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Ashes of Empire

The day began before the sun, when the eastern sky was still the color of unripe figs and the ruins of Babylon were only a suggestion of angles in the darkness. Lanterns moved like cautious stars across the dig, the wick-light wobbling over stacked baskets and pick handles, over the ribs of scaffolding that had the fragile optimism of a child’s drawing. Men tied their keffiyehs, spat into the dust for luck, and shouldered the first bite of heat that would grow and grow until the air itself felt plated with brass.

By noon the world rang with the small sounds of persistence—chisels ticked at silt, brushes sighed against brick, a shovel laid its own dry music atop a pile of spoil. The British foreman had staked himself a square of shade with two tent poles and a piece of dark canvas; he read last week’s Times as if it contained a private message addressed to him alone. Around him, piles of clay brick stamped with the royal inscriptions—Nebuchadnezzar’s name upon his name, stone upon stone, certainty upon certainty—made low red hills. Beyond the low walls and broken gates, the lifeless plain ran outward until it met the shimmer of heat and gave up.

The work moved inward and downward, the way grief does. The trench had moved beyond the familiar corridor of the Processional Way, beyond the registered grids on the foreman’s clipboard, and into a layer of compacted silt that smelled faintly of something not-quite-earth, a tang like wet iron. They had been at it for three days. Each evening the foreman said perhaps tomorrow they’d move the trench; each morning, urged by nothing more than stubbornness and a superstition none of them would name, they kept at the same patch of unpromising ground.

On the fourth day, at midafternoon when the light had the merciless quality of an interrogator’s lamp, a thin-faced worker named Fadil paused to flex his wrists. He had the easy strength of a man who’d lifted sacks of grain more years than he could count and chewed fennel when his stomach was unknotting itself with hunger. The chisel had, until then, spoken the soft language of silt. Now, when he set it against the next layer and drove the hammer down, the trench answered with a clear metallic ring that did not belong to this soil or any he’d known.

Fadil looked at the chisel as if it had betrayed him. He set it again, gentler. The second strike brought the same cold, bell-thin sound. Heads turned. The foreman folded his newspaper and did not hurry, the way a man refuses to rush toward the thing he most wants.

They cleared around the spot with brushes, with hands, with small courage. Silt fell away, and a sliver of something not stone shone there in the trench, curved like the corner of a shield. It did not have the dullness of bronze or the pinkish blush of copper. It reflected the light in a way that changed each time Fadil shifted his head—now silver, now a greenish hue like river water, now a flat gray as if the thing were gathering the day’s heat into itself. There were markings along the curve, no deeper than the scratch of a pin and yet stubbornly distinct.

“They waste their time,” one of the older men muttered in Arabic, but he did not step back. “Al-Jawf yatalqa man yuhfar fihi. The Hollow swallows those who dig.” He touched the amulet under his shirt and kept touching it afterward as if the gesture were the only shelter he possessed.

The foreman said something about alloys and modern intrusions, about the likelihood that some soldier’s canteen had been kicked here in the Ottoman days, or that a French survey team—tireless meddlers—had dropped a box of instruments. He kept his voice level and professional. Then he sent runners for the canvas awning, for a camera, for a heavy canvas sling, for a man who could write quickly and in neat script.

They widened the trench, cutting a cradle of earth around that curved corner. The thing beneath it was not small. It descended, revealing itself in cautious increments, the way a secret tells itself to the one person who will keep it. Someone suggested they stop before sunset; the foreman said no, the sand would be in everything by morning, and the men in the trench, surprised at his tone, nodded.

At last, with rope and grunts and a retired hymn of curses, they raised it. The object came away from the soil with reluctance, as if it had grown accustomed to its burial. When they laid it on a canvas tarp, the light dimmed in the trench as if the sun had ducked behind a cloud—though the sky was a flawless sheet of white heat and indifference.

It was a book.

Not a book made of paper and not one of clay tablets. It had the economy of a codex—the press of a spine, the suggestion of pages bound together. The “pages” were thin metal leaves that did not flex under the foreman’s tentative knuckle, and they were fused at their left edges so the whole became a single inhalation of metal. On the topmost leaf, the scratches were no scratches: the lines formed a lattice of symbols so fine the hand wanted to call them dust. Viewed straight on, the symbols were merely a patient brook of lines. Viewed from an angle, they seemed to move as a school of fish does—each curve keeping station with its neighbors to make a larger shape no one could hold in mind.

A wind set up from nowhere. It came not from the north where the Tigris lay, not from the south where the road blistered, but from beneath the ground itself. It ran its invisible fingernails through the small hairs on their forearms. The foreman swore softly for the first time that day.

“Cover it,” he said, and Fadil shook out a length of muslin, and the moment the cloth settled across the book the wind stopped as if it had been embarrassed.

They took their notes. The camera’s shutter clacked and gave back its little breath of burned magnesium. The foreman wrote labels, tied them carefully, made a show of competence. He pretended the thing on the canvas was a thing like other things. He knew all the ways objects fight you: they rearrange themselves in your memory first.

The light began to slip embers into its own mouth. When the heat softened, the talk returned, but it came in cautious handclaps of sound rather than in the broad waves of afternoon. The men did not say there had been a wind from the earth. They did not speak the word Jawf again, though each of them carried it now like a second tongue in his mouth.

As dusk flattened the ruins and crickets keyed up their violins, they moved the book. Four men took the corners of the canvas. The foreman walked before them as if an invisible cord linked him to the thing. They threaded the path between walls that had known parades of soldiers and the prayers of women. Dust kicked up and settled on their ankles like a ceremony.

The supply tent by the river had been rigged for cataloging and first aid and the foreman’s communion with his paper gods. It smelled of rope and iodine and slow rot. They set the canvas on a low table whose legs splayed with a warning creak, and the foreman laid his hands lightly on the muslin as if to quiet a horse.

Fadil stood there longer than was wise. The foreman told him to go. He did not move.

“Ya Fadil,” said the foreman at last, the Arabic coming out with too many corners. “Go home. There is bread elsewhere you must eat.”

Fadil nodded as one struck by a spell will nod to please the sorcerer. He left the tent and stood a moment under the new night. The river talked to itself in its old language. Beyond the camp, in the date palms, someone’s radio let out a thin thread of song that the air immediately forgot.

He should have gone home. He turned instead toward the line of wagons where the night watchman had already arranged himself into a snore, and the beasts stood with their thoughts somewhere far off in donkey-country. The crate the foreman had ordered for the book sat open-mouthed nearby like a foundry’s box, its interior padded with straw. On the lid someone had carved the camp’s inventory mark and, beneath it, a small shape that wanted to be an eye if you let it.

Fadil sat on the crate and smoked a cigarette down to its hard small nub. He remembered a story his grandfather had told him about a book that sat on a shelf in a ruined house all through the war; the book had no writing in it until a certain hour of the night, and then the pages bloomed with letters like white flowers. When the sun came up the flowers were gone, but their smell stayed in the room for days.

When he ground the last spark into the dust, he looked at the open tent. The foreman had the muslin drawn aside. The book lay bare. The lamplight pooled in it like water that had decided to be metal for a while. The foreman measured and wrote. He did not look up. Fadil felt—he would have denied it, but he felt—that the book looked back.

The night went on. The work with it. Lamps burned low. The foreman’s pencil left those small seismographs of intention that a man can use to convince himself he was in control when he was not.

Past midnight, a lid slid onto a crate with the exhausted finality of a conclusion. The foreman signed the manifest himself, an honor he allowed to no one else when anything interesting was involved. Twine bit into the wood with that tiny, important song string makes when it is certain of its knot. The book was crated. The foreman exhaled.

The moon came up looking as if it had been used before.

They wheeled the crate down to the small dock. The river took hold of the pilings and tested them gently, like a mother waking a child. A scow idled, tether creaking. In the water’s reflection, the foreman’s face smiled upside down; the upside-down version looked truer, astonished and a little boyish. He supervised the loading, he counted, he checked the seals. He told himself he would sleep now.

But one crate did not travel with the others.

It was not the crate with the book—the foreman would not have allowed the ship of his life to sail without him in the prow. It was another, labeled as calipers and spare ties, which Fadil and the night watchman, bribed with two cigarettes and a promise the morning would never know about, eased behind a stack of empty baskets and left in the corner where spiders had been making competent nets since Hammurabi’s bricklayers were young.

The foreman said good night to the night and meant it. The scow slid into the river’s slow black; the men watched the wake write a brief cursive on the surface. The book inside the forward crate went where the rope told it to. It accepted this without opinion.

Fadil waited until the lamplight in the supply tent was snuffed, until the narrow beam of the foreman’s flashlight wagged toward the sleeping quarters and then went still. He returned to the corner, lifted the lighter crate onto a handcart, and tugged it through the rows of palm trunks that wrote their own dark alphabet against the sky. He did not look back.

The track to the village ran near the water for a while. Frogs plucked their single-note instruments. Somewhere far upstream a barge horn made a sound like a cow that remembered a death it had not died. The dust raised by the cart’s wheels settled on Fadil’s ankles and then on the crate, coating the inventory marks until they read as some other language entirely. He reached the place where the path forked. The left trail went to the village; the right, into the old irrigation berms where the men said no one went because the ground was tired in a way that sickness is tired. He took the right.

It was not bravery. It was the certainty—half thought, half muscle—that the book was not the only thing that had been unearthed today. Attention itself had been brought up from the ground and now moved through the camp like a cat. Attention belonged to those with uniforms and to those without names at all. When attention found the wrong crate later, empty, it would go looking for someone to fill the blank under the word culprit. Fadil had decided to give attention a riddle instead of an answer.

In the berms, the palms gave way to reeds. The ground remembered water. Fadil turned the cart onto a strip of higher ground and stopped. He pried off the lid with a tool he had not known he possessed—some lever of intention loaned to any man who needs to open a box under a moon. Inside lay bundles wrapped in oilcloth, and under them a smaller thing swaddled like a child. He peeled the cloth back.

A corner of metal, not the book’s metal, peeked. A plate—curved, thin, stamped with the same unsteady writing. His fingertips tingled in lines that matched the lines of the characters though he couldn’t have traced them if you’d given him a week.

He rewrapped the thing, set it again in the crate, and took a breath that did not go all the way down. The reeds made their mouth-sounds. Something out on the river slapped the surface with a tail or a hand. A wind rose from the ground, the same, he thought suddenly, as in the trench. It touched his ankles, the backs of his knees. He felt it looking for the marrow of him and not finding it suitable.

He closed the crate and replaced the lid and, because he was not a thief but an accomplice to some logic older than law, he pressed his palm flat against the rough wood and said aloud, though no one was there to take it down in the record: “I will carry what I can.”

When he reached the first line of houses, the sky was already leaking its paleness into the east. Dogs notified the village of his existence in disinterested bursts. He slid the crate under a lean-to and hid it behind a curtain of burlap sacks that smelled of cumin and years. He was home before the first kettle boiled.

Back at the river, the foreman slept without dreaming. The book floated down the Tigris toward a depot where papers could be stamped in quadruplicate and the world put into columns. The wind did not rise again that night.

In the morning, when the sun found the tent and set the canvas glowing, the foreman uncrated the book to measure it once more. He lifted the muslin, and for the space of a heartbeat the symbols on the topmost leaf seemed to be the light itself instead of written upon it; then they went back to being what they were, and he told himself, successfully, that he had imagined the other thing.

He said to his assistant, “We will send word to Baghdad today. They will want this in the museum vault before week’s end.” He did not say: before anyone else learns to want it.

Then, because he was a man who believed in the saving power of lists, he made another. He did not write: The ground breathes. The men are afraid. I am afraid more than the men. He wrote: Order tar paper. Replace tent guy wires. Arrange transport.

All morning, in the place where the trenches were shallow and dust made the shapes of old intentions in the air, men worked; and beneath them, where heat did not reach and the dark kept its own counsel, a long corridor exhaled and inhaled, as it had done before their fathers were born and as it would do tomorrow. If the earth could be said to whisper, this is what it whispered: Not yet.

And in a village shed, under burlap that confessed nothing, a smaller plate of the same unearthly metal waited with the patience of things that do not measure by days.
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Chapter Two
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The Last Shipment

Night came without ceremony. The desert didn’t offer sunsets worth painting — the light simply thinned until the colors bled out of the sky, leaving only a charcoal wash. Along the riverbank, camp lanterns bloomed one by one, pale yellow islands in the dark. Somewhere upstream a dog barked, and the sound traveled in the still air like a thrown pebble over glass.

The foreman was already at the loading dock, sleeves rolled, clipboard in hand. His outline was stiff with the self-importance of a man entrusted with objects no one else was allowed to understand. The crate containing the metallic book stood beside him, lashed with twine so tight the corners bit into the wood. A small group of men from the dig milled nearby, the lantern light painting the sweat on their faces into hard copper highlights.

“Careful with it,” the foreman said — not loudly, but with a tone that made one laborer hesitate before lifting. The crate was slid onto a handcart and wheeled to the edge of the wooden planks, where a scow waited in the black water, its prow bobbing in the slow current. The smell of tar and old rope drifted up from its hull.

Fadil was there, too, though the foreman had not asked for him. He stood half in shadow, arms folded, watching. His eyes tracked every movement of the crate, not like a thief but like a man who knew where danger began and ended.

The inventory process was methodical — too methodical. Each label checked, each seal signed for, each crate accounted for. But the night had a way of rearranging things, and in the gloom behind the stacks of baskets and sacks, a smaller crate — the one Fadil had hidden the night before — sat in a pocket of darkness, waiting. The night watchman leaned on a post nearby, his head tipped back toward the sky, pretending not to notice.

When the book’s crate was finally hoisted aboard the scow, the foreman oversaw its placement in the center of the cargo, away from the edges where an errant splash could reach it. He gave the lashings one last tug, nodded as though the knot’s approval mattered as much as his own.

The boatman, a wiry man with a face carved into permanent lines of suspicion, spat into the river before casting off. The ropes groaned, then fell slack; the scow drifted out, caught the current, and began sliding downriver. The lanterns on deck shrank to fireflies, then to pinpricks, then to nothing.

The dock quieted. The men dispersed, some to their tents, others to the poker games and whispered stories that burned through the small hours. Only Fadil remained near the baskets, the shadow of the hidden crate pooled at his feet. He crouched beside it and rested a hand on the rough wood, feeling the faint warmth radiating from within. It was not the heavy, steady heat of sunbaked metal — it was uneven, pulsing, like breath.

He glanced once toward the foreman’s tent, where the light had gone out. The watchman, as promised, was no longer watching.

Fadil slid the crate onto his handcart. The wheels squeaked in protest, but the river’s low murmur covered the sound. He turned away from the dock and headed for the palm-lined path that led out of camp. His shadow flickered between tree trunks, lantern light catching in the straps of the cart.

Beyond the reach of camp, the palms thinned, replaced by thorn bushes and patches of tall grass. The ground softened near the irrigation channels, the air cooler. Frogs croaked somewhere out in the reeds. The night pressed in close here, not as a blanket but as a listener.

Fadil slowed near the old stone bridge, its arches crumbling from years of neglect. He rolled the crate into the shadow under the largest arch, where the moonlight didn’t reach. There he pried the lid just enough to see inside.

The metallic plate lay swaddled in oilcloth, its edges glinting faintly even through the weave of the fabric. For a moment he thought he saw one of the etched lines move — just a fraction, as though adjusting itself — but when he blinked, it was still again. He pulled the cloth back over it and pressed the lid down tight.

When he rose, he felt a movement in the air, faint and low, like the first stirrings of wind before a storm. Except it didn’t come from above. It came from the earth itself, a slow exhale that seemed to curl around his ankles.

He gripped the cart’s handle and began the walk back toward the village. Behind him, under the arch, the air settled again, carrying the smell of silt and something older — older than the ruins, older than the river.

The crate stayed there, hidden, and the night forgot it was ever moved.
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Chapter Three
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Echoes in Dust

The rain had been falling since before dawn, turning Baghdad’s usual tapestry of car horns and street vendors into something muted and close. The old stone of the university buildings held the damp smell of wool coats and dusty plaster, a scent Layla Haddad had long ago learned to find comforting. She stood at the front of her lecture hall, marker in hand, the whiteboard crowded with neat diagrams of Mesopotamian strata, timelines arcing across centuries like river deltas.

“...and when we speak of Babylon’s decline,” she said, her voice calm and precise, “we’re not talking about a sudden collapse, but a gradual erosion of authority and structure. Stones do not fall all at once; they loosen, they shift, until gravity remembers them.”

She capped the marker, turned to face thirty pairs of eyes. Some belonged to students scribbling furiously; others to those who watched without writing, their pens unmoved — the ones who would remember her words as a kind of story. Layla favored those.

Outside, the rain clung to the lecture hall’s high windows, beads gathering and racing each other down the glass. The light was gray, the color of old photographs. She dismissed the class with a nod, the scrape of chair legs following her voice.

Back in her office — a narrow room lined with books in English and Arabic, paper stacks leaning like tired old men — she shrugged off her coat and moved toward her desk. That was when she noticed it: a small parcel, wrapped in brown paper, sitting precisely in the center of her blotter. No note. No return address.
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