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      A city is never kept by walls alone.

      Stone may hold back armies. Gates may delay floodwater. Temples may lift their terraces above the mud and teach the living where to kneel. Archives may seal clay against damp, fire, theft, and time. A king may press his name into record and believe the mark will outlast hunger, rebellion, river-change, and death.

      Yet in the Two Rivers, what endured most fiercely was often what had been hidden.

      A scraped place on a tablet. A missing line in a list. A ritual no one dared sing to its end. A boundary kept alive by warning rather than law. A name removed so completely that even its shape became dangerous. These were not absences. They were forms of pressure. They waited under clean copies, under royal seals, under prayers repeated by mouths that no longer knew what they protected.

      Every city teaches its children what must be remembered.

      The more powerful city also teaches them what must not be asked.

      So the records grew orderly. Kings were given years. Workers were given numbers. Households were assigned to lanes, losses to ledgers, grain to storehouses, water to gates. The dead entered clay. The missing entered clay. Debt entered clay. Grace entered clay. The world became legible, and because it was legible, those who ruled it mistook legibility for truth.

      But clay has its own patience.

      It receives the official stroke and the hidden one. It keeps the proud face and the narrow edge. It hardens around lies and around witness with the same indifferent care. A tablet may serve a king for one generation and betray him to another. A margin may wait longer than a dynasty. A blank may wound more deeply than a confession.

      There had already been too much written.

      Too many names called back to places where the dead should have been left in peace. Too many procedures mistaken for mercy. Too many silences arranged until they resembled order. Beneath the splendor of cities and the discipline of archives, something old had learned to answer when record, water, and desire spoke together.

      Now the Flood had come.

      Not as song would later remember it. Not yet. Before myth could smooth the edges, before priests could assign blame to heaven, before kings could claim judgment or survival as their own, the water still carried what it had taken: seed chests, broken planks, bodies without names, names without bodies, fragments of clay wrapped against a scribe’s chest.

      A boat moved through that water.

      On it were children, the wounded, the living who had not earned survival and the dead who could not be carried except by witness. There were ropes worn raw by hands. There were jars holding evidence and danger together. There were those who wanted the whole truth, those who feared it, and those who had already learned that saving a thing sometimes meant breaking it before it could become a door.

      Ahead lay a place removed from memory with such care that even the urge to name it was a kind of trespass.

      No map welcomed it.

      No song safely held it.

      The water knew where it was.

      And the boat was already being drawn toward the center.
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            THE RUINS OF THE NAMELESS CITY

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Every forbidden ruin begins as a question.

        The wise bury the name.

        The doomed measure the shape.

        —From the Broken Survey of the White Foundation

      

      

      When the boat stopped, there was no sound of impact.

      That was more frightening than striking a reef.

      If it had been stone, the hull would have split. If it had been sunken timber, the boat would have slewed sideways. If it had been a shoal, mud and sand would have scraped a dull warning along her belly.

      But this halt was like a hand rising from beneath the water and closing gently around the whole keel.

      Every oar lost its meaning at once.

      The boatmen were still rowing. Wooden blades slapped into the black water, lifting sheet after sheet of dark foam, but the boat did not move forward by half a thumb’s width. The sail bellied. The ropes drew taut. The rudder trembled in the water as though the boat were still under way, yet the bank, the drifting logs, the animal carcasses, the broken clay jars all remained fixed in the same place.

      Namsin had only just climbed up from beneath the boat. His clothes were still dripping. The wound across the back of his hand had gone numb from salt and black water. One hand gripped the hatch rim. The other pressed against the clay jar held to his chest.

      Inside the jar were fragments.

      Evidence.

      And an anchor.

      When he looked up, Cassandra had already gone over the side.

      She had waited for no one’s consent. Two ropes were tied around her waist, one looped around the base of the mainmast, the other held by Idan and two boatmen. Half her body was sunk in black water. Her left hand felt along the bottom of the boat; her right pressed against the edge of the keel, as if testing whether some enormous fish was still alive.

      “Pull me right.”

      The boatmen drew the rope rightward.

      Cassandra shifted an arm’s length through the water, fingertips against the hull, feeling inch by inch. Black water rose to her shoulders. Her wet hair clung to her face. She did not lift her head. She only cursed once.

      “Do not shake. If you shake, the boat shakes.”

      The young boatman holding the rope clenched his teeth at once.

      Ziusudra stood beside the steering place, a long pole in his hands, its head already thrust beneath the water. He was not bracing it against the bottom. The pole kept going down and still touched nothing.

      “No bottom?” Gilgamesh asked.

      “Not no bottom,” Ziusudra said. “It will not let me touch it.”

      The pole suddenly shuddered.

      Ziusudra drove both hands down. The shaft bent in an arc. The planks under his feet gave a dull knock, and two boatmen lunged forward to help him hold the pole’s tail down.

      A breath later, the pole sprang back from the water.

      A length of its head was gone.

      The broken face was white as bone.

      Ziusudra looked at the cut end, and his expression darkened.

      Cassandra hauled herself back onto the deck, her chest heaving. She did not wipe her face. She dropped to her knees beside the rail, pressed one black-water-wet hand to the planks, and drew a circle with her fingertips.

      “Not grounding. The hull touched nothing. It is the current.”

      “A current can hold a boat in place?” Gilgamesh’s hand closed on his sword hilt.

      Cassandra looked up at him.

      “A natural current cannot.”

      She pointed to both sides of the boat.

      Namsin followed the line of her finger and only then saw the faint ring on the black water. It was almost invisible, as if someone had drawn a circle across the surface with a fine bone stylus. Outside the ring, the water moved forward. Inside it, the water pressed outward in all directions at once, holding the boat exactly at the center.

      It was not a vortex.

      A vortex dragged men down.

      This was more like seal clay made of water, pressing the boat into the place where something was meant to be stamped.

      A tremor passed beneath the hull again.

      Light.

      Rhythmic.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      As though some vast heart below the water were learning to beat again.

      Ziusudra looked ahead. His voice dropped so low it seemed meant not to reach the children on board.

      “The ruins of the Nameless City.”

      For a moment the boat went still.

      Even the crying stopped.

      Namsin raised his eyes.

      At the end of the black water there were no walls. No palace. No broken columns. No outline of a high temple collapsed into its own terrace.

      There was only something gray-white rising from the middle of the black water.

      First a line.

      Then an arc.

      Then a full ring of white foundation without a city name.

      It floated in the middle of the black water, level, blank, wordless, like a seal cut out of history. Water ran over its edge, black and shining. The foundation itself was so white it hurt the eyes, as if no mud, blood, bone ash, or age had ever been able to stain it.

      At the first sight of it, any person would want to ask:

      What city is this?

      Namsin’s tongue had already touched the roof of his mouth.

      He almost said it.

      Silas’s hand came down on his shoulder.

      The blind old man had come up from the hatch without Namsin hearing him. His left arm was still wrapped in black cloth, wet marks from black-water corrosion seeping through the seams. He stood unsteadily, but his fingers pressed hard.

      “Do not ask.”

      Namsin’s throat tightened.

      The surface around the white foundation trembled.

      Only once.

      As though it had heard the question before it was spoken.

      Ziusudra said, “I have always gone around this place. Every boat song handed down says this stretch of water must not be crossed through the center. Do not ask its name. Do not measure its line. Do not sing the old city tune on its water.”

      “But you brought the boat here,” Gilgamesh said.

      Ziusudra did not defend himself.

      He pointed far to the right.

      There the black water was darker, the surface caving inward, as if an invisible river were draining underground. Several pieces of driftwood reached that place, stood upright at once, and were taken without a sound.

      “The main black-water tide has changed course,” Ziusudra said. “Go around, and the boat is swallowed there. Go back, and Shuruppak is gone. Only by cutting across the edge of the ruins can we enter the North Hill waterway.”

      “The edge?” Cassandra looked at the ring of white foundation. “We are at the center.”

      Ziusudra tightened his grip on the steering rope.

      “Then we leave it.”

      Namsin lowered his gaze to the tablet in his hands.

      Instinct told him to record.

      Not the name.

      Only the contour, the current, the direction, the position, the dimensions of the foundation. For a scribe to see such a thing and not record it was like seeing a wound and not stopping the blood.

      The bone stylus had already slipped from his sleeve into his palm.

      Silas spoke beside him.

      “Do not write the city’s shape.”

      Namsin stopped.

      “Not even the shape?”

      “In some places,” Silas said, “shape is name.”

      Namsin looked at the ring of white foundation.

      Then he understood why every map had left only blankness.

      It was not that later people had forgotten.

      Someone had scraped away, stroke by stroke, everything that could let the place be recognized again: name, shape, direction of gates, position of water gates, the final note of the ritual song, the beat of the boat song, the boundary lines on stone markers.

      To erase a city was not merely to scrape away two cuneiform signs.

      One had to kill its echo in every record.

      A faint tapping sounded from the prow.

      Mico came out of the deck shadow, its silver-white markings drawn tight into fine lines. It did not leap to Namsin’s shoulder as it usually did. It stopped beside an old board near the prow and struck it three times with its forelimbs.

      Once.

      Twice.

      Three times.

      Permission verification.

      Namsin crouched.

      The old boat plank had come from Ziusudra’s shipyard. It looked ordinary, its edges marked by newly cut wedge holes. But Mico was not tapping the face of the board. It was tapping beneath the seam.

      “It wants to see below,” Namsin said.

      Cassandra handed him an oil lamp.

      Namsin lifted one corner of the plank, and lamplight slid into the gap.

      A floor tile floated in the black water.

      Square. Level. Its face scraped clean. All writing had been removed. Only one white line remained, running from the center of the tile to the edge, like a threshold that had never been closed.

      Gilgamesh turned. “Sounding cord.”

      One of his guards stepped forward.

      His name was Sharu.

      Namsin remembered him because he was Uba’s brother. Before Uba had gone down into the black-water chasm, he had thrown his amulet to Sharu. That amulet still hung from Sharu’s neck, wet leather cord pressed against his throat bone.

      Sharu tied an iron weight to the end of the cord, drew a breath, and cast it into the water.

      The cord slid down.

      Five feet.

      Ten.

      Fifteen.

      No bottom.

      Sharu frowned and began to haul it back.

      The cord snapped taut.

      It had not caught.

      Something below had seized it and pulled straight down.

      Sharu locked both hands on the rope. Blood came through his palms at once. He did not let go. Two guards rushed to help him, and the three men hauled together.

      The water swelled.

      The iron weight did not return.

      The tile did.

      It rose against the cord end as if it had been waiting for someone to invite it onto the boat. Sharu staggered back a step. The amulet struck his chest with a faint copper note.

      They dragged the tile onto the deck.

      Everyone saw the white line.

      Mico went to it. Silver-white record-light opened across its body and crawled along the white line on the tile’s face. It did not cast a full image. The light brightened only for an instant, then dimmed, as if held down by an older permission.

      Then three broken projections appeared in the air.

      The first showed a city filled with light.

      Not ruins. Not a site. It had walls, terraces, water channels, markets. People lined up and crossed a white-line gate. No one wept. No one ran. In their hands they carried clay tablets, bone-ash jars, infant clothes, royal seals, death registers. They moved as if attending a registration.

      The second showed the same city’s king-name archive.

      A king’s name was written again and again into the same clay tablet. Written, scraped away. Written again, scraped again. After each scraping, the tablet’s face retained a paler layer of old trace. A name had been forced to occupy the same place too many times, and the place had begun to whiten.

      The third showed water rising from beneath the ground.

      Not rain.

      Not river.

      The earth cracked. Wells surged. Waterlines climbed the base of the walls. The scribes did not run. They knelt before the tablet racks and frantically scraped away the whole city’s name.

      Gate names.

      Street names.

      Water-gate names.

      The place-name at the beginning of ritual songs.

      The birthplace on children’s birth tokens.

      The burial place on death registers.

      They scraped quickly and steadily.

      One scribe pinned the tablet with his left hand and held a bone stylus in his right. The stylus cut obliquely into the clay face, shaving away the upper groove without destroying the lower layer. It was an exceedingly difficult method of scraping. It made the face appear blank while leaving, in the underlying grain, a trace that would never entirely disappear.

      Namsin’s chest sank.

      That was the scraping method his father had taught him.

      When Viser had taught him, he had said: When the face cannot live, do not rush to destroy the whole clay. Clay is more patient than men. Write on the edge, hide it in the undergrain, and wait for those who remain after the water withdraws to touch it.

      Namsin had always thought it was his father’s own method.

      Now he understood.

      His father had not inherited a private craft.

      He had inherited one thin line that had escaped the name-erasure project of the Nameless City.

      The projection went out.

      Only the sound of black water remained on the deck.

      “What city was that?” a child whispered.

      His mother covered his mouth at once.

      The child’s eyes went wide. He did not know what he had almost done.

      Silas lifted his head. His voice was hoarse.

      “Do not ask the name. Do not guess. Do not join any syllables together.”

      Gilgamesh walked to the tile.

      He did not step onto it. He crouched and looked at the white line.

      “You erased a city.”

      “Not us,” Silas said.

      “Then who?”

      Silas did not answer.

      Gilgamesh turned toward the ring of white foundation.

      “The king? The Temple? The scribes? Or this system you speak of?”

      “All of them,” Silas said. “That is why it was complete.”

      The sentence was colder than any answer.

      The boat suddenly shuddered.

      White mud-foam squeezed up between the deck seams, as if something beneath the boat were breathing. The ring current began to accelerate. Black water climbed against the hull, and along the edge of the surface pale hands appeared one by one.

      They were not hands attacking people.

      They caught the ropes hanging beneath the boat, the pole holes, the seams of patch boards, the ballast timbers.

      One hand seized the leather rope below the stern rudder.

      Another coiled around the lower rope of the temporary side sail.

      Three more hooked onto the crosspiece outside the crack at the stern.

      They were fixing the boat in place.

      Cassandra understood first.

      “It is not trying to sink us.” She ran toward the steering place. “It is trying to keep the boat at the center.”

      Ziusudra roared, “All boatmen, move the ballast stones to port! Now!”

      The crowd began to move.

      Not in a clean military order. It was a boat trying to survive. Women carrying children pressed to one side. Boatmen dragged stones. The wounded were hauled behind the mainmast. Tablet chests were bound again. Everyone moved, and each movement made the hull groan dangerously.

      Cassandra dropped to her knees on the deck and judged the side current with her palm against the water.

      “Two more sacks to port! Clear starboard! Do not let the boat face the foundation!”

      “What happens if it faces it?” Idan asked.

      “It will take us for an entrance.”

      Half the blood left Idan’s face.

      Gilgamesh had already led his guards to the stern.

      “Spears.”

      Sharu handed him the first.

      Gilgamesh thrust the spearhead into the black water and cut down hard. The point struck the hand gripping the stern rope with a sharp crack like splitting stone.

      Two of the hand’s finger bones broke.

      But cold-white light ran over the spearhead.

      Gilgamesh’s wrist jolted. He did not let go. When he pulled the spear back, the copper head was covered in white frost. Sharu took it from him; the instant his hand touched the shaft, he gave a muffled groan. Two white marks burned across his palm.

      “Wrap your hands in cloth!” Gilgamesh shouted. “Do not grip the shaft bare!”

      More returned bodies rose.

      They came up from under the black water without whole faces. Mud filled their eye sockets. Seal cords stuffed their mouths. Their throats worked, but no sound emerged. They did not look like warriors. They looked like porters, gatekeepers, scribes, ferrymen tied to old records.

      Not enemies.

      Not traitors.

      Only another group of bodies borrowed by the city’s name.

      Sharu wrapped his hands in cloth and drove his spear down through his teeth. The spearhead caught in the shoulder bone of a returned body. The thing lifted its head, empty sockets fixed on Sharu.

      Sharu froze.

      Around its neck hung an amulet.

      It looked very like the one Uba had thrown to him before he died.

      Sharu hesitated for half a breath.

      In that half breath, the returned body seized the spear shaft and pulled down. Sharu was dragged toward the rail. Gilgamesh caught him by the belt and yanked him back, then drew his sword and cut the spear shaft in two.

      The broken spear fell into the water.

      The returned body sank.

      Sharu sat hard on the deck, his face colorless.

      “That was not him,” Gilgamesh said.

      Sharu looked at the water. His lips shook.

      “I know.”

      But he did not sound as if he knew.

      In the confusion, Namsin knelt beside the tablet chest and untied three clay jars.

      The first held the degraded tablets.

      The second held his father’s marginal script and the fragments of Shuruppak ship plank.

      The third held the remnants of the king-name sequence.

      Mico stood beside him, silver-white markings flickering. It was not frightened. It was verifying.

      Each time Namsin’s hand touched the third jar, Mico’s light bent toward the floor tile.

      “It recognizes this,” Namsin said.

      Silas stood behind him.

      “It recognizes completeness.”

      “I know.”

      “If you know, divide it.”

      Namsin poured the fragments from the third jar and separated them into three groups. The year-name fragments went into a small clay bottle. The bone-ash number fragments he pushed into an empty fish-oil lamp. The sealing-door margin he wrapped in oiled cloth.

      He gave the small clay bottle to Cassandra.

      “Put this at the prow.”

      He gave the fish-oil lamp to Idan.

      “Hang it outside the port side. Do not let it touch the water.”

      The sealing-door margin he pushed against his own chest.

      Mico’s light still pointed at him.

      Cassandra turned back and shouted, “No use! It is still watching you!”

      Namsin looked down.

      A little cold-white light leaked from beneath his clothing.

      Not from the sealing-door margin.

      There was another fragment at the bottom of the bag.

      A piece he had not noticed, caught in the seam of the cloth, its edge carved with the bone-ash number and waterline of Ubara-Tutu’s seventh occupation.

      Closest to the core.

      Most like a key.

      Silas’s hand reached from beside him, faster than Namsin’s.

      The blind old man found the fragment exactly, as though he had known where it was hidden all along.

      Namsin caught his wrist.

      “What are you doing?”

      Silas did not struggle.

      “Saving the boat.”

      “That is evidence.”

      “And an anchor.”

      “You always do this.” Namsin lowered his voice. “Decide for everyone first. Then tell them there is no time left.”

      A scream came from the stern.

      A boatman had been seized by an ankle. His whole body hit the deck, half his leg dragged over the rail. Idan threw himself down and grabbed his shoulders. Cassandra cast a rope loop around the man’s waist. Gilgamesh cut through the hand at his foot with one stroke.

      They hauled the boatman back. Five white marks remained on his calf.

      The flesh under them was blackening.

      “Is there time to discuss it now?” Silas asked.

      Namsin stared at him.

      Hatred surged up.

      The crying on the deck pressed it down.

      Silas did not wait for his consent.

      He turned his hand, tore the fragment free, and threw it into the black water.

      The fragment fell without a splash.

      The surface seemed to grow a mouth and swallow it.

      In the next breath, nearly half the returned bodies around the boat turned at once. They released the ropes, the rudder, the patch boards beneath the hull, and lunged toward the place where the fragment had sunk. At the center of the black water, a white whirl opened downward, like an eye opening under the river.

      The boat grew suddenly lighter.

      Cassandra seized the instant.

      “Side sail!”

      The boatmen rushed to the temporary sail rolled beside the mainmast. It was old canvas torn in haste from the shipyard, hemp threads still uncut along its edge. Three men hauled the rope, two raised the pole, and a boy caught the knot in his teeth when his hands began to slip, his mouth full of blood foam.

      “Hold port down! Give starboard to the wind!”

      Cassandra wrapped the steering rope twice around her wrist until her whole body was nearly hanging from the steering place. She watched the water, not the way ahead. The way ahead lied. Only the current did not lie.

      “Now!”

      The side sail snapped open.

      Wind filled it.

      The boat slid sideways first, as if about to overturn. Women screamed. A child rolled against the tablet chest. Ziusudra jammed the long pole against the base of the mainmast and forced the boat back into angle.

      “One more sack of stone!”

      “No stones left!” a boatman shouted.

      “Then put people there!”

      Lugal rose, bracing his injured wrist.

      His face was gray-white. The wrist bone bitten by black water was still wrapped in wet cloth. But he did not hesitate. He staggered to the port ballast, climbed onto the rope net, and pinned it with half his own body.

      His daughter Ningish cried out behind him. “Father!”

      Lugal turned and barked at her.

      “Do not call out! Learn to watch the rope!”

      He caught the tail of a loosening knot in his teeth and bit it tight again.

      The boat slipped half a boat-length through the cross-current.

      The white foundation trembled.

      More hands surfaced.

      Unable to reach the hull, they began to catch the rope ends trailing down, the fallen bits of wood, anything still connected to the boat.

      Gilgamesh stood at the stern with his guards, cutting loose the outer ropes one by one. With every cut, the spearheads whitened. With every change of spear, another soldier’s hand was burned by cold-white frost.

      The second time Sharu raised a spear, his palm was already split.

      Gilgamesh saw. He tore off his own cloth binding and wrapped it around Sharu’s hand.

      “Can you still hold?”

      Sharu nodded.

      “Then hold.”

      It was not comfort.

      It was command.

      Sharu held.

      The boat slid farther.

      The edge of the ring current was close.

      The main black-water tide growled in the distance. Behind them, the water ring of the ruins was closing. Both sides were death roads. Between them remained only the slant of current Cassandra had stolen.

      “Everyone down!” she shouted.

      In the next breath, the stern struck a countercurrent.

      The boat twisted violently.

      Wood split.

      From the grain hold at the stern came a breaking sound that tightened every heart on board.

      One wooden chest slid through the crack.

      The lid burst open.

      Golden wheat seed scattered into the black water.

      Not much.

      Only one chest.

      But Ziusudra’s face changed in that instant.

      He did not shout.

      He did not leap after it.

      Only the steering rope loosened a little in his hand.

      As if someone had dug a living piece out of his chest.

      The wheat seed went down. First it floated in a thin layer; then the black water caught it, and grain by grain it vanished. For one instant the seeds shone on the surface like unborn children opening their eyes, and then closing them again.

      The woman from the stern grain hold rushed out.

      Her name was Damqi.

      Namsin knew her because she had kept watch over the grain hold and refused to let children near the seed chests. Her husband had died at the east well-mouth of Shuruppak, taken by black water from inside the well. She had brought two children onto the boat, one in her arms and one asleep on a grain sack.

      Damqi seized the rail and tried to throw herself over.

      Idan lunged and caught her from behind.

      “Let me go!” She tore at his arms. “That is not grain! That is seed!”

      Her nails ripped open the old wound on Idan’s shoulder. Blood soaked through the bandage at once. He clenched his teeth and did not let go.

      Damqi’s crying twisted out of shape.

      “That is next year’s children! Do you understand? That is next year’s children!”

      Her little daughter woke in fright and crawled to the edge of a grain sack, bewildered.

      “Mother?”

      At the sound, Damqi’s whole body weakened.

      Idan used the moment to drag her back onto the deck.

      She knelt on the planks, one hand still reaching toward the water. Wood splinters and blood filled the beds of her nails.

      Ziusudra went to her and crouched down.

      He did not say, There are others.

      He did not say, The living matter more.

      He only lowered his head and pressed his brow to the edge of the emptied seed chest.

      “I will record it,” he said.

      Damqi stared at him.

      “What use is recording?”

      Ziusudra raised his head.

      His eyes were red, but there were no tears in them.

      “When we reach North Hill, your children receive seed first.”

      Damqi went still.

      So did several boatmen nearby.

      It was not grace.

      It was debt.

      Ziusudra had taken the future of that one chest of wheat seed onto himself.

      At last the boat slid free of the water ring.

      Behind them, the black water closed.

      The white foundation slowly sank, leaving only a blurred ring of light, like a wound covered again by water.

      Namsin stood at the stern, the remaining clay jars still in his hands.

      He looked at Silas.

      “That fragment is gone.”

      “Yes.”

      “You knew what it could prove.”

      “Yes.”

      “And you threw it.”

      “Yes.”

      Namsin almost wanted to seize him by the collar.

      But the black cloth around Silas’s left arm was soaked through. Corrosion marks were climbing past his elbow like a black vine. The old man’s face was paler than before, yet he remained standing.

      “You had no right to throw it for me.”

      “I did not,” Silas said. “So I threw it for the boat.”

      Namsin clenched his teeth.

      Silas said quietly, “You will remember that I threw it. You will hate me. That is good. The next time you must throw something away, you will not call it a clean choice.”

      Namsin’s anger caught in his throat.

      He understood suddenly that Silas never allowed anyone comfort.

      Even when he saved people, he made the saved remember the wound.

      Cassandra came from the steering place, two purple-black bands cut around her wrist where the rope had bitten. She looked once at Silas, then at the jars in Namsin’s arms.

      “Are you finished arguing?”

      No one answered.

      “If you are not finished, be silent anyway,” she said. “The stern is split and still leaking. Lugal, stop pretending to be dead and teach your daughter to watch the tail knot. Idan, move the remaining grain chests to the middle. Namsin, if your hand can still write, it can still bail water.”

      Namsin was silent for a moment.

      Then he turned to fetch a bailer.

      As Cassandra passed him, she said under her breath, “He threw away evidence and saved the boat. That does not make him right.”

      Namsin looked at her.

      “And it does not make you wrong,” she added. “So do not be in haste to condemn yourself.”

      Then she went to curse at a boatman who had tied a knot backward.

      The boat moved farther from the ruins.

      The black water grew shallower. The surface began to reflect the gray sky. In the distance appeared the edge of a dry riverbed, with worked stone steps built into it. Most had collapsed, but they still stood above the waterline. That had to be the entrance to the North Hill waterway.

      Gilgamesh stood at the prow, looking back toward the white foundation as it sank.

      His sword was sheathed, but his hand remained on the hilt.

      “If a city can be killed out of memory,” he said suddenly, “what is a hero’s deed worth?”

      No one answered.

      Wind moved through the torn sail.

      Oars entered the water.

      The white foundation disappeared completely.

      As if it had never existed.

      Namsin knelt beside the stern crack with Idan, stopping the leak with wet cloth, shards of pottery, and rope. When he looked down, he saw a smear of white mud on the back of his hand.

      Bottom mud from the ruins.

      It must have splashed there when the stern split.

      He meant to wipe it away.

      But the white mud had already dried.

      Not in the ordinary way.

      It was shrinking by itself.

      Fine cracks spread outward from the center of the smear—one stroke, one bend, one hook—as if an invisible bone stylus were carving into his skin.

      Namsin stopped breathing.

      It was a cuneiform sign.

      Not a full city name.

      Only the first sign.

      But it was already enough like the beginning of a name.

      He had not written it.

      He had not even thought it.

      Yet it was growing out through the back of his hand.

      Silas seized his wrist.

      “Do not move.”

      The back of a knife pressed against Namsin’s skin.

      Silas did not ask. Did not confirm. Did not wait for Namsin’s consent.

      He scraped down hard with the knife’s back.

      White mud, blood, and skin came away together.

      Pain took Namsin’s breath, and he nearly smashed the bailer into Silas’s face.

      “Are you mad?”

      Silas held his wrist and did not let go. His fingertips moved around the wound, checking for any remaining white mud. Only then did he slowly release him.

      “It was using you to write itself.”

      Namsin looked at the blood running over the back of his hand.

      The white mud was gone.

      But that nearly formed first sign seemed still to remain beneath the skin.

      “It only wanted a name
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