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Chapter 1: A King’s Rage
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A tempest raged in the throne room of Tarzul.

A ceremonial cushion, stitched with the moon sigils of House Urgal, tore across the chamber like an arrow. It struck a cedar tribute table with a crack. Silver cups and lapis set daggers avalanched to the floor in a riot of sound. A thin-walled jar of myrrh burst, soaking the sacred threads and marring them beyond hope.

The impact rippled through the hall. Court ladies clutched their veils. Servants dove behind columns. Even the palace guards shifted, knuckles whitening around spear shafts. The bruises on the servants’ arms, some yellowing, others fresh, told the story clearly.

Crystal goblets hummed with a thin, nervous whine. The me, the world’s unseen harmonics, shuddered in dissonance, as though the King’s fury had struck a wrong chord in the essence of the palace’s pattern.

At the tempest eye, stood Lazal, Lord of House Urgal, King of Tarzul.

Lord Pasha kept his eyes lowered, lips pressed to a prayer he dared not voice. If Zu Enki did not enter soon, the King’s fury would find a new target.

“I care nothing for the so-called miracle of birth!” he roared, his voice a jagged thing that clawed at the stone walls. His face, already florid from wine and wrath, darkened to the hue of an overripe fig. “She has given me another daughter. Another claimant who would split my bloodline and my lands! Must I carve my own kingdom into ransom for the dowries of girls?”

His gaze swept the hall like a scythe and fixed on a page cringing behind a pillar. His hand drew the bronze blade from his hip as he stalked toward the now terrified page like a beast about to pounce on its cornered prey.

“I will see her,” he snarled. “And that mewling scrap she dared bring into my house. I will see them both cast out before the sun slips behind the western hills!”

The dagger hovered for a long moment, then, with a visible effort, he sheathed it. His hand snatched a squat clay decanter of pomegranate wine, took a swallow, and hurled it. It exploded against the wall beside his Grand Vizier.

Lord Pasha, slender and owl-eyed beneath layered linens, did not flinch. Shards pattered against his shoulders; crimson wine splashed across his face and robes. He inclined his head, careful and low. Counsel offered now would be a torch thrown into oil.

He risked a glance across the wreckage.

There, in the great archway where torchlight wavered, stood the only man who might still the tempest.

Zu Enki lingered like a lone pillar spared by an earthquake, untouched, unmoved. His gaze did not sweep the room; he surveyed it with precision. A faint, almost indulgent smile played at his lips.

He exhaled once, softly, and smoothed the plain linen of his robe. His face was unremarkable to most eyes, youthful yet subtly weathered, but the intricate copper-threaded braids of his beard marked him as something more than the palace’s chief musician.

He walked without haste, without noise, without fear. No bowed shoulders. Only the quiet assurance of a man who understood the deep language of the world and his exact place within it.

As he entered the throne room, the air shifted. Conversations died mid-shriek. Guards straightened from instinct. Even the King’s ragged breaths stuttered, snagged by a silence so complete it felt summoned.

To the court, he was the royal lyrist, lowborn, soft-spoken, gifted. In the tangled skeins of palace intrigue, he was known by other names: the King’s shadow, the quiet anchor of the throne. Yet none, not even Lazal, understood the true depth of the man who walked among them disguised as a simple musician.

The King glared at him through wine-blurred eyes, fury guttering like a torch in the wind. “You,” he rasped, accusation and relief in equal measure. “Have you come to drown my sorrows with a lullaby for my... newest disappointment?”

Zu Enki bowed, impeccable, deferential, unconquered.

“Majesty,” he said, his voice a warm, measured cadence settling over the hall like cooling rain, “a storm shatters only what has grown brittle. But it also leaves the earth cleansed.”

Something in the King’s face shifted. Slightly. Enough.

Zu Enki reached into a reed-woven pouch and drew forth a palm-sized instrument carved from petrified heartwood. In untrained eyes, it looked inconsequential. Those nearest felt the air change the moment he touched it.

He lifted it to his lips, not to blow, but to breathe.

What emerged was not music as mortals understood it. The first tones rippled like water across a still pool, soft and resonant, blooming in the space between the heart, rather than the ears. They rose from the stones beneath their feet, humming with a purpose older than kings.

The me responded instantly.

The dissonance recoiled, then bent, then slowly began to align.

Zu Enki felt the familiar current of the sacred harmonies flow up through him. A remnant of the old ways, the resonance his ancestors wielded before the Fall. What he shaped now was a poor echo of that lost mastery, but powerful still.

Temptation whispered, teased his thoughts. With a shift in tone, he could still the King’s will entirely. Bend it. Command it. But his oath before Musu Me, the I Am Who Sings the World, bound him. He could not command. He could only offer.

So, he shaped one perfect note, pure and patient, and set it before the King like a path of light.

The note demanded more than usual. Sweat beaded at his brow.

But the calm took hold.

Invisible vibrations unfurled through the hall like threads drawn taut across an unseen loom. The livid purple drained from Lazal’s face. His breath steadied. His stance softened. Fingers uncurled, revealing pale crescents where nails had bitten deep.

He looked at the wreckage, the splintered pottery, the spreading pool of wine, the wide, stricken eyes of his Vizier.

For the first time since the shouting began, he seemed to see the moment as it truly was.

But calm did not bring softness.

In his eyes, the light that gathered was not fading anger but the sharp flash of sunlight meeting polished bronze.

“Three hundred years in this world,” he murmured, “and we Dumuzu may rule these native peoples, but our strength bleeds away with every generation.”

He studied his hand as though it held some meaning he could not grasp.

“A thousand of us crossed the heavens. Enough to carve a refuge. To rise.” A light of some day long gone touched his eyes, “We were for just a time 40 times that number.” His hand closed slowly. The light fading, “And now? Five thousand and fewer every year.”

Lazal sat down once more on his throne. His tone roughened.

“You speak of gardens and pruning, Master Musician. Of storms that clear the air.” He shook his head. “You know nothing of the weeds I tore out by their root.”

He leaned forward, gripping the throne’s carved vines until his knuckles blanched.

“The ancient law of succession would have shattered this kingdom the moment my father died. Nine sons. Nine Thrones. Nine petty realms to be swallowed by the tribes that howl at our borders or devoured from within by our own blood.”

His voice dropped to a whisper meant for Zu Enki alone.

“I did not kill my brothers. I saved the kingdom from them.”

The last of the pomegranate wine dripped from the wall, its rhythm like a slow, final heartbeat.

The me coalesced around the King’s words, turning them from memory into a curse made manifest.

A brittle laugh escaped him.

“And for this salvation, I am left with... this. A line that dwindles and a throne one heartbeat from passing into foreign blood.”

He met Zu Enki’s eyes.

“You think I have not counted the odds? Two daughters. Two husbands whose names would replace Urgal’s in time. An ending I would sooner see this kingdom buried beneath desert dust than accept.”

His gaze drifted toward the archway where his newborn daughter and her mother were waiting to plead mercy. Revulsion flickered across his features.

“And the others...” He spat the word. “Mistakes. Whispers in the night. Pleasures that yielded sour harvests. Their mothers paid the price for their weakness, and their daughters... shadows. Unnamed. Unclaimed. Proper offerings to the Law.”

Zu Enki’s expression did not change.

But one thought moved through him like a tremor beneath sand.

One daughter lived, born of a Benoite washerwoman who had captured Lazal’s eye for a single season. By Dumuzu custom, the child should have been slain before her first breath cooled. But Zu Enki had intervened quietly. Something deep within him, some resonance he could neither name nor refuse, had urged him to save her, at great risk.

Lazal sagged back, fury drained, replaced by a calculating despair.

“And now,” he rasped, “the high nobility scurry like rats from burning reeds. They saw the pruning shears in my hand and feared for their branches. They married their daughters to second sons and petty lords, locking them beyond my reach.”

He gestured at the shattered tribute.

“They have left me a choice. A dynasty that ends... or a dynasty mocked.”

He did not look up when he asked, “Tell me, Master Musician, what is a king to do when he stands on the brink of oblivion on one side, and irrelevance on the other?”

Silence thickened. Only the slow patter of pomegranate wine marked the passing of time.

Zu Enki let the silence ripen until the King’s despair sharpened into something willing to listen.

“You ask what a king is to do,” he said at last. “The Dumuzu were not seeded in this soil. We were transplanted here, violently, and we have never truly taken root. I believe the time has come to rescind the law forbidding union with the native peoples.”

Lord Pasha flinched. A few close enough to hear gasped.

Lazal’s head snapped toward him. He did not interrupt.

Zu Enki continued, gentle but unyielding.

“I have spoken with the temple priests. Lord Pasha’s agents whisper the same tale. Prohibition or not, our people cross that boundary in secret. Last year alone, six hundred children were put to death to preserve the purity demanded by the Edict of First Blood.”

A servant approached with trembling hands. Zu Enki nodded to him to offer tea.

“Each of those deaths is a warning, not a victory,” Zu Enki said softly. “Our blood strains against the cage we built for it. If we do not carry our lineage into this world, into its people, our line will wither. Not in war. Not in famine. But by our own fearful hand.”

His voice lowered.

“Purity has become a noose, Majesty. And before you decide the fate of your house... You must allow yourself to see what a queen, one suited to this world, might be.”

He bowed his head.

“Majesty, may I bring one of my pupils before you? I believe her presence will illuminate my intentions.”

A flicker of unease crossed the King’s face. Zu Enki’s pupils were whispered about, strange, gifted, touched by the old harmonics in ways that unsettled even the priests. But curiosity, once awakened, is a beast that does not easily return to its cage.

Lazal gave a single, curt nod.

Zu Enki turned to a nearby guard. “Send for her.”

A runner bolted from the hall.

A tension like a drawn bowstring settled over the throne room. Nobles leaned forward despite themselves. Even the guards seemed to breathe more quietly.

Lazal’s voice cut through the hush.

“This demonstration of yours, Musician... it had better justify the treason you have spoken today.”

Zu Enki met his gaze. “Majesty, I intend nothing less.”

The King’s eyes narrowed.

Far down the corridor, footsteps approached light, steady, unhurried. But the footsteps were not the first sign of her coming.

The me shifted.

The dissonant thrum of the King’s despair, which Zu Enki had held at bay with a thread of pure resonance, suddenly found a new note. A harmony. Not from his instrument, but from the corridor itself, a clear, unwavering tone rising like dawn mist, smoothing the chamber’s jagged edges.

It was the sound of a question being answered.

Zu Enki folded his hands behind his back.

“Prepare yourself, my King,” he murmured. “What enters this hall will change the course of your house.”

The footsteps drew nearer.

The court held its breath.

“You will see, my King,” Zu Enki said, “that hope for your line and for our people does exist.”

And as the shadow of a young woman lengthened across the threshold, the hall itself seemed to brace for revelation.
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Chapter 2: Visions of Possibilities
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Moments later, a young woman stepped through the archway. She wore simple linens, unadorned except for the faint scent of river reeds and sun-dried cloth. Her presence was not the pompous finery of the court but something unvarnished and quiet. She moved with a grace born of instinct rather than tutelage.
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