
    
      [image: Book cover]
    

  
		
			Clay Tablets of Ur

			An Ancient Sumer BL Novel
set in Ur (c.2040 BCE)

			Sand and Marble Chronicles
Book 1

			Leo Vescari

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2025 Leo Vescari

			All Rights Reserved

			No part of this book may be reproduced by any means whatsoever without the written permission of the author,
except for very brief portions of the book
which may be quoted for the purpose of review.

			Published by WMC Publishing

			WMCPublishing.com

			[image: ]

			Please visit Leo’s author page at:

			WMCPublishing.com/leo-vescari

		

	
		
			Contents

			Chapter 1: The City of Moonlight and Mud

			Chapter 2: The Broken Word

			Chapter 3: The Ghost of the Archive

			Chapter 4: The King’s Lie

			Chapter 5: The Night Market of Shadows

			Chapter 6: The Spider and the Flower

			Chapter 7: The Scapegoat

			Chapter 8: The Great Silence

			Chapter 9: The Breaking of Clay

			Chapter 10: The Map of the Forbidden

			Chapter 11: The Wolf at the Door

			Chapter 12: The Trojan Horse

			Chapter 13: Ink and Adrenaline

			Chapter 14: The Hunter’s Net

			Chapter 15: The Court of Sun and Shadow

			Chapter 16: The King’s Seal

			Chapter 17: The New Clay

			Chapter 18: The Eternal Scribe

			Author’s Note

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The City of Moonlight and Mud

			The darkness before dawn tasted of river clay and old smoke. Enki-Illu woke without needing the temple bells, his body trained to the rhythm of a scribe’s hours the way a farmer knew the flooding of the canals. The heat pressed against him even now, in what should have been the coolest part of the night. His sleeping mat retained the warmth of his body, the woven reeds imprinted on his back and shoulders. He lay still for a moment, listening to the city breathe in its half-sleep.

			Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked. A cart rattled over packed earth, probably a water carrier making early rounds. The canals murmured their constant song, that low whisper of current against mud-brick channels that every child in Ur learned before learning words. But here, in the scribes’ quarters on the temple’s eastern flank, silence ruled. Thick walls muffled sound. Other scribes slept in their separate cells, each man sealed in his own cube of privilege and duty.

			Enki-Illu rose from the mat and reached for the sesame oil lamp. His fingers found the small clay vessel by memory, and the bronze striker beside it. Three attempts. The wick caught on the third strike, blooming into a small golden flame that revealed his world.

			The room measured perhaps eight paces by six. Not generous, but more space than most men in Ur would ever claim as solely theirs. Pale mud plaster coated the walls, smooth and cool when he pressed his palm against them during the brutal afternoon heat. A low wooden table dominated the space, its surface worn to a dull sheen by years of tablets sliding across it. A reed mat served as his seat. His few possessions hung from wooden pegs: two linen robes (one clean, one waiting to be washed), a cloth bag containing his personal styluses, and a small bronze mirror that had belonged to his father.

			The lamplight caught thousands of dust motes drifting through the room. They moved slowly, catching the flame’s glow and transforming into tiny stars. Enki-Illu watched them for a moment, struck by how they moved without purpose or pattern, free from any weight of expectation.

			He stood and stretched, feeling his spine crack and realign. Twenty-four years old, and already his back complained like an old man’s. The scribal position required hours of sitting, hunched over tablets, maintaining the same cramped posture until the muscles knotted and the neck refused to turn without pain. His master, Ninsun, said it was the price of literacy. Most men paid with their bodies in the fields or the workshops. Scribes paid with their spines.

			The clay waited in its bowl.

			Enki-Illu crossed to the corner where his materials lived. The clay came from the riverbank, collected by temple slaves and delivered once a week in sealed baskets. This batch was good quality, dark and fine-grained, free of the pebbles and organic matter that could ruin a tablet’s surface. He had already worked it yesterday, kneading out the air pockets, but it had dried slightly overnight. Now he poured water from the pitcher, just enough to bring the clay back to the correct consistency.

			The feel of it never failed to ground him. Cool at first, then warming under his palms as he worked. He kneaded with a rhythm learned through repetition, pressing with the heel of his hand, folding, turning, pressing again. The clay yielded and resisted by turns, each batch slightly different, requiring attention and adjustment. Some scribes claimed you could tell the season by the clay’s texture. Spring clay, fattened by flood silt, felt different from the autumn clay, lean and gritty after the dry months.

			He shaped the first tablet with care. The size mattered. Tax records required specific dimensions, mandated by the Royal Vizier’s office. Too small, and the calculations became cramped and illegible. Too large, and they wasted materials that could produce two tablets instead of one. Enki-Illu had learned to judge the correct size by feel, his hands creating a uniform thickness without conscious thought.

			The stylus came next. He selected one from his personal collection, a reed shaft cut from the marshes north of the city, dried and hardened over months, then carved to a precise triangular tip. Good styluses lasted for seasons. Cheap ones, issued by the temple, splintered after a few weeks. His father had taught him to cut his own, back when Enki-Illu had been a boy who thought being a scribe meant wisdom and respect, not tax records and grain tallies.

			The lamp’s nutty scent filled the small room, mixing with the earthy smell of wet clay. Enki-Illu smoothed the tablet’s surface one final time, then reached for the source document.

			The tax ledger lay where he had left it yesterday, secured beneath a smooth stone to keep it from curling. Some scribe in the Royal Archives had originally composed it, recording the harvest yields from the southern farms during the last moon. Now it needed to be copied for the temple’s records, creating the duplicate archive that served as a check against royal manipulation. The theory, at least, claimed that two separate archives kept both palace and temple honest.

			Enki-Illu doubted the theory worked in practice, but questioning was not a scribe’s duty.

			He began to copy the first line. The cuneiform emerged from the soft clay with small precise impacts, each wedge pressed cleanly into the surface. His hand moved with practiced efficiency, translating the symbols from one tablet to another without conscious effort. The text was simple: field designations, farmer names, barley quantities measured in gur units, dates measured by moon cycles.

			Field 14 of the southern district, overseen by Ur-Nammu son of Lugal-sha, yielded 147 gur of barley in the month of Šu-numun.

			Field 15 of the southern district, overseen by the same, yielded 203 gur of barley in the same month.

			The work had a rhythm to it, almost meditative. Press, lift, press, lift. The stylus made soft sounds in the quiet room, like tiny insects walking across leaves. Chanting from the ziggurat’s peak had not yet begun. That would come later, when the sun broke the horizon and the priests performed the morning rites. For now, he worked in silence, copying numbers that represented the difference between a city’s prosperity and a city’s starvation.

			He reached the third field listing and paused.

			The numbers were wrong.

			Enki-Illu blinked and looked again, checking his own fresh tablet against the master copy. There. Field 17, overseen by a man named Kalbu, supposedly yielded 298 gur of barley. But the partial total at the bottom of the section claimed only 289 gur when all the fields were summed. Someone had made an error in addition, or perhaps in the original recording.

			His stylus hovered above the wet clay. The fresh wedges he had just pressed gleamed in the lamplight, still dark with moisture. One field remained unclosed. If he copied the incorrect number exactly, his tablet would perpetuate the error. But if he corrected it, his version would differ from the master, and that created its own problems.

			The scribal code was clear: accuracy to the source document took precedence over accuracy to reality. If the master contained an error, you copied the error. When discrepancies were discovered, they were reported up the chain of authority. A junior scribe did not presume to correct the work of his superiors, even when the mathematics screamed their mistake.

			Enki-Illu looked at the numbers again. A nine-gur difference. In a city the size of Ur, that represented perhaps twenty families’ monthly grain ration. Not a devastating amount, but not nothing either. Someone would be shorted. Someone always was, when the numbers were wrong and no one corrected them.

			He copied the number exactly as written. 289 gur.

			The clay accepted the marks without judgment, indifferent to truth or falsehood. Enki-Illu felt something curl in his stomach, not quite shame but adjacent to it. This was the third time this month he had copied obvious errors, maintaining the fiction that the records were perfect because admitting imperfection would undermine the system’s authority.

			His father would have corrected it. His father, dead six years now, had believed that scribes served truth first and institutions second. But his father had also died in disgrace, accused of falsifying temple accounts he had actually been trying to correct. The lesson had been clear: truth was a luxury scribes could not afford.

			Enki-Illu finished the tablet and set it aside to dry. He would fire it later, in the communal kiln, transforming the soft clay into a permanent record. The errors would become eternal, pressed into ceramic that could outlast bronze and wood, that could survive floods and fires, that archaeologists might puzzle over thousands of years hence if the gods saw fit to preserve them that long.

			He prepared a second tablet, then a third. The rhythm took over, his hands moving with practiced efficiency. Fourth, fifth, sixth. Each one a copy of another section from the master ledger, each one perpetuating whatever errors the original scribe had made. By the time he pressed the final wedges into the seventh tablet, perhaps two hours had passed, though time was difficult to judge in the darkness. His neck ached. His fingers had developed the usual cramps, the small muscles protesting their repetitive task. Outside, the sky was beginning to shift from black to deep blue, that transitional moment when stars faded but the sun had not yet claimed dominance.

			The distant sound of footsteps in the corridor outside his room made him straighten. Other scribes were emerging from their cells, preparing to deliver the morning’s work. Soon the scriptorium would fill with the sound of multiple styluses, the low murmur of consultation, and the musty presence of Ninsun overseeing it all with her sharp eyes and sharper tongue.

			Enki-Illu gathered his finished tablets into a woven reed basket. Seven tablets in total, a respectable morning’s output. They would go to the upper archives in the ziggurat itself, added to the thousands upon thousands of records that documented Ur’s daily existence. Births and deaths, sales and purchases, judgments and penalties, harvests and floods. The city’s memory, pressed into clay and stacked in dark rooms where only priests and authorized scribes could venture.

			He stood and stretched again, vertebrae crackling. His white linen robe hung from its peg, clean and pressed. He pulled it over his head, adjusting the drape so it fell correctly. The fabric smelled faintly of the cedar oil used to keep moths away. His sandals waited by the door, leather straps worn soft from months of use.

			The basket of tablets was heavier than it looked. Clay gained weight through density, not volume. Enki-Illu lifted it carefully, conscious of how a dropped tablet could shatter and require hours of re-copying. He had done that once, in his first year, and Ninsun had made him redo the entire day’s work while the other scribes watched. The humiliation had been worse than the extra labor.

			He pinched out the lamp flame between dampened fingers, plunging the room back into darkness. The predawn blue filtered through the high window, just enough to navigate by. He moved to the door and paused with his hand on the wooden latch.

			Beyond this door lay the corridors of the temple complex, the hierarchy of priests, the rigid protocol of rank and deference, the constant awareness that every word and gesture could be interpreted, judged, and used against you. Inside this room, he was simply Enki-Illu, a man who worked with clay and thought too much. Outside, he became Enki-Illu the scribe, a junior member of a class that wielded power through literacy in a city where most men could not write their own names.

			He lifted the latch and stepped into the corridor, carrying the weight of seven tablets and the knowledge that his day had only just begun.

			+ + + + + +

			The date palms whispered secrets in a language older than cuneiform. Kudur crouched in the shadows between two ancient trunks, their bark rough and scarred beneath his palm. The darkness here felt different from the temple’s darkness. No walls pressed close. No silence demanded reverence. The groves breathed with him, alive in ways that stone and fired brick could never be.

			Stars scattered across the sky like spilled barley, bright enough to work by if you knew the shapes by heart. The moon had set an hour ago, leaving only starlight to silver the edges of the palm fronds overhead. They moved in the night breeze, rustling and clicking, a sound like dry fingers shuffling through papyrus. Kudur had learned to read that sound the way scribes read tablets. When the fronds went still, danger approached. When they whispered like this, he was alone.

			The pottery shard lay in his lap, a broken piece of an old storage jar. He had found it yesterday near the canal, half-buried in silt, its glazed surface cracked but still smooth enough to take marks. An ostrakon, the scribes called such things. Broken bits of clay they sometimes used for practice or for messages too temporary to waste a fresh tablet on. But Kudur used them for something else entirely.

			He pulled the bone stylus from the cloth wrapped around his waist. Not reed, like the temple scribes used. This was carved from a donkey’s rib, scavenged from the butcher’s district and sharpened over weeks until the tip could press clean marks into damp clay or scratch them into fired surfaces. The bone felt warm from resting against his skin. He had carried it with him for months now, tucked against his body where no casual search would find it.

			The poem came to him the way poems always did, rising unbidden from some place in his chest that had no name. Not the careful, measured verses the priests chanted at dawn. Not the formal praise-songs to Nanna or Inanna that the official poets composed for festivals. This was something raw and honest, the kind of words that could get a man beaten or worse if the wrong ears heard them.

			His fingers found the shard’s surface in the darkness. The first line formed under the stylus tip, each wedge pressed with deliberate care. The cuneiform emerged slowly, imperfect but legible. He worked by feel as much as sight, his thumb tracing the marks to confirm their shape.

			Your body is a river that I wade into at midnight

			The words appeared in the starlight, pale scratches against darker clay. Kudur’s heart beat faster. This was theft. The written word belonged to the temple, to the scribes who spent years learning the shapes, to the priests who decided what deserved preservation. A gardener, an orphan, a boy whose hands smelled of date-palm sap and canal mud had no right to press cuneiform into clay. Yet here he was, stealing the power of permanence for thoughts that would horrify the men who controlled it.

			His stylus moved to the second line.

			Your breath tastes of honey and forbidden things

			The breeze shifted. Kudur froze, stylus hovering above the shard. The palm fronds rattled differently now, a sharper sound. Something moved in the darkness beyond his small sanctuary. Not the wind. Something with weight and purpose.

			His fingers closed around the shard. Every muscle in his body tensed, ready to run or fight or disappear into the deeper shadows where the oldest palms grew thick enough to hide a man. The sound came again. Footsteps, perhaps. Or the pad of a jackal’s paws on packed earth. The groves attracted scavengers at night, drawn by fallen dates that rotted in the irrigation channels.

			He waited. His breath came shallow and controlled, a skill learned from years of avoiding notice. In daylight, he was just another laborer, invisible in the way poor men were always invisible to the wealthy. But at night, in the groves, writing forbidden things, he became something the temple would notice. Something they would crush.

			The sound faded. Whatever it was moved away, deeper into the agricultural districts beyond the temple lands. Kudur exhaled slowly. His hands shook, adrenaline sharp in his veins. The shard felt dangerous now, evidence of a crime he could not explain away.

			He looked at the two lines scratched into the clay. Incomplete. The poem needed at least four more lines to say what he wanted to say, to capture the ache that lived in him like hunger. But the moment had broken. Fear had intruded. Beauty could not be written while his pulse hammered this hard.

			Kudur wrapped the shard carefully in the cloth that had held his stylus. Then he moved to the base of the nearest palm, the one he had marked weeks ago with a small notch in the bark. He dug quickly with his fingers, the loose sandy soil giving way easily. The hole was shallow, perhaps the length of his forearm deep. He placed the wrapped shard at the bottom and covered it again, smoothing the surface until no sign of disturbance remained.

			Someday he might return to finish the poem. Or perhaps he would leave it buried here, incomplete and safe, one more secret the earth kept from the priests who thought they owned all knowledge. The groves held dozens of his fragments now, hidden in the roots of trees that would outlive kings.

			He stood and brushed the dirt from his hands. The stars were fading. Dawn would break soon, that moment when the temple bells began their morning song and the city remembered itself. Kudur had work to do, real work, the kind that kept him fed and housed in the workers’ district near the southern wall.

			The basket waited where he had left it, half-filled with dates picked yesterday. He had finished the harvest from the eastern section of the groves, working through the afternoon heat while the city dozed in the shade. Now he needed to deliver them to the temple kitchens before the priests began their dawn rituals. Temple workers ate dates with their barley porridge. Priests sweetened their wine with date syrup. The city consumed what Kudur gathered, never thinking about the hands that climbed the rough bark or the shoulders that bore the baskets’ weight.

			He lifted the basket carefully. Dates bruised easily, and bruised fruit brought complaints. The woven reeds dug into his shoulder, a familiar pressure. His body knew this weight, had carried it since he was old enough to climb. The orphan master had sent him to the groves when he was seven, too small for the heavier labor of the brick pits or the fish markets. Date palms needed agile boys who could shimmy up the trunks, who weighed little enough that the branches would hold them.

			Kudur had outlasted the orphan master, outlasted the childhood that should have killed him through accident or illness or simple neglect. Now at twenty-one, he still climbed the palms, still picked the fruit, still lived in the workers’ quarter on the far side of the city from the scribes in their clean linen robes. The difference was that now he chose to stay. The groves had become his sanctuary. The trees knew him. The soil under his fingernails felt like belonging.

			He walked through the darkness toward the path that led to the temple complex. The basket shifted on his shoulder, dates rolling against each other with soft sounds. Somewhere ahead, the first hint of blue touched the eastern sky. The stars were dying. Soon the sun would rise and turn the mud-brick city golden, and Kudur would be just another worker among hundreds, invisible and safe.

			But right now, in this last moment of darkness, he was a poet. His words lay buried in the earth, secret and dangerous, more permanent than he would ever be. The thought made him smile.

			The canal water reflected the fading stars as he crossed the small wooden bridge into the temple district. His sandals, cheap leather worn thin at the heel, made soft sounds on the planks. The water smelled of silt and something green, the eternal scent of the river that had birthed Ur from marsh and desert. A night heron called from the reeds, its voice harsh and lonely.

			Kudur adjusted the basket and kept walking. Ahead, the ziggurat rose against the lightening sky, a man-made mountain that dwarfed everything around it. He had climbed to the top once, years ago, carrying oil jars for the temple lamps. From that height, Ur had looked small and fragile, a collection of mud houses pressed between the river and the desert. But also beautiful. The canals threading through the city like veins. The morning light turning ordinary mud into something luminous.

			He wondered if the scribes ever climbed high enough to see the city that way. Or if they spent their lives in small rooms, copying the same words over and over, never looking up.

			The thought should have made him feel superior. Instead, he felt something closer to pity. All that learning, all those years mastering the cuneiform shapes, and what did they write? Tax records. Grain inventories. Royal declarations that no one believed. The priests controlled the written word, but they had forgotten how to make it sing.

			Kudur’s poems would never be read by crowds. They would never be fired in the temple kilns or archived in the sacred libraries. But they were his, and they were honest, and they said things the official scribes would never dare to commit to clay.

			The temple complex loomed ahead, its outer walls blocking the stars. Guards stood at the eastern gate, spears held loosely, half-asleep at their posts. They would wave him through without looking. Workers bringing produce to the temple kitchens were as common as sunrise. No one questioned a date-palm basket or the dirty young man carrying it.

			Kudur took a breath of the cool predawn air and stepped through the gate into the world where he pretended to be simple. Where he kept his head down and his mouth shut and his true self buried deep as any poem in the groves.

			The basket felt heavier with each step, though the dates weighed no more than they had minutes ago. Perhaps it was the weight of pretending. Or perhaps it was knowing that somewhere in this vast complex, men were waking in clean rooms, preparing to write lies on fresh clay, and calling it civilization.

			He climbed the first set of stairs toward the ziggurat’s delivery courtyard. The sky was definitely lightening now. Blue bled into black, stars giving up their positions one by one. Kudur moved steadily upward, a laborer among laborers, carrying the fruit that would feed the men who believed themselves superior.

			And buried in the groves behind him, his words waited in the dark earth. Patient. Permanent. Free.

			+ + + + + +

			The moment Enki-Illu stepped outside the scribes’ quarters, the city swallowed him whole. Donkeys brayed somewhere to his left, protesting their loads or their handlers or simply the fact of being awake. Merchants already stationed themselves along the temple’s outer wall, calling out prices for onions, dried fish, and barley cakes in voices trained to carry across crowded markets. A water carrier’s bell clanged in arrhythmic patterns, announcing his presence to households still waking. The noise was overwhelming, a cacophony that made his ears ring.

			The basket of tablets felt heavier out here, exposed to the world’s chaos. Inside his room, the clay had been simply work, the product of concentration and craft. Out here, under the rapidly brightening sky, the tablets became fragile things that could shatter against stone, be knocked from his grasp by a careless elbow, or absorb moisture from the air before they reached the firing kilns.

			Enki-Illu adjusted his grip on the basket and joined the stream of people moving toward the ziggurat. The delivery path followed a well-worn route through the temple complex, threading between mud-brick storage buildings and past the livestock pens where sheep bleated their morning complaints. Everyone converged on the same destination at this hour. Priests heading to the dawn rituals. Slaves carrying offerings. Workers bringing everything the temple consumed: grain, beer, dates, wool, copper ingots, cedar oil.

			The sun was breaking the horizon now. Enki-Illu felt it first as warmth on the back of his neck, then as a shift in the quality of light that turned the world from blue-gray to gold. The ziggurat caught the dawn and transformed, its mud-brick walls suddenly luminous, glowing the color of honey and amber. The stepped pyramid rose ahead of him like a mountain that had always existed, older than memory, more permanent than any individual life.

			He had climbed those stairs hundreds of times, but they still made him nervous.

			The crowd thickened as the various paths converged into a single approach. The scribes’ route merged with the workers’ entrance, creating a bottleneck at the base of the first stairway. Bodies pressed closer. Enki-Illu hunched his shoulders, trying to protect the basket, acutely aware of the people on all sides. A priest in white linen robes, spotless and smelling of cedar oil, pushed past without acknowledgment. Two slave women carrying water jars shuffled by, their bare feet calloused and silent. A merchant argued with a guard about delivering copper directly to the Royal Palace rather than routing it through the temple inventories.

			The smell hit him next. Unwashed bodies, inevitable in a city where bathhouses required payment most could not afford. The sharp tang of livestock from the pens. Roasting onions from a street vendor who had set up too close to the temple gate, betting that hungry workers would trade their morning ration for something more flavorful. And overall, threading through everything else, the thick sweetness of incense wafting down from the ziggurat’s peak where the priests were already burning offerings to Nanna.

			Enki-Illu climbed the first few steps, feeling the smooth stone under his sandals. The stairs had been worn concave by centuries of feet, creating a slight depression in the center of each step. He kept to the right, away from the heaviest traffic, one hand steadying the basket against his hip.

			Someone shouted behind him. Enki-Illu glanced back and saw the crowd surge suddenly, a wave of bodies pushing forward as a cart tried to force its way through the press. People scattered. A woman stumbled. The motion rippled outward, chaotic and unpredictable.

			The shove came from his left. Not violent, just the inevitable result of too many people in too little space. Enki-Illu’s shoulder jerked forward. The basket tilted. He felt the tablets shift inside, their weight sliding toward the edge, and his heart lurched with them.

			His hands moved instinctively, trying to right the basket, but his footing was wrong. The step’s worn center offered no purchase. He started to fall backward, the basket already tipping, tablets about to spill across the stairs where dozens of feet would crush them into powder.

			Then a hand caught his arm.

			The grip was strong, calloused fingers digging into the soft flesh just above his elbow. The contact steadied him, stopped the backward momentum, gave him the fraction of a second he needed to plant his feet properly. Another hand appeared, cupping the bottom of the basket, supporting its weight until Enki-Illu could secure it against his hip again.

			The tablets settled. None had fallen. The crisis was over almost before it had begun.

			Enki-Illu looked up to thank whoever had saved him and found himself staring into dark eyes that held far more intelligence than a temple worker’s eyes should hold.

			The young man stood one step below him, which brought them nearly to eye level. He wore the rough brown wool of the laborer class, the fabric patched at the shoulder and frayed at the hem. His skin was sun-darkened to a deep bronze, his hands dirty with soil that had worked its way into every crease and under every nail. A smudge of the same dark earth marked his left cheekbone. His hair was black and wavy, longer than fashion dictated, curling slightly at the nape of his neck where sweat had dampened it.

			Those hands still gripped Enki-Illu’s arm and the basket. They felt warm, almost hot, against the cooler skin of the scribe’s forearm. The contrast was startling. Enki-Illu had spent the morning in the relative cool of his room. This man had clearly been working since before dawn, his body radiating heat from exertion.

			“Careful,” the worker said. His voice was quiet, barely audible over the crowd’s noise. “Those look important.”

			Enki-Illu expected an apology. The proper thing for a laborer to do when touching a scribe uninvited was to bow his head, murmur something self-deprecating about clumsiness, and fade back into the anonymous mass of workers. That was how the hierarchy functioned. Lower classes deferred to higher ones, especially when the higher one wore the white linen that marked him as a temple scribe.

			But this young man did not bow his head. He looked directly at Enki-Illu with an expression that was neither servile nor aggressive. Just curious. Openly, intensely curious.

			“Seven tablets,” the worker continued, still holding the basket steady though Enki-Illu had his balance back now. “Tax records?”

			The question caught Enki-Illu off-guard. Most laborers could not read. Even fewer would recognize the specific size and shape of tax documentation. He felt his eyebrows rise slightly.

			“Harvest yields,” he said, not sure why he was answering. The clay pressed against his side, still safe, but he had not yet stepped away from this strange encounter.

			The worker’s eyes dropped to the basket, studying the visible edges of the top tablet. His gaze moved with the focused attention of someone who knew what he was looking at. When those eyes lifted again, they met Enki-Illu’s with something that might have been amusement or might have been something sadder.

			“Heavy burden,” the young man said. “Carrying all those numbers. All that certainty about what is true.”

			The words were strange. Too poetic for casual conversation. Too knowing. They suggested layers of meaning that made Enki-Illu’s chest tighten with an emotion he could not immediately name. This was not how workers spoke to scribes. This was not how anyone spoke to anyone really, in a crowd at dawn with the temple bells about to ring.

			Before Enki-Illu could formulate a response, the worker released his arm. His hand withdrew, leaving behind the phantom sensation of warmth and roughness. The young man stepped sideways, moving back into the flow of ascending workers with the same fluid grace he had shown in reaching out.

			“Wait,” Enki-Illu heard himself say, though he had no idea what he wanted to say after that.

			But the worker was already gone, absorbed into the stream of brown-clad bodies carrying baskets and bundles up the ziggurat’s steps. Enki-Illu caught a glimpse of dark curls disappearing around the next turn of the stairway, and then nothing. Just the press of the crowd, the smell of incense and onions, the relentless noise of the city waking fully into day.

			He stood there longer than he should have, blocking the flow of traffic. Someone bumped his shoulder from behind, muttering an irritated curse. Enki-Illu shook himself and started climbing again, the basket secure against his hip.

			His arm still felt warm where the worker’s hand had gripped it. When he glanced down, he saw the evidence of contact: a smear of dark garden soil, earthy and damp, transferred from those calloused fingers to his clean white linen sleeve. The stain stood out starkly against the pale fabric.

			Enki-Illu should have been annoyed. Washing linen properly required effort and expense. But instead, he found himself staring at the mark as though it meant something. As though those few seconds of contact had transferred more than dirt.

			Heavy burden. Carrying all those numbers. All that certainty about what is true.

			The words kept returning as he climbed. What kind of date-palm worker spoke like that? What kind of laborer understood that tax records were not just numbers but claims about reality, assertions of truth that might be false, burdens that weighed more than their physical clay?

			The temple bells began to ring, deep bronze tones that vibrated through the ziggurat’s massive structure. The sound rolled across the city, calling the faithful to morning prayers. Enki-Illu continued upward, joining the procession of priests and scribes heading to the upper chambers.

			But part of his mind remained on the stairs below, replaying the moment of contact. The warmth of those hands. The intelligence in those eyes. The strange poetry in words that should have been simple.

			He reached the archive entrance and paused to let a senior priest pass. The old man’s white robes were immaculate, his shaved head gleaming with scented oil. He smelled of privilege and certainty, of a world where everything had its place and everyone knew their role.

			Enki-Illu looked down at the soil stain on his sleeve one more time before entering the archive. The dirt was already drying in the rising heat, losing its damp darkness and turning to pale dust. By tomorrow it would brush off completely, leaving no trace.

			He told himself that was fine. That a moment’s encounter with a worker meant nothing, changed nothing. That he would deliver his tablets, return to his cell, prepare tomorrow’s clay, and continue the careful, ordered life he had built.

			But as he crossed the threshold into the archive’s cool shadows, Enki-Illu knew he was lying to himself. Something had shifted. Some small certainty had cracked, like clay drying too fast in the sun.

			His arm still felt warm where the hand had gripped it. The words would not stop returning to him.

			Heavy burden.

			Yes. It was.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			The Broken Word

			The punishment for conscience was dust and heat and the company of slaves. Enki-Illu stood in the abandoned delivery courtyard two days after copying the flawed harvest records, watching three temple slaves sweep accumulated debris into woven baskets. This courtyard had fallen into disuse months ago when the royal administration rerouted grain deliveries to a newer facility closer to the palace. Now it served as a dumping ground for broken pottery, spoiled dates, and the general detritus that accumulated in any working city.

			Cleaning it was work far beneath a scribe’s dignity. That was the point.

			Ninsun had assigned him the task yesterday with the particular tone she used when disappointed. Not angry, just weary, as though Enki-Illu had confirmed some low expectation she had been hoping he would exceed. “The courtyard needs inventorying before the High Priest’s inspection next week,” she had said, not meeting his eyes. “See that it is done properly.”

			She knew. Of course she knew. The tax ledger had reached her desk, and she had spotted the copied error immediately. A senior scribe missed nothing. But rather than correct it publicly, exposing them both to scrutiny, she had simply punished him with tedious labor and said nothing more about it.

			The sun hammered down from a cloudless sky. Midday in the month of Nesag brought heat that made the air shimmer above the mud-brick walls. Enki-Illu had abandoned his outer robe an hour ago, working in just his linen undertunic. Sweat ran down his spine and collected in the small of his back. His sandals were gray with dust. The hem of his tunic had acquired a brown stain from brushing against the courtyard’s filthy walls.

			He felt ridiculous. A man trained in the sacred art of cuneiform, reduced to supervising the removal of garbage.

			One of the slaves, an older man with a scarred back and patient eyes, worked methodically through a pile of broken amphorae. The pottery had once held wine or oil, imported from the northern territories, but now the vessels were just sharp-edged fragments waiting to cut unwary hands. The slave sorted the larger pieces into one basket and swept the smaller shards into another with a palm-frond broom.

			Enki-Illu made notations on a wax tablet, recording quantities for the temple inventory. Seventeen intact storage jars (cracked but salvageable). Three baskets of broken pottery (to be ground for temper in new clay). One barrel of rotted dates (to be burned, the smell already attracting flies).

			The work was mindless. His thoughts kept drifting.

			It was two days since the encounter on the stairs. Two days since those rough hands had steadied him, since those dark eyes had looked at him with unsettling intelligence, since a stranger’s voice had spoken words he could not stop thinking about.

			Heavy burden. Carrying all those numbers. All that certainty about what is true.

			Enki-Illu shook his head, trying to focus on the present. The courtyard. The inventory. The penance he was serving for his moment of hesitation over a nine-gur discrepancy.

			He walked along the western wall, checking for anything the slaves might have missed. His foot struck something that skittered across the packed earth with a dry scraping sound. Not stone. The sound was wrong for stone. He looked down.

			A pottery shard, roughly the size of his palm, lay half-buried in the dust near the base of the wall. An ostrakon, unremarkable except that it seemed to have marks on its surface. Probably a practice tablet, discarded by some student scribe who had used it for repetitive drills before throwing it away.

			Enki-Illu crouched and picked it up. The clay was fired, hard and permanent, its edges sharp where it had broken from whatever vessel it had originally been. He turned it over, brushing away the dust with his thumb.

			Cuneiform. Definitely cuneiform. But not the neat, regulated script of the temple schools.

			The marks were crude, scratched rather than pressed. The tool had been something sharper than a proper reed stylus, cutting into the clay’s surface with uneven depth. Some wedges were shallow and barely visible. Others had been gouged deep enough to create small ridges of displaced clay along their edges.

			Enki-Illu squinted in the harsh sunlight, tilting the shard to catch the shadows that made the marks more legible. His training took over automatically, his mind translating the shapes into sounds, the sounds into words.

			The first line resolved itself:

			Your body is a river that I wade into at midnight

			He blinked and read it again. The grammar was correct, the vocabulary was standard, but the content was strange. Not a grain tally. Not a legal contract. Not a temple record of any kind he recognized.

			The second line:

			Your breath tastes of honey and forbidden things

			Enki-Illu’s face went hot, and it had nothing to do with the sun. His fingers tightened on the edges of the shard. He looked up quickly, checking whether the slaves had noticed him reading, but they continued their work without interest. To them, he was just another scribe examining another piece of broken clay.

			He looked back at the marks. There were only two lines, the fragment of something longer. The shard had broken mid-text, the rest of the poem lost to whatever accident had shattered the original vessel.

			But these two lines were enough.

			This was not a temple hymn. This was not an official anything. This was personal, intimate, explicitly sensual in a way that made Enki-Illu’s stomach tighten with something between shock and a feeling he refused to name.

			Your body is a river that I wade into at midnight.

			The image was vivid, almost tactile. He could see it: darkness, water, the vulnerable act of immersion. And the pronoun was wrong, or rather, it was right in a way that official poetry never acknowledged. Not “her body.” Just “your.” Undefined. Open to interpretation. Or perhaps very specifically defined in a way that made the words dangerous.

			Your breath tastes of honey and forbidden things.

			The intimacy of tasting someone’s breath. The acknowledgment that desire could exist outside sanctioned boundaries. The casual, almost defiant inclusion of the word “forbidden.”

			This was heresy. Or at least it would be, if anyone who mattered saw it.

			Enki-Illu’s training screamed at him to destroy the shard immediately. Unauthorized use of cuneiform was a serious offense. Writing erotic content without temple approval was worse. And the implications of the pronouns, the potential that this was a man writing about another man, made it catastrophically dangerous.

			He should smash it. Grind it under his heel until it was powder and nothing more. No evidence. No problem.

			His hands did not move to destroy it.

			Instead, he found himself studying the technique. The scratches were unpracticed but not unskilled. Whoever had carved this understood the basic structure of cuneiform, the way wedges combined to form syllables. The spacing was inconsistent, some signs crowded too close together while others had awkward gaps. But the shapes themselves were recognizable, legible, even elegant in their rough way.

			This was not the work of someone who had merely glimpsed cuneiform and tried to copy it blindly. This was someone who had studied the script, who understood its logic, who had practiced enough to internalize the forms.

			But who? Temple scribes did not carve crude poetry onto broken pottery. They had access to proper clay, proper tools, proper training. If a scribe wanted to write something personal, they would do it on a proper tablet in private, then destroy it cleanly.

			This looked like the work of someone who had no access to proper materials. Someone who had learned the script secondhand, through observation rather than instruction. Someone who had to use scavenged shards and improvised tools because they had no right to the written word at all.

			A laborer. A slave. Someone from the lower city who had somehow acquired literacy and chosen to use it for this.

			Enki-Illu’s heart beat faster. The shard felt hot in his hand, though it was the same temperature as everything else under the midday sun. His fingers tingled where they touched the rough edges.

			He knew he should destroy it. Every bit of his training, every principle of proper order and temple discipline, demanded he destroy it.

			The shard slipped into his sleeve instead.

			The movement was smooth, practiced, the result of years of handling fragile tablets. One moment the shard was visible in his palm. The next it had vanished into the loose fabric of his linen tunic, tucked against his forearm where it would stay secure as long as he kept his arm close to his body.

			Enki-Illu straightened. His face felt flushed, hot in a way that had nothing to do with the temperature. He looked around the courtyard again. The slaves continued their work, oblivious. No one had seen. No one knew.

			The shard pressed against his skin through the thin linen. He could feel its edges, not quite sharp enough to cut but present, insistent, a small weight that anchored him to the choice he had just made.

			He had stolen it. Taken unauthorized writing, hidden it on his person, chosen to preserve something that should have been destroyed. The irony was not lost on him. Two days ago he had copied errors to preserve the appearance of perfection. Now he was concealing actual heresy to preserve something that made his chest ache with a confusion he could not untangle.

			“Master scribe?” One of the slaves stood nearby, patient and waiting. “Should we continue with the northern corner, or begin on the drainage channel?”

			Enki-Illu’s voice came out rougher than he intended. “The drainage channel. Clear it completely before the day ends.”

			“Yes, master scribe.”

			The slave returned to his work. Enki-Illu made a notation on his wax tablet with hands that were not entirely steady. The inventory continued. The sun beat down. The dust rose in small clouds with each sweep of the palm-frond brooms.

			But the shard burned against his forearm like a secret brand, and the words inscribed on it repeated in his mind with a rhythm that matched his pulse.

			Your body is a river that I wade into at midnight.

			Your breath tastes of honey and forbidden things.

			He did not know who had written them. But he knew, with a certainty that frightened him, that he needed to find out.

			+ + + + + +

			The afternoon sun slanted lower by the time Enki-Illu reached the canal paths that bordered the date-palm groves. He had dismissed the slaves early, filed his inventory report with the temple quartermaster, and changed into a clean tunic. His personal quarters now held the shard, wrapped in linen and tucked beneath his sleeping mat. But its words had followed him through the remainder of the day’s duties like ghosts he could not exorcise.

			He needed to know who had written them. The need felt less like curiosity and more like compulsion, irrational and dangerous.

			The canal stretched ahead of him, its surface reflecting the deepening gold of late afternoon. The water moved sluggishly between mud-brick banks, thick with silt and agricultural runoff. Small boats poled past carrying vegetables to market, their pilots calling out greetings to workers in the fields. The air smelled different here, away from the temple complex. Less incense and cedar oil, more earth and green things growing.

			Enki-Illu’s white linen robe marked him immediately as out of place. Workers glanced up from their tasks as he passed, their expressions shifting from neutral to wary. Scribes did not walk the agricultural districts without reason, and the reason was usually taxation, inspection, or accusation.

			He stopped at a small cluster of mud-brick huts where field supervisors gathered between shifts. Three men sat on low stools in the shade, drinking beer from clay cups and arguing about irrigation schedules. They fell silent when Enki-Illu approached.

			“Peace to you,” he said, using the standard greeting. His voice sounded too formal, too educated. “I seek information about a worker.”

			The oldest supervisor, a grizzled man with sun-damaged skin and forearms like corded rope, squinted up at him. “What manner of worker, master scribe?”

			“A young man. Twenty years, perhaps. Dark hair, somewhat long. He delivers dates to the temple ziggurat at dawn.” Enki-Illu paused, aware he was describing nearly half the male laborers in Ur. “He works in the eastern groves, I think. Near the main delivery route.”

			The supervisors exchanged glances. One of them shrugged.

			“Could be any of thirty boys,” the old man said. “What’s his offense?”

			“No offense.” The lie came smoothly. “I wish to speak with him regarding a delivery matter. A question about timing and routes.”

			Another supervisor, younger and sharper-eyed, gestured vaguely toward the grove. “Eastern section’s mostly the orphan boys. Temple wards who work the date harvest. You want Kudur, probably. He’s the lead climber for that area.”

			Kudur. The name settled in Enki-Illu’s chest like a stone dropping into still water.

			“Where might I find him at this hour?”

			“In the trees, where else?” The younger supervisor pointed down the canal path. “Follow the water east until you reach the ancient grove. He’ll be finishing the afternoon pick about now.”

			Enki-Illu thanked them and continued walking. Behind him, he heard the supervisors resume their conversation in lowered voices, speculation no doubt running wild about what a temple scribe wanted with a date-palm worker. By tomorrow, the entire agricultural district would have heard some version of the story, each retelling adding details that had never occurred.

			He walked quickly, driven by the same irrational urgency that had brought him here in the first place. The canal path narrowed as it led away from the settlement. Date palms began appearing in organized rows on his right, their massive trunks rising like pillars, their fronds creating a canopy that filtered the sunlight into patterns of gold and shadow.

			The sweetness hit him before he saw the fruit. Ripe dates, hundreds of them, hanging in heavy clusters from the crowns of the trees. The smell was intense, almost cloying, like honey that had been left too long in the sun. It mixed with the scent of the canal water and something else, something green and alive that he could not name.

			Dragonflies hovered above the water’s surface, their iridescent bodies catching the light as they darted between the reeds. Their wings created a constant low buzz, punctuated by the occasional splash when a fish broke the surface or a frog dove from the bank. The sounds of the city had faded here. No merchants calling prices. No temple bells. Just water and insects and the rustle of palm fronds moving in a breeze too gentle to reach the ground.

			Enki-Illu stopped walking when he spotted movement high in one of the ancient palms. A figure climbed among the upper branches with the casual confidence of someone who had made this ascent a thousand times. Dark hair. Rough wool tunic. Bare feet gripping the trunk’s bark with practiced ease.

			It was him. The worker from the stairs. Kudur.

			Enki-Illu stepped off the path and moved closer, positioning himself beneath the tree but far enough back to see without straining his neck. He watched without announcing his presence, suddenly uncertain what he intended to say.

			The young man moved through the palm’s crown like he belonged there, his body finding purchase on branches that looked too thin to support his weight. He reached up to a cluster of dates, testing their ripeness with a quick squeeze, then began plucking the fruit and dropping it into a basket he had secured with rope to a nearby branch. The movements were efficient, economical, wasting no motion.

			Sunlight filtered through the fronds in shifting patterns, creating dappled shadows that played across the worker’s face and arms. From this angle, Enki-Illu could see the definition of muscle in the shoulders and back, the result of years climbing and carrying. This was not the soft, sedentary body of a scribe. This was a laborer’s physique, built through constant physical work.

			The basket filled. Kudur secured it carefully, then began his descent, moving down the trunk with the same unhurried grace he had shown climbing up. His hands found holds that were invisible to Enki-Illu’s eye. His feet pressed against the rough bark, toes splayed for grip. There was something hypnotic about watching him move, a fluidity that seemed at odds with the hardness of the bark and the height of the climb.

			He was perhaps ten feet from the ground when he noticed Enki-Illu standing there.

			The descent faltered. Kudur froze, one hand gripping the trunk, his body pressed against the bark, his dark eyes going wide. The recognition was immediate and mutual. The worker from the stairs. The scribe who had nearly dropped his tablets.

			For a long moment, neither of them spoke. Enki-Illu could see the tension enter the young man’s body, the way muscles tightened beneath sun-darkened skin. Fight or flight calculations happening behind those intelligent eyes.

			“Come down,” Enki-Illu said. His voice sounded strange to his own ears, not quite stern, not quite gentle. “I would speak with you.”

			Kudur did not move immediately. His grip on the bark tightened. Then, slowly, he completed his descent. When his feet touched the ground, he turned to face Enki-Illu but did not approach. A palm tree remained at his back, a potential escape route if needed.

			Up close, the differences between them became stark. Enki-Illu in his clean linen robe, skin pale from hours spent indoors, hands soft from handling nothing heavier than clay tablets. Kudur in patched wool, skin bronzed dark, hands calloused and scarred, dirt worked into every crease. The class divide made visible in flesh and fabric.

			“Master scribe,” Kudur said. His voice was carefully neutral, the tone of a worker addressing authority. But his eyes held something else. Wariness. And beneath that, a flicker of the same curiosity Enki-Illu had seen on the stairs.

			Enki-Illu reached into his sleeve and withdrew the pottery shard. He held it up between them, turned so the scratched cuneiform caught the afternoon light.

			“Did you carve this?”

			The blood drained from Kudur’s face. His eyes fixed on the shard, recognition immediate and absolute. His jaw clenched. For three heartbeats, he said nothing.

			Then: “Yes.”

			The admission came out barely above a whisper. Kudur’s hands, which had been relaxed at his sides, slowly curled into fists. Not aggressive. Defensive. The posture of someone expecting a blow.

			Enki-Illu had intended to sound stern, authoritative, the voice of temple justice confronting unauthorized use of the sacred script. But when he spoke, his voice emerged wavering, uncertain, stripped of the confidence he had tried to summon.

			“This is forbidden. You know this is forbidden.”

			“Yes.” Kudur did not look away. Did not bow his head or make excuses. Just stood there, terrified but resigned, waiting for whatever came next.

			Enki-Illu looked at the shard in his hand, then back at the young man before him. He should be outraged. He should march Kudur to the temple guards, present the evidence, let the priests handle this violation of literacy’s sacred boundaries. That was his duty as a scribe, as a member of the educated class whose monopoly on writing kept the social order intact.

			Instead, he found himself staring at Kudur’s hands. Dirt under the fingernails. Calluses on the palms. Fresh scratches on the knuckles from today’s climbing. These were hands that had carved poetry into broken pottery. These rough, laborer’s hands had created something that made Enki-Illu’s chest ache with its raw honesty.

			“Where did you learn the signs?” The question came out before Enki-Illu could stop it. Not an accusation. A question. Genuine curiosity replacing whatever anger he had thought he felt.

			Kudur blinked. The tension in his shoulders shifted, confusion replacing some of the fear.

			“What?”

			“The cuneiform.” Enki-Illu gestured to the shard. “You understand the structure. The way wedges combine into syllables. This is not random scratching. This is actual writing.” He paused, his scribe’s training overriding everything else. “Crude, yes. The spacing is inconsistent and your tool was clearly wrong for the purpose. But the shapes are correct. You know what you are doing.”

			Kudur’s hands unclenched slightly. His breathing, which had been shallow and rapid, began to slow. He looked at Enki-Illu with an expression that was becoming familiar: that intense, searching gaze that saw too much, understood too much.

			“You are not going to arrest me.”

			It was not quite a question. More an observation, testing the waters.

			Enki-Illu should say yes. Should confirm that punishment was coming, that this could not stand, that the order must be maintained. But the words would
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