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Introduction

Night after night, the city of Uruk lifts its stairways to the sky. From the shadowed
base of the ziggurat to the wind-brushed terrace above, the people look upward for
signs that promise order in a world of shifting rivers and fragile clay. This is a story
about what they see there—and what they make of it. It begins with an apprentice
whose eyes ache from watching and whose hands are stained with wet mud and
starlight. It begins with a question older than kingdoms: when does a sign become a
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law?

In these pages, the sky is both script and stage. Stars cross and recross the same
black sea, and yet no two nights feel identical. Seeds go into the ground, and the city
wagers its future on whether water will come in time. Kings clasp amulets and archers
string bows because a god’s lamp has flared, or perhaps because an astronomer, with
a reed stylus and a set of numbers he barely trusts, has traced a future across a
tablet. The heavens look impartial; the ground is not.

Our apprentice, trained to read and reckon, learns that observation is the first oath he
swears. He counts risings and settings, times the crawl of a shadow against a stone,
and feels calculation take shape like a new city within his mind—planned, walled,
nearly safe. But he also learns that numbers must pass through breath and fear before
they become decrees. The temple wants assurance. The court wants advantage. The
fields want rain. Between them stands the astronomer, whose truest instrument may
be patience.

The rituals of Uruk are old, and they are beautiful. Oil shimmers in bowls, incense
ladders into the dark, and hymns pry the night open. Yet beauty is not certainty.
Omen lists promise that what rose once will portend the same fate again. Experience,
however, nips at the heels of tradition: an eclipse that brings victory here brings
famine there; a planet’s pause yields mercy in one year and revolt in the next. Our
apprentice learns to live in the seam where tradition and reckoning meet, to let doubt
be the whetstone for his craft.

This novel traces the birth of a dangerous idea: that patterns can be measured,
compared, even expected. It does not dress that idea in modern clothing. Instead, it
lets it walk barefoot over baked brick, through markets where fish scales glitter and
copper sings beneath the hammer, past thresholds chalked against misfortune. The
idea grows in the tense hush before a forecast is spoken aloud, in the scramble to
confirm a hunch before dawn, in the compromise between what is seen and what must
be said.

But the sky does not stoop to be a mere tool. It is also a character—a reluctant
witness, sometimes a trickster. It invites the watcher to slip, to overreach, to mistake
coincidence for law or law for caprice. It tests loyalty: to method, to the city, to one’s
own heart. In the court of Uruk, truths float like lanterns on a canal, and any hand may
nudge their course. Our apprentice will discover that the price of being right is often
paid in the coin of being believed.

What follows is a tale of risk measured in barley and blood, of friendships inked on clay
and smudged by power, of numbers that begin as tally marks and end as prophecy. It
is an invitation to climb the ziggurat stairs and feel the wind lift prayers and wagers
alike into the vast, listening dark. Here, on the verge of calculation’s first confident
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steps, a single night’s observation can set a kingdom trembling—or set it free.

CHAPTER ONE: Scribes of the Sky

The heat of the day lingered in the bricks of the White Temple, radiating upward
through the soles of Sin-legi-unninni’s sandals. He stood on the highest terrace of the
ziggurat, a place where the air usually moved with a cooling grace, but tonight the
atmosphere felt thick, like a wet woolen blanket. Below him, the city of Uruk was a
sprawl of flickering orange pinpoints and deep indigo shadows. The Euphrates, a silver
ribbon in the fading twilight, groaned under the weight of trade barges and the debris
of the late spring floods. To the common laborer, the night was a time for rest or wine;
to the scribes of the sky, it was the start of the heavy lifting.

Iddin, the Chief Astronomer, moved with the deliberate slowness of a man who had
spent forty years counting things that were impossibly far away. He held a small,
unbaked clay tablet in his left hand and a reed stylus in his right. He didn't look at the
sky yet. Instead, he watched the water clock—the clepsydra—ensuring the steady drip-
drip-drip of water from one copper vessel to another remained constant. In Uruk, time
was not a feeling; it was a volume of liquid. If the orifice was clogged with silt, the
entire cosmic order might be recorded three degrees out of place, and a king might go
to war on a Wednesday when the gods had clearly intended a Thursday.

“The horizon is clearing, apprentice,” Iddin said, his voice raspy from decades of
chanting and inhaling incense smoke. “Stop looking at the river. The river tells us what
has happened. The sky tells us what will happen. One is a consequence; the other is a
command. Have you prepared the surface of your tablet? Or are you planning to
record the movements of Ishtar on the palm of your hand?”

Sin-leqgi-unninni quickly turned back to his small wooden bench. He took a lump of wet
clay, kneaded it to remove any air bubbles, and flattened it into a neat rectangle. He
was nineteen, and his fingers still felt too thick for the delicate work of the sky-scribes.
To be a scribe of the sky was to be a master of the small and the vast simultaneously.
You had to track the giant, lumbering path of the Red Planet across the heavens while
keeping your wedge-shaped marks within a space no larger than a barleycorn. It was a
profession of divine bookkeeping.

The sun had finally dipped below the edge of the world, leaving a bruise-colored smear
on the horizon. This was the moment of the First Watch. The stars did not all appear at
once; they poked through the darkening veil like nervous witnesses. First came the
bright ones—the kings and generals of the firmament. Sin-legi-unninni watched for the
Rising of the Bow Star. Its appearance was more than a pretty sight; it was the cosmic
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signal for the farmers in the south to begin checking the irrigation dikes. If the star
rose "clean" and white, the waters would be manageable. If it rose "red and flickering,"
the river would be angry.

“l see it,” Sin-leqi-unninni whispered, more to himself than to his master. He raised his
sighting tube—a simple hollow reed capped with a bronze ring—and aligned it with the
notch on the temple parapet. “The Bow Star is clear. It sits four fingers above the
horizon at the first mark of the water clock.”

Iddin grunted, a sound that served as the highest form of praise Sin-legi-unninni could
hope for. “Record it. And don’t just write 'it rose.' Write the quality of its light. Did it
twinkle like a fire in a windstorm, or did it burn steady like a lamp in a cellar? The gods
do not speak in sentences; they speak in nuances. A shimmer can mean the difference
between a bumper crop of dates and a plague of locusts. Mathematics is our skeleton,
boy, but observation is our flesh.”

The work continued in silence for several hours. This was the discipline of the archives.
Every movement was logged. The scribes were not just looking for grand omens; they
were building a ledger of the universe. They believed that if they recorded the
positions of the stars for long enough—decades, centuries, millennia—the hidden
rhythms of the gods would eventually reveal themselves as predictable cycles. It was
a radical thought, though they didn't call it science. They called it keeping the
accounts of Anu and Enlil.

Around the middle of the Second Watch, a low mist began to roll in from the marshes,
threatening to obscure the lower constellations. Iddin cursed softly under his breath. A
blocked sky was a gap in the records, and a gap in the records was a vacuum where
bad luck could grow. He paced the terrace, his shadow long and distorted by the oil
lamps. “The King will ask about the Moon’s crown tomorrow,” Iddin muttered. “He is
nervous about the Elamites. He wants a sign that his walls are tall enough. If | tell him
| couldn't see the Moon because of a swamp fog, he will think | am hiding a dark
omen.”

Sin-leqi-unninni looked at the encroaching grey haze. He felt a strange tension in his
chest—a mix of the pressure to perform and the genuine thrill of the hunt. He wasn't
just a clerk; he was a detective trying to solve a crime that hadn't been committed
yet. He adjusted his position, leaning out over the edge of the parapet to find a
window through the mist. There, for a fleeting second, the crescent moon sliced
through a gap in the clouds. It was tilted, looking like a silver boat taking on water.

“The horns are uneven!” Sin-leqi-unninni shouted, perhaps a bit too loudly for the

sacred silence of the ziggurat. “The right horn is higher than the left. It's sharp, Master
Iddin. Sharp as a spear point.”
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Iddin was at his side in an instant, peering through the sighting reed. He remained still
for a long time, his breath hitching in his chest. “Uneven horns,” he whispered. “In the
month of Simanu, that is a sign of a stable palace but a restless border. The King will
be pleased with the palace part, but the generals will have to sharpen their bronze.
Are you sure of the measurement? If you’'ve misjudged the angle by a hair’'s breadth,
you're suggesting the gods want a different tax rate on grain.”

The apprentice nodded fervently, though a bead of sweat rolled down his temple. He
had calculated the height based on the previous night’s transit, accounting for the
slight northern drift. He was beginning to see the math beneath the myth. The moon
didn't just wander because it was moody; it moved because it followed a path as rigid
as a temple’s foundations. He just didn't have the words for "orbit" or "gravity" yet. To
him, it was a Great Path, a track laid down by the gods that required constant, vigilant
tallying.

As the night wore on, the terrace became a hive of quiet activity. Other scribes arrived
to take over the Third Watch, their hands ink-stained and their eyes weary. They
traded tablets like merchants trading silver. The data collected tonight would be taken
down to the House of Records, where it would be cross-referenced with omens from
five hundred years ago. If a similar lunar tilt had occurred before a great victory in the
days of the old kings, the report to the palace would be glowing. If it had preceded a
flood, the mood in the court would turn sour by noon.

Sin-leqi-unninni packed his stylus into its leather pouch. His back ached, and his eyes
felt as though they were filled with desert sand. But as he looked at the drying clay in
his hand, he felt a sense of power that the soldiers at the city gates could never
understand. They held spears; he held the timing of the world. He understood that the
city of Uruk didn't just run on bread and water; it ran on the certainty that the sun
would return and the seasons would rotate in their proper order.

“Go to sleep, apprentice,” Iddin said, not looking up from his own final notes. “But
dream of numbers. Tomorrow we have to calculate the duration of the coming eclipse.
If we miss it by even a fraction of an hour, the priests won't have time to beat the
drums to frighten the demon away. And if the demon eats the moon because we were
lazy with our fractions, I'll make sure you're the one who explains it to the High
Priest.”

Sin-leqgi-unninni descended the long, steep stairs of the ziggurat, his mind buzzing with
the positions of the stars. He passed the temple guards who stood like statues in the
dark, and the smell of roasting meat from the late-night stalls in the plaza reached his
nose. Uruk was alive, a pulsing heart of mud and ambition. Above it, the stars
continued their silent, rhythmic march, indifferent to the men who watched them, yet
providing the very language those men used to build a civilization. He held his tablet
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close to his chest, the damp clay still holding the secrets of the night. He was no
longer just a boy who looked at the sky; he was a scribe, a guardian of the celestial

ledger, and the first chapter of his life among the stars had just been etched into
stone.
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