead become the epicenter of the city's panic. Within its sunless nave, beneath ceilings painted with the stars as the old astronomers remembered them, the young scribe Marduk worked with an energy that had abandoned the rest of Babylon. He moved, not like a scholar, but like a child caught in a game where the stakes were life or oblivion—arms loaded, shoulders stooped, a film of sweat slicking the fine hairs of his neck.

Marduk had been chosen for this labor by accident: a master’s pet, apprentice by birthright, but too quick with his hands and slow with his doubts to be considered for priesthood. He wore his cuneiform stylus on a thong around his neck, and the bone had shaped to his collarbones from years of constancy. At his feet, the tablets were arranged in loose constellations: here, the six slabs of the “king’s ledger,” their wedge marks so fine as to be illegible to the uninitiated; there, the cylinders containing epics and dirges, their surface glossed with the spit of generations of readers. Scrolls, more fragile than the stoneware and despised by the temple elders, nestled between these like eggs of a suspect lineage.

He worked methodically, but the tremor in his hands betrayed him. Each tablet he lifted, inspected, and wrapped in oiled cloth was attended by a whispered invocation—to Shamash, to the spirit of the dead author, to the ever-present threat of fire and time. It was, Marduk sometimes thought, an act of burial as much as preservation. The words would sleep until the world woke up enough to need them again.

A new pulse of sound vibrated through the walls—the battering rams, again, but closer, more deliberate. The percussion of their assault found sympathetic frequency in the oldest bricks, and Marduk felt the entire archive respond with a low, mournful groan. The hair on his arms prickled. He moved faster, bundling tablets in pairs or not at all, risking the loss of context for the possibility of saving something. The voices of other scribes—colleagues, rivals, now brothers in desperation—echoed from the adjacent galleries, sometimes devolving into argument, more often collapsing into silence.

It was during the cataloguing of a particularly obstinate collection—mathematical tables, their significance lost on Marduk except for the sheer density of their notation—that he became aware of another presence. Not a scribe, nor a priest: the air displaced had a gravity, a chill, that belonged to the outer world. He looked up. In the portal of the archive stood a man whose name he did not know but whom he had seen, as one glimpses an ill omen or a wandering spirit, in the liminal spaces of the city.

Aeon had no business in the archives, nor did he feign one. He entered with a slowness that made his motion nearly undetectable; only the shifting patterns of dust betrayed his passage. His eyes—clear, unwavering—settled on Marduk, and in the second before he spoke, the scribe imagined his death as a silence so final it would erase even the words he’d just tried to save.

But Aeon's voice, when it came, was soft, modulated, and absolutely correct in the ancient tongue. “Those who preserve knowledge are worth protecting.” He did not smile, nor did his face betray any emotion. The accent, Marduk noted with a disorientation almost as intense as fear, was older than the city itself.

The Persian horns sounded again, less filtered now, their overtones causing the dust to dance on the tablet faces. Marduk, startled, let the weight of a small astronomical text slip through his fingers; it shattered with a shriek, a cloud of powdered silt erupting between his knees. He knelt, attempted to gather the fragments, and failed. A sob, shameful and unbidden, worked its way up his chest, but Aeon’s presence made even the release of grief feel inappropriate.

Marduk met his gaze, searching for the distance that might insulate him from the immediacy of his own failure. “I cannot save them all,” he said, gesturing with one clay-encrusted hand at the apocalypse of catalogues around him. “The gods will damn me for what I leave behind.”

Aeon crouched, his movements unhurried, and reached for one of the shattered pieces. He turned it over in his palm, thumb passing over the cuneiform script as if reading not words, but a topology of loss. “The gods are silent,” he said, “and perhaps this is why men are compelled to remember them.” He set the shard down gently, as if returning it to the soil from which it had been dug.

The scribe regarded Aeon with new suspicion. There was authority in his bearing—something neither foreign nor native, but anterior to both. Marduk recognized in the lines of Aeon's posture a discipline born of nothing he had ever read or been taught, as if the man’s whole existence was a rehearsal for this moment.

“Why are you here?” he demanded, not sure if he meant the archives, the city, or the world itself.

Aeon did not answer. Instead, he lifted a stylus from the rubble at Marduk’s feet, examined it with a brief, almost fond, expression, and tucked it into the band at his waist. He considered the scribe for a long, silent interval. “You are needed,” he said, and turned away, expecting to be followed.

Marduk, incredulous, hesitated only as long as it took for the next horn-blast to rattle the lintels. He gathered what he could—three tablets, a roll of calculation sheets, and the makeshift satchel that passed for an archive in exile. His hands, having remembered their purpose, moved quickly and without additional error.

Aeon led him through the nave and into the side corridors, whose walls were engraved with the liturgies of extinct dynasties. The torches here had all guttered out, but Aeon's pace was precise, his feet never catching on the unevenness of the flagstones. Marduk followed, breathing through his mouth to keep the taste of dust from overwhelming him.

At a junction, they encountered a party of priests, arrayed in the ceremonial blacks of the death-watch. The priests blocked the passage, their faces a gridwork of disbelief and something darker. Marduk braced for accusation, but Aeon stepped forward, voice pitched low but with an authority that dissolved doubt. “The city falls tonight,” he announced, “and the only immortality is in what you save.” The priests, unable or unwilling to contest the logic of defeat, parted, each with averted gaze.

They descended a spiral, the steps slick with condensation from the Euphrates that coiled beneath the city. Here, the air was cooler, and the sound of the rams was muffled, replaced by a more insistent pressure: the awareness that above, the world was remaking itself, and below, the remains of the old one awaited their chance at resurrection.

Marduk risked a question. “You know this place well.”

Aeon did not turn. “I have known all places,” he said, “and none for very long.” His voice had grown flat, emptied of whatever resonance had carried it through the upper chambers. He seemed, if anything, to shrink as the light grew thinner, as if he was in the process of being unmade along with the city.

They reached a landing. Marduk’s legs shook—not just from fatigue, but from the anticipation of crossing some ultimate threshold. Ahead, the corridor terminated in a wooden door, reinforced with iron, its frame sagging under centuries of humidity and neglect. Aeon pressed his hand to the lintel, murmured a phrase in a language Marduk did not know, and with minimal force, eased the door open.

The night air rushed in, laden with smoke and the sharp chemical of burnt pitch. On the opposite bank, the Persian army’s torches rendered the river in reverse silhouette, a black cutout against a shore of fire. Here, at the lowest level of the city, the world was paradoxically calm. The screams and bellows of conquest were distant, dampened by the thickness of stone and the determinism of defeat.

Aeon stood at the threshold, and for the first time Marduk saw his face unguarded by the half-light of interior spaces. It was not the face of a conqueror, or a survivor, or even a man who expected to see another sunrise. It was the face of someone already dead, but for whom the protocol of existence had not yet released its grip.

He turned to Marduk and gestured to the satchel. “Carry only what you must,” he said. “The rest will return to earth.”

Marduk nodded, his will bending to the inevitability of obedience. He adjusted the burden on his back, blinked the grit from his eyes, and tried to recall a single line of epic or prayer that could make sense of what was happening. None came, so he invented one: If the city must die, let the words survive it.

Aeon led him into the darkness, away from the city that was no longer a city, and toward whatever new memory would be constructed in its wake.

Outside, the city was in the middle stages of its self-destruction. Aeon and Marduk advanced from the shadow of the archives into a street that had already shed all pretense of commerce or religion; it was a place for stampede, not traffic. Stalls had toppled like dominoes, their awnings tangled with each other in postures of defeat. A mound of figs had burst open near the entrance, and fruit flies—intelligent enough to recognize opportunity—thrummed above the mess, unbothered by the human screams rising from the next block.

The air reeked of three incompatible things: the sticky rot of produce, the ammoniac sharpness of burning lamp oil, and a new, insistent metallic edge that Marduk recognized too late as blood. All the familiar markers of the neighborhood—statues, lintels painted with ancestor-names, the zigzag mosaic at the priest’s house—had been defaced or half-erased, as if the city was disowning itself in real time.

Aeon walked as if on some preordained vector, neither accelerating nor hesitating, never bothering to look behind. Marduk struggled to match his pace, hindered by the shifting weight of the satchel and a perverse urge to look back at the archives every few steps, as if hoping the sanctuary might still recall its purpose and reclaim him. The crowd, such as it was, parted reflexively for them—perhaps reading in Aeon’s gait the inevitability of the disaster he represented, or perhaps simply unwilling to involve themselves in the narrative of two men with nothing left to lose.

They passed a fountain where, that morning, water still ran. Now the basin was choked with shredded clothing and bits of pottery, the water blackened and turgid. Three children crouched behind the lip, their eyes wide and filmy, tracking Aeon and Marduk but otherwise motionless. Marduk, never comfortable with the ambiguities of children, averted his eyes. Aeon nodded once to the trio, a gesture so slight it could be mistaken for the involuntary reaction to dust, and moved on.

Every block brought a new failure: a shrine shattered and looted; a wagon upended, the ox still yoked and bellowing, blind in one eye; a woman curled at the base of a wall, her arms clutching a chicken so fiercely that the bird, in its dying spasms, had clawed bloody tracks down her forearm. At a narrow alleyway, a man—his face disguised with ash and panic—lunged at them, a stick of kiln-dried timber raised high. Aeon sidestepped with the fluidity of someone long-schooled in the math of violence, caught the man's wrist, and whispered a word that Marduk could not hear. The attacker crumpled, clutching his wrist and moaning, left behind as the pair continued down the winding street.

The further they went, the more the sounds of civilization gave way to the raw expression of invasion. The wall, not three hundred paces distant, now pulsed with the collision of rams and the response of defenders, but the intervals between each assault had shrunk to the rhythm of a failing heart. Overhead, the sky registered nothing of the night’s importance; the moon, a dull sickle, observed without comment as the city that had once bent the world’s logic to its service began to implode.

They crossed a plaza where, by day, scribes aired their calculations for the approval of overseers. The stands had all been dragged to the periphery, forming a haphazard barricade, but it had not deterred the desperate. People, many of them known to Marduk from the temple’s lesser rituals, picked over the detritus, ignoring the rituals of property and theft. One man, resplendent in what Marduk could only assume had been a high priest's vestments, gnawed at a heel of bread while hissing curses at a girl who attempted to wrest it from him.

At the far side of the square, a fresh explosion of noise: the wall had breached, or else the defenders had abandoned it. The shriek of metal—city-forged, Persian-honed—overlaid the bass of human terror, and then the first wave of soldiers swarmed into view. They wore scaled armor the color of river silt, and the discipline in their ranks was chilling, more so than their brutality. They did not chase, nor even look directly at the cityfolk; they moved as a tide, seeking the center by whatever path required the least resistance.

Aeon stopped at the mouth of an alley, scanned the opposing egresses, and gestured for Marduk to wait. He counted the soldiers in the first column, then the second. He calculated, Marduk realized, not the odds of escape, but the rate at which the city would be emptied of all that mattered. It was a manner of math reserved for gods and executioners.

They threaded a side passage lined with pottery kilns, the heat still alive within the clay. Here, the stench of war faded, replaced by a ghostly trace of home: cumin, cardamom, the brine of pickled lemons. Marduk, for the first time in the ordeal, allowed himself to imagine that survival was possible.

He was wrong, of course. At the end of the alley, where a low archway led to the river embankment, three soldiers waited. They were young, two of them so slight Marduk guessed they had never before been asked to kill a man. The third was broader, helmetless, with a mustache that looked recently cut for the occasion. He leveled his spear at Aeon and barked a command in a language neither of the Babylonians understood.

Aeon did not slow. He raised one hand, palm outward, and spoke in his own language, the words carrying the unambiguous music of surrender. The soldiers did not believe him; they closed the gap, the broad man stepping forward with a show of confidence that felt, even to Marduk, practiced and vulnerable.

The fight, when it happened, was less a conflict than a conversion of energy. Aeon caught the first spear on the back of his arm, rolling his body so that the shaft glanced away harmlessly. In the same motion, he twisted the weapon out of the soldier’s grip and, with a flick both contemptuous and technically flawless, drove the butt into the boy’s throat. He fell without sound. The second soldier hesitated, his courage not yet equal to his fear, but Aeon moved too quickly: a palm to the jaw, a pivot, and the man collapsed, eyes open and spinning.

The broad man, startled but not yet admitting defeat, raised his spear for a two-handed thrust. This time Aeon did not bother with precision. He walked into the strike, deflecting with a sidestep that was a fraction too slow—or else deliberately slow, though Marduk doubted it. The tip of the spear slid into Aeon's abdomen with a sound like a foot plunged into wet sand. For a moment, everything in the alley—smell, sound, time—froze. The soldier, face trembling, held the shaft in place as if to anchor the reality of what had occurred.

Aeon stood very still. He looked down at the wound, registering its depth, and then raised his eyes to meet the soldier's. If he felt pain, he did not show it. With his left hand, Aeon gripped the wood near his belly, and with the right, he cupped the soldier’s elbow and pulled, drawing the man closer. The spearhead lodged in muscle, then bone; a smear of red and black pooled out, striking the cobblestone in a high, arcing spat. Marduk thought, for an instant, that Aeon meant to embrace the man.

He did not. Instead, he twisted, wrenching the weapon upward and free. The soldier howled, but not for long; Aeon's knee met his face, and he crumpled like a sack of split grain.

Marduk, frozen halfway between flight and uselessness, watched as Aeon staggered against the alley wall. The linen tunic, already dust-stained, darkened in an instant to a grotesque flag of blood. Aeon's face changed—not with shock or terror, but with the profound, disappointed calm of a man reminded that the world could still surprise him. He let the spear drop to the stones, took a single breath, and surveyed the damage.

Marduk stepped forward, the satchel forgotten for the moment, and reached toward the wound. "You—" He had no word for the nature of his question. Are you alive? Can you die? Was that deliberate?

Aeon straightened, offered a rueful half-smile, and pressed his hand against the torn fabric. The bleeding was copious, but not panicked; it had the steadiness of an ancient spring whose time to overflow had simply come. He looked at Marduk, and in the instant of that gaze, the scribe saw—really saw—how little humanity remained in the man before him.

“Go,” Aeon said, voice thin but unbroken. “We are almost through.”

Marduk nodded, retrieving the satchel, and supported Aeon's left arm with his own. Together, they left the alley behind, leaving the Persian dead and dying where they lay. The embankment was ahead, the river shining with reflected fire. Somewhere to the west, the city’s core was still visible, but only as a lattice of burning rooftops, their geometry dissolving into ash.

They found a shallow staircase leading to the river’s edge. Here, the city’s planners had installed a series of landing piers, anticipating a commerce that, in the event, had not survived the siege. The platforms were abandoned now, save for the occasional corpse or clutch of refugees too shell-shocked to attempt escape.

Aeon sat heavily on a block of stone, his face grayed by pain and the reflection of firelight. Marduk tore a strip from his own tunic and pressed it to the wound. Blood soaked through immediately, hot and sticky, the color unthinkably dark. For a moment, Aeon seemed on the verge of collapse, but with the same tenacity that had marked every step through the city, he regained himself, teeth clenched.

They waited, neither daring to speak, as the noise of pursuit gathered behind them. Marduk looked to Aeon, expecting some final instruction or riddle, but the immortal said nothing. His hands shook as he drew a shallow breath. With his free arm, he pointed at a reed boat moored to the furthest dock, its lines slack in the current.

Marduk understood. He gathered the satchel, checked that the most important tablets were still intact, and, with a gentleness that surprised even himself, lifted Aeon to his feet. Together, they staggered the length of the quay, pausing only once as the light caught Aeon’s face in profile.

The expression was not one of suffering, nor even resignation, but of an endless, arithmetical curiosity: how many wounds? How many years? How many more cycles of death and remembering would he be required to witness?

They climbed into the boat. The city behind them, its walls finally surrendered to the geometry of violence, echoed its dying through the currents of the river. Marduk gripped the oar, muscles trembling, and pushed them off from the stone. Aeon reclined in the stern, blood pooling beneath him, eyes fixed not on the receding city, but on the horizon beyond it, where no names had yet been assigned.

They floated downstream, the water cold and clean compared to the world above. The cries of the conquered drifted with them, but diminished with every stroke, until it seemed to Marduk that they traveled alone through a darkness that had always, and would always, exist.

At some point in the night, Marduk’s arms gave out, and he let the current do the work. He looked back at Aeon, expecting to find him dead, but the man’s eyes were open, alert, unblinking.

“You will live?” Marduk asked, voice unsteady.

Aeon closed his eyes, then opened them, as if this was a ritual requiring precise sequence. “We all live,” he said, “until we don’t.”

Marduk took comfort in the banality of the answer. The world had collapsed, but so long as words existed to describe it, he would carry them forward. He watched the shore recede, watched the smoke filter up and dissolve into stars, and steered the boat into the thick of the night, where memory could be reconstructed into something less cruel than history.

They abandoned the boat at the first unguarded spit of land, half-silted, a straggle of reeds masking its edge. Aeon could not rise under his own power, so Marduk wrapped the man's arm across his shoulders and together they staggered up the embankment, leaving a winding spoor of blood that quickly vanished into the dark soil. In the far distance, the city pulsed orange—a dying star slowly collapsing in on itself—while the horizon ahead was only silence and low hills.

The granary, a single-story vault of mud brick and timber, awaited them in a gully east of the riverbank. Once, it had been part of the king’s own storehouses, but during the siege it had been emptied, then re-filled by the desperate, then emptied again. By the time Aeon and Marduk reached it, the place was more ruin than shelter, but its dry interior and the suggestion of four walls gave it the dignity of sanctuary.

Marduk eased Aeon to the dirt, propping his head with a ragged saddlecloth salvaged from a shattered pen outside. The scribe, unaccustomed to anything beyond paper cuts and ink-stains, took a moment to master his disgust at the wound itself: a gash, wide and slow-bleeding, as if the body could not decide whether to keep its contents or surrender them to the world.

He tore strips from his tunic, binding them as tightly as trembling hands would allow. Each attempt soaked through within minutes. He pressed down, hard, murmuring the only prayers he could remember. They were a child's prayers, neither sophisticated nor designed for triage, but he repeated them all the same, as if memory could substitute for medicine.

Aeon watched him, or rather, watched the ceiling of the granary with the indifference of someone more interested in the play of moonlight across support beams than in the performance of his own dying. His breath was shallow, each inhalation a negotiation. When he did speak, it was with effort, but never with panic.

“You should sleep,” he said, voice sanded to its essentials. “Tomorrow you will need more strength than today.”

Marduk shook his head. He tore another strip of cloth and pressed it to the wound, unsure if this had any effect. “If I sleep, you will die,” he muttered, unwilling to admit that he was speaking more to himself than to his charge.

Aeon’s mouth twitched—a smile, or a prelude to one. “That is not certain.”

The wind outside rattled the wooden slats, threatening to scatter the contents of the granary to the four corners of the plain. Inside, the dust motes shimmered in the columns of moonlight. Marduk closed his eyes and tried to recall the wisdom of his old masters: what herbs to seek, what salves to mix, what words might turn back the tide of oblivion. All he could remember were lines from the city’s great epics, each celebrating not the endurance of the hero, but the fragility of those who remembered him.

At some point in the night, Aeon's pulse slowed so dramatically that Marduk thought he had died. He sat beside the body, knees drawn up to his chin, and listened to the silence. His own exhaustion crashed over him like a fever. He dreamed, for a while, of the archives: voices chanting in succession, the click of tablets on wood, the subtle joy of perfect scribe-work. In the dream, Aeon was there too, rearranging the shelves with a logic known only to himself, never meeting Marduk’s eye but always aware of the younger man’s presence.

A cold draft woke him. The moon had shifted, casting the interior in a blue not far from dawn. Marduk glanced at Aeon and nearly screamed.

The cloth that had bandaged the wound was gone, or rather, had been pushed to one side by the reconfiguration of flesh underneath. Where the gash had been, a seam of puckered skin now stretched—a scar as fresh as wet clay, but sealed. Blood still matted the tunic and pooled darkly on the dirt, but there was no new bleeding, no evidence of mortal trauma except for the fatigue in Aeon's features.

He propped himself on one elbow, then sat upright. The effort left him shaking, but only with the exertion of recovery, not with the dread of dying.

Marduk staggered back, nearly overturning a bin of millet husks. “What—what are you?” The question emerged as a gasp, the words shredded by the inability to accept what his eyes had witnessed.

Aeon regarded him for a long interval. He pulled the remnants of the cloth away, inspected the skin, and ran his fingers over the scar, as if unconvinced by his own healing. “I am...” He paused, as if searching for a translation that would not offend. “I am not certain. I have walked this earth since before Babylon was built. Before any city had name or myth. I have been killed—often—and yet I have never died.”

He waited, as if this explanation should suffice. Marduk, still on the verge of flight or collapse, managed only a whisper: “You are a god.”

Aeon shook his head, slow, deliberate. “No. I have known gods. They have appetites, weaknesses, plans. I have none.”

Marduk crawled closer, unable to suppress the tremor in his voice. “Then what sustains you? What reason—?”

Aeon looked away, toward the beams where the first sunlight had begun to poke through the thatch. “At first I thought there must be purpose. A test, perhaps. Or a message that needed to be carried. But the centuries pass, and there is only more of the same: remembering, witnessing, surviving. Each city falls, each river changes course, and I am left to observe the remainder. If there is purpose, it is beyond the reach of memory.”

The scribe tried to process this. He remembered, then, the tablet he had dropped in the archives, and the sense of irrevocable loss that had followed. “You do not fear death,” he said, almost accusingly.

Aeon met his eyes. “No. I have long since learned not to.”

They sat in the granary as the sun mounted, each of them trying, in their own way, to assign meaning to the miracle of survival. Marduk shivered, not with cold, but with the knowledge that all the wisdom of his profession, all the diagrams and cycles and histories, had not prepared him for the simple impossibility of the man before him. Aeon, for his part, seemed to grow less tangible in the daylight, as if the world had already decided to forget him the moment he had refused to be erased.

After a long silence, Marduk rose, dusted himself off, and
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