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Chapter 1. The beginning
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The dawn on December 22nd in Borsippa didn't just arrive—it issued an ultimatum. The cold was so dry and impartial that it didn't refresh; it calibrated you, much like an experienced scribe calibrates the pressure of a stylus on fresh, yielding clay. In this city, built around the idea of absolute knowledge, even the sun rose as if doing a favor for lazy mortals.

I opened my eyes and immediately felt that air. It swept the remnants of sleep from my head, leaving only bare facts: I am ten stadia from Babylon, and my life at this moment has value only if I continue to reproduce symbols perfectly.

(You know, in 600 BCE, realizing your place in the hierarchy was a substitute for a morning espresso. Either you wake up focused, or the world chews you up and spits you out as a footnote in the margins of someone else's history.)

I walked to the window. On a copper platter that Nini had forgotten to bring in last night lay dates. Overnight, they had become covered in the thinnest layer of frost, turning into tiny, precious objects that felt like a crime to touch. The scent was specific: a tart, almost metallic freshness of frozen water mixed with the cloying sweetness of dried fruit.

This was the smell of Borsippa on the day of the winter solstice. The smell of a standstill, when it feels like the system is overloaded and the gods have decided to take a break for maintenance.

I touched one fruit with my finger. The icy crust cracked under my fingertip, and that fleeting destruction resonated somewhere in my solar plexus. My tunic of finest byssus—a gift from my father from the latest batch of Egyptian imports—chilled my skin, a reminder that luxury doesn't warm; it only marks the distance between you and the dirt.

(The aesthetics of decay always begin with a perfect picture. Frost on dates, silence in the chambers, and the certainty that tomorrow will be the same as yesterday. But the clay has already dried, and cracks have appeared on it—cracks I am still afraid to notice.)

The silence was so profound that I could hear the dust settling on the scrolls in my father's study on the floor below. But this was the silence of an operating room, where every sound is either a signal to begin or a confirmation of death. I froze, pressing my forehead against the cold whitewash of the wall, feeling this dawn calibrate my soul for what was about to happen.

The inner courtyard of our house was filled with sounds that usually lull one to sleep, but today they seemed like a glitch in the code. I could hear a slave methodically grinding grain on a stone saddle-quern—*swish-crunch, swish-crunch*—a rhythmic, dull sound, like a headache.

I went down to breakfast. On a low ebony table inlaid with mother-of-pearl, dishes were already set out. The aesthetics of our daily life were flawless and excessive, like an epithet in a bad hymn. The smell of freshly baked flatbreads, thick and yeasty, mingled with the aroma of honey-roasted nuts and the tart, astringent spirit of pomegranate juice.

(You know, there is a special luxury in eating from bowls whose walls are thinner than an eggshell. It creates the illusion that the world around you is just as elegant and indestructible. But I looked at those bowls and saw only fragility. One wrong move, and everything turns into sharp shards.)

Nini was already sitting on the cushions, legs crossed. My younger sister was the embodiment of a lightheartedness that made my jaw ache. She was busy with an important task: picking the largest cluster of grapes from a vase, her fingers, adorned with thin gold rings, fluttering over the fruit like lazy butterflies.

"Belit, you look again as if you’re about to count every grain of sand in the desert," she sang, not looking at me. "Try this cheese; Papa brought it yesterday. It smells of goat’s milk and wild mountain herbs."

Nini brought a piece to her lips, and I heard the soft rustle of her silk robes. She was enveloped in a cloud of "Mysore Sandalwood" fragrance, so expensive that a single vial cost as much as the annual upkeep of a small garrison. She laughed, and that sound—silvery, hollow, weightless—filled the courtyard.

(Poor Nini. She doesn't hear the floorboards creaking under the weight of debt. She doesn't see that the lapis lazuli around her neck is no longer an ornament, but a lot on an inventory list. Her carelessness is a luxury we can no longer afford, yet she continues to spend it like the last drops of water in a desert.)

I watched a sunbeam dance along the edge of a silver wine jug. The sound of pouring water in the fountain at the center of the courtyard—*drip-drop*—was counting down the seconds of our prosperity. The air was thick with microscopic dust, golden in the light, and the scent of sun-warmed lime on the walls.

On the table lay a signet ring my father had forgotten. Heavy gold, a carved bull. I saw Nini accidentally brush it with the edge of her sleeve, and the signet rolled across the wooden table with a dull metallic sound.

"Careful," I snapped. My voice sounded too sharp, too "sober" for this lazy morning.

Nini arched her eyebrows, her eyes, lined with thick kohl, flashing with mockery.

"You’re so tense, sister. Life in the library has turned your blood into ink. Relax. The gods of Borsippa love us. Can't you feel it?"

I remained silent, clutching my cup of juice. I felt it. I felt the smell of honey becoming too cloying, almost putrid. How the rustle of Nini’s dress resembled the slithering of a snake in dry grass. Our house was like an overripe pomegranate: on the outside, a glossy, crimson skin; inside, every seed had already begun to ferment.

(In Babylon, they say beauty is a shield. But my shield today was transparent. I saw through it—how the shadow of the creditor was already falling across the threshold of our house, crossing out this sunny breakfast with a thick, black line.)

At the exact moment Nini reached for a second serving of pistachios, the silence of our courtyard shattered. It wasn't thunder or a scream. It was a sound that didn't belong to the world of the living and the fed.

Blind Adi began to play his flute.

This sound didn't just drift in from the street—it seeped through the porous brick of the walls, sliced through the cloud of sandalwood vapor, and stabbed me right under the collarbones. The stork bone from which the instrument was carved vibrated at such a high, frantic note that the air in the patio began to feel tactile, like finely crushed glass. The sound was cold as mercury and sharp as a fresh obsidian flake. (You know, in Borsippa they say Adi only plays when the gods turn away so as not to see human shame. His music isn't art. It’s surgical steel that cuts open your reality, exposing the rotten seams.)

I froze, and my cup of pomegranate juice trembled. The color of the liquid—dense, dark purple, almost black in the shadows—momentarily reminded me of venous blood. I saw small, concentric circles ripple across the surface of the juice from the flute's vibration. Adi's sound was "calibrating" the space, stripping away the false nonchalance of our breakfast.

Nini froze too. Her hand, a nut caught between her fingers, stopped halfway to her lips. The gold rings on her slender fingers no longer looked like jewelry—in this strange, cutting morning light, they looked like shackles that just hadn't been locked yet. My sister's face momentarily lost its doll-like smoothness; beneath the kohl, a paleness emerged, the color of raw dough.

"Why won't he stop?" she whispered, her voice, usually so melodic, sounding like the creak of an ungreased door hinge. "It’s... it’s indecent. Papa should drive him away."

I didn't answer. I listened.

The flute hit an even higher note—the sound became dry, brittle, like the snap of a bone under a heavy boot. It shredded reality into tatters: here was our expensive table, here was the mother-of-pearl inlay, which in this sound began to seem like nothing more than dead shells washed up on the shore of poverty. The colors around us became unnaturally vivid. The lapis on Nini’s neck flared with a poisonous blue, and the yellow sand in the yard looked like ground gold slipping through one's fingers.

(In that moment, I realized: this is the last peaceful dawn. The last time we sit here as mistresses of the house. Tomorrow, this sound will belong not to a blind boy on the corner, but to an auctioneer whose gavel will strike in time with my heart.)

I felt a strange tactile hallucination: as if my byssus, so soft and delicate, had suddenly turned into coarse burlap, chafing my skin. The ring on my own finger suddenly felt heavy, like lead. Adi's sound was stripping away our gilding layer by layer, leaving only the naked truth: we are merchandise. Beautiful, educated, wrapped in silk, but—merchandise.

The flute abruptly cut off at its highest peak, leaving behind a ringing, painful void. In that void, the creak of a heavy wagon could be heard in the next block—perhaps they were already coming for our things. The smell of honey on the table became unbearably cloying, nauseating.

I slowly set down the cup. An ideal ring of pomegranate juice remained on the white tablecloth—red, like the seal placed on confiscation documents.(Adi stopped playing because the incision had been made. Borsippa's reality had been cut open, and from it, drop by drop, our past life began to bleed out. Now, all that remained was to wait for them to come for the shell.)

"It’s over, Nini," I said, and my voice was as dry as the sound of the bone flute.

My sister dropped the nut. It clattered against the mother-of-pearl, and that sound put the final period on our childhood. The dawn had ended. The time of shadows had begun.

I slowly rose from the table, not looking at Nini, who was trying to hide her trembling hands in the folds of her expensive dress. My fingers touched the edge of the tabletop—the polished ebony felt foreign now, temporary, as if it already belonged to someone else. All these things, this excessive beauty of our home—it was all just dust that the wind of Babylon would blow away by noon.

I left the patio and headed toward my father's study. There, in the dim light, stood rows of shelves with still-damp tablets and old, kiln-fired scrolls. The smell here was different—not honeyed or floral. Here, it smelled of damp earth, river silt, and eternity.

(You know, gold can be devalued. Byssus can rot. A person can sell you for debts, even if he calls you his daughter. But clay... clay is the only thing that doesn't betray.)

I approached the workbench and picked up a small lump of prepared, purified clay. It was cool, pliable, and honest. Clay doesn't know how to lie. It obediently accepts every pressure of your stylus, every thought of yours, turning fleeting pain into solid stone. It preserves your handwriting for thousands of years, even when your bones become sand.

I looked at my palms. They were stained with gray moisture.(In this world that is about to collapse, I am left with only this interface with reality. My father lost our future, but he couldn't lose my talent. These signs I make—they are my fence, my fortress, my personal access code to a freedom that no one can take from me.)

I heard heavy footsteps on the street. Creditors? Or just the guard? It no longer mattered.

I pressed the piece of damp clay to my chest, feeling the cold penetrate through the byssus to my very heart. Clay doesn't promise salvation; it promises memory. And as long as I can hold a stylus, I am not a slave. I am the chronicler of my own fall, turning shame into immortality.

The dawn had finally transitioned into day. I turned toward the door, clutching my only faithful ally in my hand.(Clay will accept everything: my tears and my rage. And unlike people, it will never turn away.)
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Chapter 2. Esida archives
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Entering the Esida archives always felt like descending into a tomb where thoughts, rather than bodies, are preserved. The heavy cedar doors, reinforced with darkened copper, opened with a low, visceral groan that seemed to echo off every brick of the Great Ziggurat. Inside, I was met by a gloom so thick and tangible it felt like stagnant water.

Light was a luxury here. It pierced through narrow light-wells in the ceiling in long, slanted blades, where golden dust danced frantically. In these beams, the air seemed solid; everything left in the shadows felt infinite.

The smell hit me first. A complex, multi-layered aroma impossible to mistake: the heavy, earthy moisture of freshly mixed clay, the acrid note of raw bitumen used to seal storage baskets, and the dry, powdery spirit of old dust settled on fired tablets from the time of Hammurabi.

(You know, that’s how eternity smells in Babylon. It’s like the scent of immense wealth, but stripped of its hustle. Gold clinks and vanishes, but wet clay smells as if it intends to outlive you, your god, and the very memory of your name.)

I moved deeper, the sound of my sandals on the stone flags feeling out of place, too "alive." Shelves of Lebanese cedar soared upward, beyond sight. On them, in strict geometric order, lay thousands of tablets. Some were pale gray and still damp, radiating a chill; others were ochre-yellow, having passed through the kiln’s fire, hard and resonant as bone.

I brushed my fingers against the edge of a shelf. The wood was oily and smooth, polished by centuries of scribes' touches. My skin immediately registered the drop in temperature: down here, it was always five degrees colder than in the courtyard. The library’s chill was unique—it didn't bite; it enveloped, forcing thoughts to flow slower, synchronizing with the rhythm of history. (I am the mistress of dead thoughts. Here, I feel safer than in my own garden. The dead don’t demand byssus and they don’t ask for debts to be repaid. They simply lie and wait for my stylus to touch their surface.)

I approached my workspace. A massive stone slab, stained with dried drops of the black compound used to highlight characters, awaited me. I ran my palm over its surface, gathering fine crumbs of clay. (The geometry of this place is flawless. There is no chaos of emotion here, only the sharp angles of cuneiform and the perfect verticals of the shelves. But today, I didn’t come for order. I came to find the very crack in the foundation of our lives that my father tried so hard to plaster over.)

I took a deep breath of the damp, cellar air. It calibrated my lungs, burning away the lingering floral scents of breakfast. Here, in the shadow of Esida, I was finally ready to face the truth, no matter how filthy it might be. My finger found the stylus—smooth, cold, bone. An instrument of power. An instrument of sentencing.

I lowered myself onto the stool, and the archive's shadow closed over my shoulders like a heavy cloak embroidered with lapis lazuli. The search had begun.

I took a piece of fresh clay that still held the chill of the underground vaults. It was yielding, almost sentient, feeling in my hands like a piece of raw silk—weightless yet full of potential. I began to knead it, feeling the moisture seep into my pores, leaving a gray, earthy trail under my fingernails.(You know, in Borsippa they say the world was created just like this: someone very large kneaded chaos, much as I am kneading this silt now, and gave it form. But the difference is, I’m not here to create a world. I’m here to record it.)

I shaped a rectangle—neat, with perfectly square edges. The surface was damp and matte, like the skin of a person gripped by fever. I placed it on the stand. The stylus in my hand—bone, carved from a gazelle’s shin and polished to a mirror sheen by thousands of lines—felt like an extension of my index finger.

The process of writing is not drawing. It is aggression.

I raised my hand. The first "strike." The tip of the stylus entered the soft flesh of the clay with a faint, wet sound—*squelch*. It was the sound of matter capitulating to will. I didn't draw a line; I impressed wedges. The clay resisted, bulging slightly at the edges of the cut, forming tiny ridges that I immediately smoothed with the tip of my finger.(Cuneiform is a masculine dance performed by a woman. It requires the strength of the shoulder and the delicacy of the wrist. One press too deep, and the tablet will crack in the kiln. One too shallow, and time will sweep away your thoughts like dust off an old cupboard.)

A vertical. Two horizontals. A slanted wedge. The sign for "House."

The vibration of the stylus strike traveled through the bone directly into my elbow. It was a physical pleasure—feeling the yielding grayness transform into structured code. The smell of wet earth grew thicker, clogging my nostrils, mixing with the scent of my own sweat.

My movements became automatic. I didn't think of signs; I thought of rhythm. *Strike—tilt—turn.* The stylus entered the surface like a knife into butter, leaving behind sharp, deep shadows in the recesses.(I am writing "Belit, daughter of the scribe." But what I’m actually writing is: "I am here. I exist. And I control this space.")

I finished the first line. A row of perfect, sharp triangles stood in formation, ready for eternity. I ran my fingertip over the fresh signs—they were sharp, cold, and honest. Unlike words that fly from my father's mouth, these signs could not be taken back. They were already part of this world.

I looked at my hand: the gray grime embedded in the creases of my skin looked like an expensive glove.(This is not dirt. It is the dust of the gods that I have tamed. And today, this dust will tell me how much my freedom is worth.)

I set aside the practice tablet. The clay on my fingers began to dry, tightening my skin into a thin gray crust like scales. It was time for what I had actually come down for.

I moved to the "Dam-gar" sector—the place where records of deals, debts, and collateral were kept. Here the air was different: drier, with the acrid aftertaste of old wax used to seal leather cases. I knew the code. I knew the symbol under which my father hid his most shameful records, assuming his daughter was too busy reading hymns to dig through the accounting of ruin.

My fingers slid across the shelves until they hit a heavy, fired terracotta case. It was cold and rough, like sharkskin. I pulled it out, feeling my heart strike my ribs in short, jagged thuds.

(You know, in Babylon, numbers hold more power than gods. Gods can forgive. A number—never. It is carved, it is fixed, it waits for its hour to turn your blood into the silver that will pass into another’s purse.)

I broke the seal. Inside lay a tablet of dark, almost black clay—a sign it had been fired for a long time at a very high temperature. So it wouldn't crumble. So the debt would be eternal.

The light from the well fell onto the clay, and the signs flared with harsh shadows. I began to read. My eyes raced over the wedges, which no longer seemed like art. They were scars.

*"...to settle the debt to the House of Egibi... collateral of the first category..."*

My breath caught. I saw my father's name. His seal—that same bull Nini had so carelessly rolled across the table this morning—looked here like a brand on the body of a condemned man. And below, in the "Living Property" section, was the list.

*"Belit. Daughter of the scribe. Trained in literacy, accounting, and archival work. Price: thirty shekels of silver."*

Thirty shekels.

The price of ten good oxen. Or five hectares of barley field after a drought. My life, my thoughts, my handwriting—which I considered my freedom—had been valued at a pile of dull metal that could fit in a single creditor's palm. (The aesthetics of my price were flawless. No rounding up. No mercy. Just the dry arithmetic of betrayal. Thirty strikes of the stylus against my pride.)

I pressed the tablet to my stomach. it was ice-cold, and that chill began to seep slowly into my spine, freezing my fear and turning it into something else. Rage. That calibrated, cold rage that makes a person dangerous. (Father, you thought you were selling a commodity. But you sold a weapon. And I will make sure that whoever pays those thirty shekels for me gets much more than they bargained for.)

I stood in the silence of the archive, feeling the geometry of my life shift forever. I was no longer a scribe's daughter. I was a debt preparing to present its own bill.

Suddenly, from above, from the main vestibule, came a sound that made me flinch. Not the usual whisper of scribes or the soft rustle of papyrus. It was a heavy, metallic clang. The rhythmic thud of bronze-shod boots on stone. The sound of power that doesn't ask permission to enter.

They had arrived.

The inventory of property didn't begin with furniture or grain stores. It began here, in the sanctuary of knowledge, because in Borsippa, information was the most expensive currency.

I looked around feverishly. To leave the tablet in its place was to accept my fate without a fight. I quickly shoved the heavy piece of clay into the deep fold of my belt. It was freezing, and the chill immediately transferred to my body. The weight of my own slavery was now pulling me down, toward the earth.

(A strange feeling: I have stolen my own price. I carry my sentence right at my heart, and it smells of bitumen and betrayal.

The footsteps grew louder. I heard the coarse voice of the overseer shouting out sector numbers. They weren't being careful. I heard one of the ceramic boxes crash to the floor and shatter—the sound of flying shards echoed like a physical pain in my teeth.

I straightened, adjusting the shoulder of my tunic. My face had to become a mask, as frozen as the masks of the gods guarding the ziggurat entrance.

(Fine then. Come. Look at my ink-stained fingers. Appraise the slant of my wedges. Но remember one thing: you bought my handwriting, but you will never buy what I choose to write between the lines. In this Babylon, I will play by your rules until I create my own.)

I stepped out of the shadows toward the light and the clatter of metal. The chapter of my childhood was officially closed. My new story began with the theft of myself.

I walked toward the exit, feeling the tablet strike my thigh with every movement. The rhythm of that strike was the rhythm of war. My own private, silent war, in which the stylus would be sharper than the sword.

Before stepping out to meet the clanking boots, I froze for a second, remembering an evening only a month ago. We were sitting in this very archive, and my father—not yet knowing he was already dead to the high society of Borsippa—was cleaning his best reed stylus. The thick scent of cedar oil he used for the shelves hung in the air.

"Do you think, Belit, that we merely copy decrees?" his voice back then was deep, full of that false confidence I mistook for wisdom. "No. Writing is the highest magic of Mesopotamia."

I remember watching his hands. Knotted fingers, perpetually stained with gray dust, moving with the grace of a jeweler.

"When you drive a wedge into clay, you nail reality to eternity," he continued. "A word spoken aloud is eaten by the wind. But a word recorded by you becomes a law that even time cannot repeal. That is our power over kings. They build walls of stone that will crumble. We build walls of meaning that will stand as long as this earth stands."(Father, you spoke of power, but forgot to warn me that this magic has a flip side. If you can fix a law, you can fix slavery. You taught me to conjure eternity, and then sold that skill to those who measure eternity by the weight of silver.)

"The magic of writing, Belit, is that you create a world out of nothing," he had added then, touching my cheek with a stained finger. "Your handwriting is your true face. Never let it become weak."

Now, pressing the cold tablet of my price to my belly, I understood what he meant. His "magic" had turned against us. He taught me to see the structure of the world just so I could understand exactly how he destroyed it.

I looked at my hands. My fingers were tense, ready to grip the stylus again.

(Alright, Father. If writing is magic, then I will become the most dangerous witch in Babylon. You taught me how to give shape to reality. Now I will give it a shape that will make your creditors' hands shake.)

A heavy boot struck the archive door, and the echo of that sound crushed the remnants of the memory. The time for theory was over. The practice of survival had begun.
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Chapter 3. Light falling
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The noon heat in Borsippa was not just weather—it was a physical presence, heavy and golden, like the molten silver draining from my father’s vaults. The air in the house's main hall grew thick, almost syrupy. Light falling through the ceiling apertures pierced the space in sharp, tangible columns where dust swirled frantically. Millions of tiny gold particles danced in those beams, creating an illusion of wealth where only a hollow shell remained.

(You know, heat has a remarkable quality: it strips things down to their structure. In the cool twilight, you can lie to yourself, shielding behind shadows and the scent of myrrh. But when the sun is at its zenith, everything that seemed immovable begins to melt. Our walls, our honor, our vows—it was all turning into a puddle of wax under the merciless gaze of high noon.)

I stood against a pillar, feeling the cool of the stone against my back rapidly evaporating. The scent in the hall had changed. The expensive myrrh burning in the bronze bowl no longer soothed; its aroma had become cloying, suffocating, mingling with the sharp, sour smell of old leather and acrid ink that the guest had brought with him.

The "Man in Gray."

He was not a warrior. He didn't smell of blood or the honest sweat of battle. He was a bookkeeper of chaos, a representative of the House of Egibi—a system older and stronger than any king. His clothes were the color of roadside dust, made of high-quality but pointedly understated wool. He sat in my father’s chair with such natural ease, as if he had been waiting for this moment for an eternity.

(In Babylon, the most dangerous people don't carry swords. They carry leather folders and styluses for quick notes. They have no muscles, but their signature can erase an entire lineage from the face of the earth. This man looked at our hall not as a home, but as a storage unit in need of inventory.)

His fingers—long, dry, with perfectly trimmed nails—methodically sorted through the tablets on the table. The sound of clay rubbing against clay in this sticky silence was like the grinding of teeth. He didn't look at us. To him, we were merely noise interfering with his focus on the figures.

I felt the stolen tablet, my personal sentence, growing heavy against my stomach beneath my byssus. My price. It felt like a glowing coal now, ready to burn through the fabric and betray me.

"Too much aesthetics," he suddenly remarked, without lifting his eyes. His voice was as dry as the rustle of parchment. "An excess of lapis lazuli. Too much investment in things that cannot be quickly converted into metal. Your father was a romantic, Belit. And romanticism in trade is a form of slow suicide."

I forced myself not to look away, though everything inside me shriveled at that dispassionate tone. The golden dust continued its frantic dance in the light, and for a moment it seemed that we were all just these dust motes, temporarily illuminated by someone else's interest before falling forever into the dirt.

(Well then, look, Man in Gray. Count our bowls, measure the weight of our curtains. But you don't yet know that your most valuable asset today isn't gold. It’s the rage I hide behind a flawless bow.)

The heat continued to press down, sucking the moisture from my lips and the hope from my heart. The visit was only beginning. The clay of our prosperity had finally dried and was ready to crack under the very first stroke of his stylus.

He had entered the hall without warning, as if a shadow itself had detached from the colonnade and taken flesh. The representative of the House of Egibi—an entity whose tentacles held half the inhabited world by the throat—looked like a refined reproach to our family's extravagance. His name was Sharru-kin, but the name didn't matter; he was a function personified, a contract come to life.

His clothing was a triumph of monochrome in a world obsessed with vibrant ochre and azure. His tunic of finest spun wool was a complex shade of wet slate—not quite gray, not quite black, the color of ash after a great fire. The hem wasn't embroidered with gold; instead, it was trimmed with a band of dark, matte leather that creaked with his every move—a dry, businesslike sound that overrode the soft rustle of my silks.

(You know, true power in Borsippa doesn't need to shine. Those who have something to prove are the ones who glitter. Sharru-kin proved nothing. He simply came to collect what was his.)

He began his circuit of the hall. His manner of appraising the interior was surgical. He didn't look at things—he weighed them with his gaze. His eyes, the color of murky river water, slid over the wall frescoes depicting a royal hunt, and I saw him mentally calculating the cost of the pigments. Blue—that’s imported lapis, expensive. Red—that’s cinnabar, mid-market.

He approached a stand holding a vase of Egyptian alabaster. His hands... I had never seen such hands. They were long, bony, and frighteningly still. When he touched the stone, I heard a faint rasp—the sound of dry skin against polished stone. He had the fingers of a man who spends his life counting silver ingots and sifting through the cold clay of archives. They seemed bloodless, carved from ivory that had lain in a vault too long.

"An artifact of the Thutmose era," he said, his voice devoid of emotion, like the scratch of a stylus on a parched tablet. "Beautiful. But the stone develops fissures if stored improperly. In Babylon, this will fetch less than your father anticipated."

(This man didn't smell of flowers or sweat. He emitted a persistent, acrid aroma of old parchment, bitter lamp oil, and a specific compound used to treat ledger books so insects wouldn't eat them. It was the scent of bureaucratic death.)

Sharru-kin approached me. I froze, trying not to breathe. He stopped a pace away, and I felt a chill emanating from him that even the midday heat could not dispel. He didn't look me in the eye—his gaze rested on my neck, where a vein pulsed. He appraised me just as he had the alabaster vase: as an object with a specific weight, volume, and expiration date.

His hand rose slowly, and I saw a heavy signet ring of black onyx on his pinky finger. It didn't shine; it absorbed light.

"You are Belit." It wasn't a question. "Your price is listed in the inventory supplement. Thirty shekels. Your handwriting"—he paused, and in the courtyard, I heard Adi touch his flute again, emitting a short, painful sob—"your handwriting is the only reason this house has not yet been fully sealed."

He extended his cold palm and barely touched the edge of my sleeve. From that fleeting contact, icy needles raced across my skin. The tactility of his presence was violating in its dispassion. He didn't want me as a woman; he was testing the quality of the material that now belonged to the corporation.

The shades of his presence in the hall began to displace the gold of the dawn. Everything around us—the inlaid tables, the soft cushions, the fragrant oils—suddenly seemed like cheap stage dressing about to be dismantled, leaving us on the bare stones of reality. Sharru-kin was the hammer preparing to shatter our world into shards, only to neatly pack them into his leather bags.

Sharru-kin closed the distance. In the space between us, thick with heat and the smell of old dust, a tension hung that could be touched with one's fingertips. He didn't look me in the eye—that would have been too human a gesture, too much a waste of attention. His gaze, heavy and cold as a pig of unrefined lead, slowly slid from my face and rested on my hands.

I didn't have time to hide them. My palms, still holding the gray residue of archival dust and the dark stains of ink compound embedded in the skin, lay upon the folds of byssus like two undeniable pieces of evidence.

"Raise your hands, Belit," his voice was quiet, but it held the clang of a bolt.

I obeyed. It was a strange, almost intimate humiliation. I raised my palms, turning them toward him. In the midday sun, my fingers appeared translucent, and the ink stains upon them seemed like deep, midnight-black voids in the fabric of reality.

(You know, in Babylon, a woman’s intellect is either a curse that makes you unfit for marriage, or a rare delicacy for those who understand the taste of power. Sharru-kin wasn't looking for the woman in me. He was looking for a precision mechanism.)

He didn't touch my skin, but with the tip of his obsidian ring, he slowly traced the length of my middle finger, where a small, hard callus had formed from the constant pressure of the stylus. The cold of the stone felt like the edge of a knife.

"A scribe’s callus," he noted, and in his eyes the color of murky Euphrates water, something akin to satisfaction flickered. "Characteristic pressure. Your wedge angle is sharp, almost aggressive. You don't just copy; you bite into the material."

"Clay requires a certain persistence, Lord," I replied. My voice wavered for only a second, but I immediately mastered it, giving it the hardness of a fired brick. "If one does not dominate it, it turns into mush."

He finally looked up, and our eyes met. It was not a duel of souls; it was a reconciliation of accounts. His pupils were narrow, like the slits in archival boxes.

"Dominate," he repeated, savoring the word as if tasting a rare spice. "An interesting choice of terminology for mortgaged property. Your father claimed you are faster than any male scribe in Esida. He said you know three dialects and can decipher Elamite accounts without a lexicon."

"My father is prone to exaggeration when it comes to his pride," I spoke dispassionately, though I felt the icy weight of the hidden tablet pulsing beneath my heart.

"No," Sharru-kin tilted his head slightly, and a golden beam caught the fine network of wrinkles at his eyes. "The House of Egibi does not pay for exaggerations. We paid for your calligraphy. Do you understand what that means?"

I remained silent, but he expected no answer. He stepped even closer, so that I smelled the bitter scent of his oil-soaked robes.

"It means, Belit, that your fingers are now the property of the House. Your intellect is our tool for optimizing tax collections in the Southern Province. You will no longer transcribe the prayers of Ishtar. You will write accounts that will make kings turn pale. You will pack other people's lives into flawless columns of figures." (In that moment, I realized: he sees right through me. Not as Belit, but as an algorithm. And that was more terrifying than any physical violence. He appraised my brain, weighed my will, and presented the bill for my soul.)

"And if I refuse?" The question escaped my lips before I could weigh it.

Sharru-kin made a sound that vaguely resembled a laugh—the dry snap of breaking reed.

"In Babylon, clay does not refuse to accept signs when the stylus enters it." He looked at my stained fingers again. "You have flawless handwriting, Belit. It would be a pity if we had to... damage the instrument. Thirty shekels is a large sum for a woman, but a very small one for a living archive. Remember that, should the desire to show character arise."

He turned, and his gray tunic swung like the wing of a vulture. Silence returned to the hall, broken only by the frantic dance of dust and the distant, cutting whistle of Adi’s flute.

(I looked at my hands. At the ink that now seemed like an indelible brand. He didn't look at my face because my face did not belong to him. My thoughts, locked in my fingertips, belonged to him. And it was the most expensive cage possible.)

The hue of the hall grew colder, though the sun still scorched the ceiling. Sharru-kin moved to the table where the ledger books lay, and I realized that the world smelling of honey and byssus had officially ceased to exist. Now, it smelled only of ink and inevitability.

Sharru-kin slowly, with a kind of solemn indifference, folded the last tablets into a massive chest of black Lebanese cedar. The wood was inlaid with thin strips of ivory that glinted in the hall’s gloom like the bared teeth of a predator.

Every movement of his dry hands was calculated, like a sacrificial ritual. He did not hurry. He savored the moment when the chaos of a human tragedy is finally packed into the strict order of accounting.

"You think freedom is the absence of chains, Belit," he said, not looking at me. His voice was lower now, gaining the depth of an empty well. "But in this world, true slavery begins not with shackles, but from the moment your name is entered into the column of 'another's profit.' Chains can be sawn through. A figure—cannot. A figure is immortal; it will outlive your father, and it will outlive your rage."

He touched the lid of the chest. The scent of cedar oil mixed with the acrid spirit of old ink became unbearably sharp.

(You know, this man’s wisdom was poisonous. He understood the essence of things so deeply that the knowledge made one want to wash one’s skin with cold water. He saw the world as a vast counting board where our feelings are merely a margin of error in the calculations. And the most terrifying part was that he was right. In Babylon, truth does not smell of incense; it smells of wet clay and old debt.)

"The world is not a garden of the gods," he continued, his gaze flicking momentarily to my hands. "It is an archive. And he who holds the key to that archive owns reality. Your magic of writing, which your father boasted of so proudly... today it changed owners. From now on, you will encode reality for us."

He brought the lid down sharply.

*Click.*

The sound was short, dry, and final. It wasn't loud, but in the silence of the hall, it rang out like the strike of an axe on the scaffold. It was the sound of a trap closing, one we had walked into ourselves, lured by the shimmer of byssus and the scent of myrrh. The chest swallowed our past, leaving us with only inventory numbers instead of names. (In that moment, I realized: silence comes in different forms. There is the silence of sleep, and there is the silence of a locked cage. That click severed us from Borsippa, from our status, from the illusion of safety. The trap hadn't just snapped shut—it had become our new skin.)

Sharru-kin turned the key in the lock. The screech of metal against metal—cold, merciless—put the final period.

"Tomorrow at noon, you will leave this house," he said, rising. His gray figure in the golden beam of dust seemed a phantom of inevitability. "Do not take anything extra. Memory is also a debt you have no means to repay. Leave it here."

He walked out, and the trail of his bitter, papery scent hung in the still air of the hall for a long time. I remained standing, staring at the spot where the chest had just been. Beneath my belt, the stolen tablet grew heavy—my one tiny secret, my personal glitch in his perfect system. (Well then, Sharru-kin. You closed the chest, but you forgot that inside a trap, there is always someone who knows how to read between the lines. You bought my handwriting, but you don't yet know the price I will make you pay for every word I write for your House.)

The heat in the hall became stifling. The golden dust in the rays of light now seemed not like wealth, but like the sparks of a fire in which my former life was burning away. The trap was shut. The game had begun.
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Chapter 4. The Garden of Broken Branches
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The twilight in our garden no longer offered cool relief; it brought a premonition of the end. The air, thick and motionless, was saturated with the scent of feral jasmine—sweet, cloying, almost intoxicating, like a condemned man’s final glass of wine. Yet, through this sweetness, the sharp, ozone tang of an approaching storm was already cutting in. The sky over Borsippa, which moments ago had been a tender peach, was rapidly filling with a heavy, leaden blue, as if Cronus had spilled his ink across the celestial vault.

*(You know, there is a particular, wounding beauty in seeing something for the last time. Every petal, every shadow feels precious because you no longer own them. This garden, which I’ve known since childhood, suddenly became an alien place—a beautiful garden of broken branches, where every bush whispered of betrayal.)*

I walked slowly along a path paved with shattered ceramics—shards of someone’s failed tablets that now bit painfully into the soles of my thin sandals. The tactility of the moment was unbearable. I reached out and touched a blooming rosebud. The petals were cool, velvety, frighteningly delicate. I squeezed the bud, feeling the sap burst onto my fingers, mingling with the gray archival dust I had never washed off. I wanted to remember this tenderness, this thorn-prick that left a tiny bead of blood on my palm.

Somewhere deep within the pomegranate thicket, a solitary bird sang. Its voice—thin, brittle, full of unutterable longing—held one endless note and then broke, like a string on a lyre. The sound made me stop. In Borsippa, they said this was how the souls of those forgotten by prayer sang.

"I will be forgotten too," I whispered into the void. "My handwriting will be erased; my name will turn into the number thirty."

I looked up. In the dark sky, through a rift in the heavy, violet clouds, the first rare stars appeared. They flickered dimly, like embers in an extinguished hearth. They were indifferent to my tragedy. To them, it didn't matter if I was Belit or merely a "living resource."

The tears I had held back for so long finally broke through. They were hot and salty, dripping onto my hands, washing away ink stains and baring the callus from my stylus. I wasn't crying for the house, the byssus, or the status. I was crying for the magic my father had placed in my fingers—the magic Sharru-kin had turned into a commodity.

*(Despair is not a scream. It is a silence in which you hear your universe cracking at the seams. The depth of my despair was equal to the depth of my love for writing, which had now become my cage. I stood in that garden, and every breath brought pain because it drew me closer to tomorrow’s noon.)*

The first heavy drop of rain fell on my cheek, mingling with a tear. The sky of Borsippa was mourning me. I pressed my stained, trembling fingers to my face, inhaling the scent of jasmine, ozone, and my own grief. This was the last time I was Belit, the scribe’s daughter, in my own garden of broken branches.

I sank to my knees directly into the loose, greedy earth, uncaring that the hem of my Egyptian byssus instantly darkened with moisture. The earth was warm, almost hot, retaining the fury of the day's sun; the contrast with the icy raindrops made me shudder.

*(You know, gardens have memories. They remember every laugh, every shadow, every word thrown in a fit of tenderness. And now, this garden was saying goodbye, giving up its last bits of warmth before becoming a stranger's.)*

I thrust my fingers into the soil, scooping up a handful of wet humus. The texture of the earth was grainy and coarse; it lodged under my fingernails, erasing the remains of the refined life I led only this morning. I clenched my fist, and dark sludge oozed through my fingers. It was the only thing I could take with me—the smell of this earth, its weight, its bitter hospitality.

Above me, in the thick branches of a fig tree, the wind rustled. It was the sound of a thousand dry palms clapping together. The leaves—wide, rough, like the paws of prehistoric creatures—rubbed against one another with a low, ominous whisper. The storm was almost here. The sky split with the first silent flash of lightning, and for a moment, the garden was flooded with a deathly pale, phosphorescent light.

In that brief shimmer, I saw Nini. She stood on the terrace, a small, fragile figure in a cloud of her useless silks, hands pressed to her face. Her crying was inaudible over the wind, but I saw her shoulders shaking.

*(Poor sister. She cries for vases and gold. She hasn't realized yet that we are the very broken branches the Egibi gardener decided to prune so that the tree of his profit could grow taller. We no longer belong to this landscape.)*

I walked to the old jasmine bush, whose flowers in the twilight looked like tiny stars fallen to earth. I snapped off a branch—roughly, with a crunch, heedless of the cut. White petals showered my shoulders like a cold snow that never falls in Borsippa. I pressed the branch to my chest, feeling the thorns and sharp ridges of bark scratch the skin over my heart.

The pain was sobering. It was real.

"Remember this, Belit," I whispered to myself, watching the first true gust of rain beat the dust into the stones. "Remember the smell of rain on jasmine and the taste of your own tears. This is the last truth you are allowed to feel for free. For everything else, the bill will be presented tomorrow."

I stood under the wall of rain, and the water washed Borsippa off me. The kohl from my eyes ran down my cheeks in dark rivers, turning me into one of those clay mothers found in ancient mounds. The garden disappeared in a gray veil, dissolving like an unfinished line on a damp tablet. The lone bird fell silent. Now, only the thunder spoke.

Mother sat in her chambers, surrounded by things that no longer belonged to her. The air here was heavy with the scent of nard and the smell of old wool—the scent of a fading way of life, locked within four walls. In the light of a flickering oil lamp, her face looked carved from ivory, covered in the finest web of cracks.

*(You know, there’s a special stage of destruction when an object still holds its shape but has already lost its soul. It is the aesthetic of cracked ceramics: one careless sound, and everything collapses into dust. My mother was that vessel. And I had to hold her with both hands so she wouldn't shatter before her time.)*

I entered quietly, trying to keep my wet sandals from squelching on the carpets. Mother was smoothing the folds of her ceremonial dress—dark blue, embroidered with silver threads that had tarnished with time.

"Belit," her voice was steady, almost solemn. "Hand me the lapis lazuli comb. The Egibi tablets must not see us unkempt."

I handed her the comb. Our fingers met. Her hand was dry and cold, like parchment left too long in the sun. There was no warmth in this touch, only the rigid discipline of high birth. She
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