
  
    [image: The Nameless City Between Two Rivers: Eternum]
  


  
    
      THE NAMELESS CITY BETWEEN TWO RIVERS: ETERNUM

      PART TWO

    

    
      
        HUI WANG

      

    

  


  
    
      © 2026, Hui Wang

      All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, or used in any form or by any means, including printing, electronic, recording, or any other methods, without prior written permission from the copyright holder.

      This book is an original work, and any use or reference must include proper credit.

      First Published: 2026

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Between the Two Rivers, memory was never left to the mercy of memory.

      It was pressed into clay, sealed with bitumen, counted in grain, recited before kings, buried beneath thresholds, and washed each year by water that came and withdrew according to the old measurements. A city endured because its records endured. A name endured because someone was permitted to write it. A death endured because an archive accepted it. What could not be entered into clay became rumor, and what became rumor soon belonged to the dead.

      So the city learned to fear silence less than omission.

      Above the streets rose palaces, temples, towers, gatehouses, granaries, and walls bright with lamps. Beneath them ran older passages: drains sealed and reopened, canals whose plans no longer matched their stones, waterlines cut behind plaster, rooms where discarded tablets were stored until no one living could say why they had once mattered. The higher the city rose, the more carefully it covered what lay below. Splendor was a kind of lid. Ritual was another.

      The Crown governed the living. The Temple guarded what had been written before the Flood. Between them, law moved like a gate chain: visible where it crossed the hand, hidden where it entered the wall. Each power claimed order. Each power required witnesses. Each power knew that the oldest records were not merely old. They were dangerous because they had survived too much.

      In the Low City, people knew another form of record. A missing husband’s name cut into a reed. A child’s work tag tied at the neck. A date basket carried through a crowd because hunger had no room for ceremony. A mark on a wall, a knot in rope, a jar hidden beneath grain. The poor did not trust tablets as the powerful trusted tablets. They knew clay could be scraped flat. They knew a person could become a number before the body was even cold.

      Yet all cities are built upon what they choose not to ask.

      Before the Flood, the old kings were said to have lived impossibly long. Their years stood in the King List like pillars too vast to measure, and the Temple taught that such names belonged to a sacred distance no ordinary hand should touch. But distance is not the same as safety. A name written for long enough begins to gather weight. A record repeated often enough begins to resemble law. And law, once joined to water, does not always remain on the tablet.

      There are questions a city forbids because the answer would destroy faith.

      There are other questions it forbids because the answer would teach someone how to repeat the crime.

      On the night the royal banquet broke, gold lamps burned above polished floors, nobles spoke of ancient kings, and the record table waited with its clean clay. Witnesses had been summoned. Wine had been poured. The old names had been brought near enough for power to admire them.

      Then the water found the seams.

      And one by one, in the banquet hall of Uruk, the lamps began to go out.
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            THE STOLEN SEVENTH SEAL FRAGMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A seal is never stolen only once. First it is taken from the hand, then from the record, and last from the dead who were made to bear it.

        — Fragment from the Marginal Commentary on the Seventh Seal

      

      

      The golden lamps of the royal banquet went out one by one.

      Not by wind.

      Someone was smothering them in order.

      From the king’s seat on the north side of the hall, to the collapsed breach in the eastern corner, to the last coals beside the record table, a lamp disappeared beneath a bronze cover every few breaths. Each flame struggled once under the metal, gave a short hiss, and died.

      Darkness did not fall all at once.

      The Temple lowered it square by square, as if laying wet cloth over a clay tablet not yet dry enough for the kiln.

      Namsin crouched behind an overturned fruit stand with half a fragment of the royal-banquet master record clutched against his chest. Lamp oil had soaked the clay black. The four characters that had read the king’s name remains unbroken were reduced to a few ruined strokes, pale and exposed like bone left too long in water. Broken charcoal from a brazier still glowed red near his feet. The heat burned his shins.

      There was water everywhere.

      Black water had crossed the white lines between the floor tiles. It pushed pomegranates, shattered cups, lamb bones, drowned wicks, and half a soaked blessing sheet slowly toward the breach in the east. The nobles who had, moments before, worn robes threaded with gold and spoken of king-years before the Flood now stood ankle-deep in filthy water, lifting their hems, their faces as pale as old wax on ritual vessels.

      The Cleansing Team sealed the four doors of the banquet hall.

      They moved too quickly, too cleanly, for men who had only just received an order. A beam dropped across the east door. Thick felt fell over the south. The western side corridor was blocked by two ranks of short staves. At the north door, palace guards and Temple executors faced each other across half a line of water.

      “Ground collapse,” a Temple record scribe announced from the threshold, his voice level.

      “Suspected water-plague contamination,” another read after him.

      “All persons present shall remain in place. All servants, musicians, and record staff are to be provisionally sealed as contamination sources.”

      Contamination sources.

      When Namsin heard the words, his fingers tightened. The broken edge of the clay fragment cut into his palm.

      A moment ago, they had been witnesses.

      Now the ritual had broken, and they had become contamination.

      A serving girl knelt in the water and wept, saying again and again that she had only carried dishes, that she had not touched the black water. No one listened. Two members of the Cleansing Team twisted her wrists behind her and pressed seal clay over her mouth. Her muffled cry sounded like a bird forced into a jar.

      Namsin looked past the chaos and fixed his gaze on the eastern breach.

      Cassandra had called to him from there.

      Now broken stones lay over the opening, and vapor rose from it without pause. In the dark he could hear the water below striking stone walls, faster with every impact.

      He moved one step forward.

      A dry, thin hand caught the edge of his sleeve from behind.

      “Do not go there.”

      Silas stood beside the fallen frame of a musical stand. The cloth over his blind eyes had been soaked by vapor and clung to the hollows beneath. He still wore the old robe of a blind musician. The short flute in his hand was held with perfect steadiness, like a piece of bone.

      “She is still below,” Namsin said softly.

      “That is why you should not go down now.”

      “She is hurt.”

      “You will be hurt.” Silas’s voice was low. “Then they will have one more contamination source to write.”

      Namsin turned to him.

      “She is not a cost in the record.”

      Silas did not answer at once.

      Across the hall, a member of the Cleansing Team was dragging a wine-serving boy with a broken leg toward the wall. The boy still struggled. His blood left a thin line behind him. He was calling something through the pain, but no one bent down to hear.

      Silas heard it too.

      The corner of his mouth moved, very slightly. Not a smile. A pain.

      “This is how the city functions,” he said. “Someone is below. Someone above writes. Someone dies. Someone records that death as relocation, water plague, canal-repair loss. If you jump down now, you give them another line they are allowed to write.”

      “What am I supposed to do?” Namsin kept his voice low. It came out hoarse. “Run with this ruined piece of clay and tell myself she did not stay behind for nothing?”

      Silas reached out and found the royal-banquet master record fragment against his chest.

      His fingertips paused for one breath over the oil-blurred signs.

      “You must carry away what proves they did not complete it.”

      “I do not only want a thing.”

      Silas’s fingers stopped.

      Namsin pulled his sleeve free.

      “You taught me to abandon the face,” he said. “You did not teach me to abandon the living with it.”

      This time, Silas did not stop him.

      Namsin turned and ran toward the breach.

      Behind him, Silas spoke in a voice almost too low to hear.

      “Then do not let yourself be written whole.”

      Namsin did not look back.

      He held the fragment tight and ducked under a collapsed bronze drum frame. A member of the Cleansing Team saw him. A short staff swept toward his ribs. Namsin twisted aside, struck a wet stone pillar with his shoulder, and the pain blackened his sight for an instant. He smashed the broken tablet edge into the man’s wrist. Clay tore skin. The man roared and lunged.

      A tall shadow stepped into the black water beside them.

      Gilgamesh.

      He did not draw his sword. He only lifted one hand, caught the Cleansing Team man by the back of the neck, and drove him down into the water. The man’s face struck the tile. Water rose half a cubit around him.

      Gilgamesh looked at Namsin.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Below.”

      “To take evidence?”

      Namsin looked once at the breach.

      “To find someone.”

      Something moved in Gilgamesh’s eyes.

      At the far end of the hall, the high priest was being held back by palace guards near the king’s seat, his face dark with command as he still tried to order the Cleansing Team to control Ubara-Tutu. Ubara-Tutu stood in the middle of the black water, looking down at the sevenfold reflection of himself beneath him, as if he could not hear the blades around him.

      Gilgamesh raised his hand and pointed toward the eastern breach.

      Two palace guards stepped forward at once and blocked the Cleansing Team men who were coming after Namsin.

      “You owe me the truth,” Gilgamesh said.

      Namsin nodded once.

      Then he jumped into the breach.

      Black water struck him in the face.

      He did not see where he landed. He felt his body hit a slick stone edge, felt his knee crack against something hard, felt the clay fragment nearly tear free of his arms. In the next breath cold water rushed into his collar, his nose, his ears. The cries in the banquet hall were crushed into a dull roar above the waterline.

      He went under, then fought back to his feet.

      The water reached his waist.

      The darkness around him was like an underfired kiln.

      A little gray-white light leaked through the cracked ceiling and showed broken bricks, shattered pottery, copper bolts, and hanging reed ropes inside the collapsed channel. Golden lamp oil floated on the surface, giving off a sweet, rotten smell. Beneath it lay the iron-cold stink of rust, bone ash, and mud.

      “Cassandra!”

      No answer.

      Only water.

      He braced a hand against the wall and moved forward. His fingertips found new plaster. It was still faintly tacky, like skin recently laid over a wound. Higher on the wall, older marks had been scraped flat in haste, but beneath the scraping he could still feel the bite of cuneiform grooves.

      Not drainage marks.

      Sealing numbers.

      This hidden canal had not been an old ditch reopened.

      It was an old wound sewn shut again.

      A dull impact came from ahead.

      Stone against bone.

      Namsin moved faster.

      Cassandra held the waist rope in her teeth and hauled the boy on her back tighter against her.

      The boy had passed out.

      His right leg was blood from the knee down, the cloth of his trousers soaked flat against flesh. Every time she moved him, the lower leg swung slightly and made a wet, heavy sound.

      His name was Tiba.

      Cassandra had seen the wooden tag at the back of his neck when she dragged him from under the banquet breach. It hung from a hemp cord. Only a few crooked words had been carved into it.

      Wine store temporary labor. Tiba. Three days.

      Three days.

      A child who could serve wine at the royal banquet was worth only three days in the record.

      After three days, he should have received two measures of moldy barley and returned to the half-collapsed reed sheds outside the west wall of the Low City. Now his leg was broken. The wine store would write him as injury loss. The Temple would write him as suspected water-plague contact. The palace would write him as one banquet-hall accident laborer.

      No one would write how long he had hurt.

      No one would write that before he fainted, he had kept crying,

      “Do not take my grain.”

      Cassandra tightened the knot and said under her breath, “Stay alive. Then worry about grain.”

      Her own left shoulder felt as if a millstone had been set into it. The pain bit from her shoulder blade up into her neck. The split across her palm had gone white in the water, though blood still seeped from it. When black water touched the wound, it burned like salt nails driven into meat.

      Ahead, half the channel had collapsed. A slab overhead had lifted at one edge, leaving a crack. Footsteps sounded beyond it.

      Many of them. Ordered. With the scrape of metal.

      The Cleansing Team.

      Cassandra lowered her center of weight and moved along the side wall of the channel. Her foot struck something hard. She looked down and saw a crushed gold cup, its side engraved with the wine-offering pattern of the royal banquet. She picked up a torn piece of it and tucked it into the waist rope.

      Good.

      It could reflect light.

      It could cut rope.

      It could lie.

      She moved on.

      According to the old palace plans, this place had been nothing more than a banquet waste channel, used to carry away spilled wine, washed ritual vessels, and animal blood. After the eastern palace wall was expanded three years before, this drain should have been sealed and abandoned. But the wall before her had been replastered. The seams did not align. When she rubbed them, almost no dust came away.

      New clay.

      Less than a month old.

      One month before the royal banquet, the Temple had brought this dead channel back into use.

      She ran her fingers along the joint and stopped where the plaster had shifted out of true. A thin copper line was hidden there. It ran through the wall toward a circular chamber ahead.

      Cassandra’s breathing slowed.

      The sound of water in the chamber lowered into something like the sleeping breath of a vast throat.

      She entered.

      The chamber was small, only wide enough for two people. Around the stone-lined walls ran a ring of clay grooves. Each groove was two fingers wide and exactly deep enough to seat a seal fragment.

      There were seven positions.

      Six had gone dark.

      A thin skin of black water covered them, like extinguished wicks.

      Only the seventh still shone.

      Cold-white.

      Not firelight. Not moonlight. Not reflected metal. The whiteness came from deep inside the incised lines, like bone left so long in water that the inner layer had finally been exposed.

      Cassandra held her breath.

      She knew the pattern on that fragment.

      The ritual boat.

      The bone-ash clay jar.

      The lost seal fragment.

      Ubara-Tutu’s king’s name had been cut in layers across its face. Beneath it lay a set of Low City labor loss numbers. Some had been eaten at the edges by water, but she still saw familiar remnants.

      Asum.

      Lum.

      Azhi.

      Bari.

      Pieces of those names lay in the lower layer of the fragment.

      The king’s name above.

      The dead below.

      The Temple had set the whole Low City beneath the name of one returnee.

      Cassandra went down on one knee at the edge of the clay groove and reached for the seventh seal fragment.

      The moment her fingertip touched the carving, a needle-thin pain ran from her palm to her wrist.

      It was not a cut.

      Something like an impossibly fine tooth had emerged from the fragment’s edge, like the rim of unfired clay, and drawn itself lightly across the old wound in her hand.

      Blood welled out.

      It did not run down the fragment.

      It was absorbed.

      Like dry earth taking water.

      The face of the seal fragment darkened for one instant. Then the cold-white light inside the incised lines flared. She saw her blood spread through the cuneiform grooves, not covering them but filling them. When the blood filled the last stroke of the king’s name, a row of finer, denser signs rose from the lower layer.

      Not cuneiform.

      Older.

      More like bone markings pressed against the back of a clay tablet.

      She tried to pull away.

      Her finger was caught in the cuts.

      The fragment tightened, as if learning her.

      In the shadow of a copper pipe, a point of silver-white light appeared.

      Mico slid from the inside of the cracked pipe. The lines of light along its body broke in and out like stars drowning under water. It did not cry out. It did not come closer. It only cast three broken lines of light above the seal fragment.

      Live blood connected.

      Permission mismatch.

      Placeholder sequence responding.

      “I do not need it to respond,” Cassandra said through her teeth.

      Mico’s light-patterns flashed.

      A remnant projection appeared on the chamber wall.

      Seven hands.

      Hands from different ages.

      One wore gold rings. One was dry and thin as old wood. One still bore corpse stains on the back. One after another, all seven pressed down into the same seal-fragment position. On the inside of each wrist, there was a sealing scar of different depth.

      When the last hand pressed down, countless small particles rose from beneath the fragment.

      Name-token shards.

      Bone-ash clay.

      Blood.

      Waterlines.

      Witness records.

      Mico’s light-text shifted.

      Names of the dead.

      Blood of the living.

      Collective witness.

      Water-level recognition.

      Cassandra stared at the words, cold opening inside her stomach.

      This was not a seal.

      It was an entrance.

      It did not only lock Ubara-Tutu in place.

      It was waiting for material.

      Names. Blood. Water. Someone to see. Someone to write. A city to acknowledge.

      “Do not touch it.”

      The voice came from the channel entrance behind her.

      Very soft. Very even.

      Cassandra did not turn.

      She knew the brief pause before that voice, the way it discarded every unnecessary feeling.

      Mura.

      “If you touch it, it will remember you.” Mura stood in the entrance, torchlight behind him stretching his shadow long across the water. A mud-scraping knife lay in his hand, his thumb set against its spine, as if waiting for an opportunity that would not need to last long.

      Cassandra slowly tore her hand free from the fragment.

      The incised lines pulled several threads of blood from the flesh.

      “This is not a seal,” she said.

      “The Temple calls it a seal,” Mura said.

      “What do you call it?”

      “Delay.”

      Cassandra looked up at him.

      Mura glanced at the boy on her back.

      Tiba’s head hung beside her shoulder. His lips were gray. His right leg trembled very slightly with each breath.

      “If you dismantle it,” Mura said, “the water will find another road. You save one child. You may drown a street.”

      Cassandra closed her hand around the gold cup shard.

      “Do you say that every time?”

      Mura did not move.

      “Kill one person to save a city?”

      “Sometimes.”

      The answer was flat.

      Not defense.

      Not confession.

      More like a procedure he had executed so many times that it no longer needed emotion to hold it up.

      Cassandra studied his face and looked for one piece of falsehood.

      There was none.

      Mura believed it.

      He was not thirsty for killing. He did not enjoy it. He truly believed local clearance could delay a greater collapse, as she believed in gates, pressure, and side-release valves. Only her engineering material was water, and his was people.

      “You see only the ones I took away,” Mura said. “You do not see the ones I did not let the water take.”

      Cassandra laughed once, cold.

      “Do they know?”

      Mura looked at her.

      “Who?”

      “The ones the water did not take,” Cassandra said. “Do they know they are alive because you scraped away someone else’s name?”

      Mura did not answer.

      Above the channel, footsteps approached. The Cleansing Team was closing in.

      Cassandra kicked up the gold shard.

      It spun into the torchlight and threw a hard blade of brightness across Mura’s eyes.

      Mura turned his head.

      Not a flinch.

      A correction of sight.

      That single instant was enough. Cassandra had already set the gate hook into the channel’s iron grate.

      The grate was old work, red with rust at the joints. She levered with the hook. The iron sprang outward, opening a narrow seam just wide enough for a body turned sideways.

      She squeezed through the inside of the grate with Tiba on her back.

      The boy’s injured leg struck the crossbar. Even unconscious, he made a low, broken sound.

      Cassandra clenched her teeth.

      “Hold.”

      She did not know whether he could hear her.

      Perhaps not.

      But she had to say it.

      The side channel ended in another, smaller circular chamber. There were no clay grooves here, only a row of low drainage holes. Each was the size of a fist, arranged in an arc, each stuffed with half-rotten reed waste.

      Cassandra set Tiba for a moment on a raised stone lip and crouched to touch the hole walls.

      Wet.

      But the water was not flowing inward.

      It was flowing out from the holes.

      She put her ear to one opening.

      There was water-sound in the depth.

      Not natural movement.

      A rhythmic vibration, as if someone far away were striking a drowned hollow post again and again with a fist.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      Thud.

      The interval was exact.

      Cassandra’s breathing slowed.

      The Low City had a burial custom.

      When someone died in water and the body could not be found, the family struck the mud beneath the water with hollow reeds, sending the sound through the current to the dead who could not come ashore.

      She reached into the drainage hole.

      Her fingers touched something soft and rotten.

      She drew it out.

      A half-decayed piece of reed weaving, wrapped in mud. A point of bone showed through the clay.

      Not fish bone.

      A human finger bone.

      On the bone, one cuneiform sign had been cut very shallow.

      Seven.

      Cassandra closed her hand around the finger bone. Her fingers shook.

      Not with fear.

      With rage.

      She understood at last what the holes were for.

      Not drainage.

      Discharge.

      Human discharge.

      Or rather, the discharge of those who had been ground into bone ash, mixed into clay fragments, embedded beneath the king-name seal fragments, used as placeholder medium. The channel washed through the core, carrying splinters of bone and bone powder from these low holes into deeper hidden canals, then onward into the river.

      Ningish had said the unclean reaches of water could not be fished, bathed in, or drunk.

      It was not silt.

      There was bone powder in the water.

      Cassandra put the finger bone inside her clothes.

      Then she saw that one brick joint behind the low drainage holes was the wrong color. The mud seam was darker than the rest. When she pressed it, it was still a little soft.

      Someone had pried it before.

      She set the point of the gate hook beneath the first brick and loosened it.

      Behind the brick was a narrow slot. At the bottom lay a palm-fiber rope. One end was tied to a small clay jar. The other dropped into a deeper darkness.

      She drew out the jar.

      Its mouth was sealed with raw bitumen.

      There was no ash inside.

      Something hard.

      She tore away the seal and tipped out a gold ring.

      Inside the ring, a name had been carved and nearly worn smooth.

      Shamat.

      Cassandra remembered that name.

      In the abandoned granary, an old woman had said her daughter’s hair always smelled of reeds, that before she left she had sewn a gold ring into her belt and said that when this water-plague relocation passed, she would trade it for a sack of clean grain.

      The girl was Shamat.

      She had been one of the five households taken from the Old South Gate.

      Cassandra held the ring until her nails nearly cut into her palm.

      Was she alive?

      Or had she already been dismantled into one ring, one bone, one line of labor loss numbers?

      Iron scraped behind her.

      The Cleansing Team was forcing its way in.

      Mura had not come after her himself, but he had sent men close. He knew there was no place here to hide for long. The water would drive her out. The pursuers would drive her out.

      Cassandra looked down at her palm.

      The wound no longer bled.

      But around it, a pale gray pattern had appeared, spreading from palm to wrist like ink loosened by water.

      She scraped at it with the point of the gate hook.

      No pain.

      The pattern did not move.

      It had grown into the skin.

      Mico’s silver-white light flickered faintly inside the copper pipe.

      Live blood connected.

      Cassandra swore under her breath.

      She put the ring against the finger bone inside her clothes, lifted Tiba onto her back again, and crawled into the narrow slot behind the drainage holes. The passage was tight. Wet moss covered both stone walls. Her shoulder scraped along the stone and the wound burned. Tiba’s breath touched the back of her ear, shallow and fast.

      At the end of the slot stood a vertical iron grate.

      The bars were thin and close-set.

      Beyond it lay a flood-release ditch with a shallow film of water at its bottom, where reed leaves floated with mud on them.

      She jammed the gate hook between the bars and pulled.

      Nothing.

      The second pull bent one bar.

      On the third, the iron gave a shriek and opened a gap.

      Cassandra pushed Tiba through first, turned sideways. The boy’s body was soft as a sack of wet sand. When his injured leg passed through the bars, the broken place bulged at an unnatural angle.

      He twitched in his unconsciousness.

      “Do not take the grain...”

      The words were almost swallowed by water.

      Cassandra stopped for one breath.

      “They will not take it,” she said.

      Then she dragged him through.

      She forced herself through after him. The iron stripped a layer of skin from her shoulder, and pain turned the world white.

      Across the flood-release ditch stood a high stone wall.

      A new waterline had been carved into it.

      The water had climbed to the third course of brick.

      Cassandra stared at the line and measured the distance in her head.

      Two fingers higher than last night.

      The Flood was not early.

      The system was accelerating.

      She carried Tiba west. After sixty steps, she reached another collapse. The broken stones along its edge were fresh. Through the crack above, she could see golden lamp oil from the banquet hall running down in a thin bright line.

      Voices came from overhead.

      “Seal the banquet hall.”

      “No one enters or leaves.”

      “Ground collapse. Suspected water-plague contamination.”

      Cassandra set her back teeth together.

      Contamination source.

      They had already begun to write.

      She moved on, then heard the water behind her change.

      Not pursuit.

      Someone had jumped directly from a higher breach. The splash was heavy. Stumbling footsteps followed.

      She gripped the gate hook and turned.

      “It is me!”

      Namsin came out of the black water, soaked from head to foot, a cut across his brow where stone had opened him, his right hand clamped around half of the royal-banquet master record fragment.

      Cassandra stared for one instant.

      “What are you doing down here?”

      “Finding you.”

      “You were supposed to leave with the evidence.”

      “I brought it.” Namsin was breathing hard. He lifted the fragment a little. “On the way.”

      Cassandra wanted to curse him.

      But seeing the blood and water on his face, she found she could not.

      Above, the Cleansing Team shouted.

      “Someone below the breach!”

      “Seal the lower level!”

      Mura’s voice followed, calm as if it traveled along the surface of the water.

      “Do not hurry. They will go to the fragment.”

      Cassandra’s face changed.

      Namsin asked, “The fragment is still there?”

      “In the core groove,” she said. “But I touched it. It read my blood.”

      “Read?”

      “Do not ask yet.”

      She lifted Tiba higher on her back and led Namsin back along the flood-release ditch toward the core chamber.

      Namsin followed. The current at his feet grew faster. Inside the walls came a series of low clicks, one after another, like seven teeth biting back into place.

      Mico slid through the shadow of the copper pipe and cast one torn line of light.

      Banquet ring reconnecting.

      Node seeking substitute witness.

      Namsin’s throat tightened.

      “What does substitute witness mean?”

      “It means,” Cassandra said, “it will look for something else to complete itself.”

      “People?”

      “Names. Blood. Water. Testimony.” She did not slow. “In this city, which of those lacks people?”

      When they returned to the circular core chamber, the light of the seventh seal fragment had grown colder.

      Six dark fragments surrounded it like six closed eyes. The seventh trembled inside the clay groove, and with each tremor a fine ring moved across the water.

      Mura stood on the other side of the iron grate.

      He did not enter.

      Two members of the Cleansing Team bent at the grate opening, short staves held before their chests. In Mura’s hand was a length of thin copper chain. At the end of the chain hung a small hook, its tip narrow as the tongue of a honed scraping knife.

      Cassandra saw the hook and felt her heart sink.

      Mura had not come to take the whole seal fragment.

      He had prepared too specifically for that.

      “You knew it would be pulled free,” she said.

      Mura looked at her and did not deny it.

      “A complete node is too heavy,” he said. “Someone must loosen it from inside.”

      Namsin understood.

      “You were waiting for us to help you pull it out?”

      “I was waiting for you to prove that you would.”

      Mura’s gaze settled on Tiba, hanging on Cassandra’s back.

      “Because you would not let that child die here.”

      Cassandra’s face went cold.

      Mura knew.

      He had not wagered on her hunger for evidence.

      He had wagered on her saving the living.

      Cassandra lowered Tiba to a higher place beside the wall and tied him back to herself with the waist rope. The boy lay unconscious, his head tipped against the stone, his lips blue.

      Namsin crouched beside him.

      “What is his name?”

      “Tiba. Wine store temporary labor. Three days.”

      Namsin looked down at the fragment of the royal-banquet master record in his hand.

      The face could not be written on.

      He turned it over and, with the bone stylus at his waist, cut several very small lines into the clay margin.

      Tiba.

      Royal banquet injured.

      Right leg.

      Not plague.

      He stopped. He did not write the Low City lodging. He did not write mother. He did not write the full wine-store number.

      Incomplete.

      But enough to pull him a little way out of contamination source.

      Cassandra saw it and said nothing.

      She stood again and set the gate hook into the groove beneath the seal fragment.

      This time, she did not try to wrench it loose.

      First, she kicked out the copper plug from a low release hole.

      Black water reversed at once along the bottom of the groove, washing through the seams where old black mud had gripped the fragment. She worked with the gate hook little by little, not quickly, letting the water loosen the clay for her.

      The fragment shifted.

      Very slightly.

      Like a tooth finally moving inside a rotten gum.

      Mura raised his hand.

      The two Cleansing Team men bent into the grate.

      Cassandra had already braced the gate hook across the inside of the grate. The first man had only put one shoulder through when the current shoved him forward and the rusted iron clamped hard around his ribs. He screamed. The man behind him was forced to stop.

      Namsin lunged and kicked the fallen gold cup shard into the torchlight.

      Its glare swept across the second man’s eyes.

      The man’s short staff struck empty air and slammed against the wall.

      In that breath, Cassandra pulled the fragment free.

      Cold-white light struck through the chamber.

      The gray marks on her palm climbed another half inch up her wrist, as if something beneath the skin had recognized her. The moment the fragment left its groove, all six dark fragments trembled at once. Countless bubbles rose through the water.

      Mico’s light-text came in sharp, broken bursts.

      Node displaced.

      King’s name incomplete.

      Water network seeking substitute witness.

      “Move!” Namsin shouted.

      In the next instant, the current reversed.

      The fragment slipped out of Cassandra’s blood-wet palm and was dragged by the dark vortex toward the deep well at the center of the chamber.

      She threw herself after it.

      The waist rope behind her snapped tight.

      Tiba slid from the stone ledge. His injured leg struck the wall.

      Even unconscious, the boy gave a broken cry.

      Cassandra froze for half a breath.

      Namsin was already moving.

      He jumped into the dark vortex. The water caught him and dragged him toward the mouth of the deep well. He held the royal-banquet master record fragment in one arm and reached with the other for the spinning seventh seal fragment.

      “Namsin!”

      Cassandra’s shout struck the walls.

      Namsin did not turn.

      His fingertips touched the fragment’s edge.

      Cold.

      Like a tooth taken from the mouth of the dead.

      At the same instant, Mura’s copper hook shot through the iron grate and caught with perfect accuracy inside a hairline crack at the center of the fragment.

      When Cassandra saw that crack, her chest tightened.

      The break was dry.

      Not new.

      It had been cut long before.

      Mura had never meant to seize the complete fragment.

      He had waited for them to pull it out of the node.

      “Let go,” Mura ordered.

      Namsin clenched his teeth and held on.

      “You first.”

      Mura turned his wrist.

      The copper chain snapped taut.

      Between current, Namsin, and hook, the seal fragment made a thin, delicate sound.

      Like bone breaking.

      One half fell into Namsin’s palm.

      The other was dragged back behind the iron grate by the copper hook.

      Mura caught the half fragment, wrapped it in his sleeve, and turned away.

      Cassandra flung the gold cup shard after him.

      It passed along his shoulder and cut away the corner of his outer robe, but it did not stop him.

      Mura did not look back.

      He left only one sentence.

      “Half for you.”

      His voice came through water and footsteps.

      “Half for the archive.”

      The dark vortex deepened.

      Namsin was dragged toward the mouth of the well.

      It was not wide, but it was black without bottom. The water pulled downward from it as if the chamber had opened a throat. Namsin’s footing vanished. His body slid sideways. The half seal fragment in his hand was so cold it seemed to be working into the seams of his bones.

      Cassandra snatched the waist rope and threw it.

      The loop caught Namsin across the chest.

      She hauled with her injured hand. Hemp cut into ruined flesh. Blood ran down the rope and dropped into the water. Behind her, Tiba was pulled by the same line, and his injured leg struck the stone again.

      This time he made no sound.

      His head fell sideways. He was fully gone into unconsciousness.

      Cassandra’s face went pale as bone ash under water.

      She could not release Namsin.

      She could not let Tiba be dragged in.

      She jammed the gate hook backward into a wall seam, set her own waist against the rope, and took the pull. Her shoulder wound tore open. Pain burst from shoulder to eye socket and the world went white.

      “Climb!” she shouted.

      The rope had nearly cut off Namsin’s breath. He seized a projecting stone at the water’s edge and slammed his knee against the lip of the well. The royal-banquet master record fragment slid half out of his clothes and nearly went into the current.

      He caught the record first.

      Then the half seal fragment.

      Cassandra saw it and almost laughed in fury.

      “Which one are you saving first?”

      Namsin choked on water and fought his way back.

      “I did not want to lose either.”

      When Cassandra dragged him away from the well, she nearly went to her knees in the water.

      Namsin lay across the edge of the stone ledge, coughing as if his lungs were splitting. The half seal fragment was locked in his fist. Cold-white light leaked between his fingers.

      Cassandra lifted Tiba onto her back and caught Namsin by the collar.

      “Are you mad?”

      Namsin gasped. Water ran down his face.

      “I thought you were below.”

      “I was below.”

      “So I came down.”

      Cassandra stared at him.

      She wanted to say he should have gone.

      She wanted to say the evidence mattered more than she did.

      She wanted to say this was not a Low City barley shed, not the mouth of a hidden canal, not any place where a person survived because he was brave for one instant.

      In the end she cursed him with one filthy word.

      Then she did not let go of his collar.

      On the far side of the iron grate, the Cleansing Team began to batter the bars.

      Mura had gone with half the seal fragment, but the pursuit remained. They did not simply want Cassandra and Namsin dead. They wanted the other half back. They wanted everyone who had seen the core to be written as a contamination source.

      Mico’s projection flickered.

      Lower drainage outlets sealing.

      West rain channel. Remaining open time: short.

      Cassandra understood the last word.

      Short.

      Very short.

      She shifted Tiba high on her back and ran for the flood-release ditch.

      Namsin followed with the royal-banquet master record fragment under one arm and the half seal fragment clenched in his palm. The fragment lay against his skin like ice, cold moving upward through the blood. He could almost hear voices inside it.

      Ubara-Tutu.

      Ubara-Tutu.

      Ubara-Tutu.

      And beneath the king’s name, lighter voices.

      Asum.

      Lum.

      Azhi.

      Bari.

      Shamat.

      Tiba.

      Namsin closed his fist hard.

      “You do not get to read him,” he said under his breath.

      The fragment did not answer.

      The water shook once around his feet.

      They ran along the flood-release ditch. Dust fell constantly from the stone overhead. Broken pottery cut through the soles of their sandals. Ahead, an iron
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