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    Gilgamesh the King is Robert Silverberg at his brilliant best. His extraordinary imagination coupled with unchallenged writing skill, takes us beyond the known frontiers of the science fiction genre.


    Using as his armature the life of Gilgamesh, the Sumerian god-king who actually lived some 5000 years ago, Silverberg has wrought an epic tale destined to become a contemporary classic.


    Gilgamesh contains fantasy elements only a talent as rich as Robert Silverberg’s can devise. Gilgamesh meets and battles Enkidu, the only man strong enough to become his friend; and together they journey to the threshold of the gods. Ultimately these exploits incite the gods to anger and the way in which they retaliate leads Gilgamesh to yet another quest, this time a discovery that brings the relief and sorrow of age.


    Gilgamesh is myth and magic; it is also the story of fame, nobility, and mortality. It is sorcery, mysticism, and adventure. It is a wondrous story conceived and crafted by a wondrous storyteller. It is Robert Silverberg at his brilliant best.
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  THERE IS in Uruk the city a great platform of kiln-baked brick that was the playing field of the gods, long before the Flood, in that time when mankind had not yet been created and they alone inhabited the Earth. Every seventh year for the past ten thousand years we have painted the bricks of that platform white with a plaster of fine gypsum, so that it flashes like a vast mirror under the eye of the sun.


  The White Platform is the domain of the goddess Inanna, to whom our city is consecrated. Many of the kings of Uruk have erected temples upon the platform for her use; and of all these shrines of the goddess none was more grand than the one that was built by my royal grandfather the hero Enmerkar. A thousand artisans labored for twenty years to construct it, and the ceremony of its dedication lasted eleven days and eleven nights without cease, and during that time the moon was wrapped each evening in a deep mantle of blue light as a token of Inanna’s pleasure. “We are Inanna’s children,” the people sang, “and Enmerkar is her brother, and he shall reign forever and ever.”


  Nothing remains of that temple now, for I tore it down after I came to the throne, and put up a far more splendid one on its site. But in its time it was a wonder of the world. It is a place that will always hold special meaning for me: within its precincts, one day in my childhood, the beginnings of wisdom descended on me, and the shape of my life was shaped, and I was set upon a course from which there has been no turning.


  That was the day on which the palace servants fetched me from my games to watch my father the king, divine Lugalbanda, embark upon the last of his journeys. “Lugalbanda goes forth now to the bosom of the gods,” they told me, “and he shall live for all time among them in joy, and drink their wine and eat their bread.” I think and hope that they were right; but it may very well be the case that my father’s final journey has brought him instead to the Land of No Returning, to the House of Dust and Darkness, where his ghost shuffles about sadly like a bird with crippled wings, feeding on dry clay. I do not know.


  I am he whom you call Gilgamesh. I am the pilgrim who has seen everything within the confines of the Land, and far beyond it; I am the man to whom all things were made known, the secret things, the truths of life and death, most especially those of death. I have coupled with Inanna in the bed of the Sacred Marriage; I have slain demons and spoken with gods; I am two parts god myself, and only one part mortal. Here in Uruk I am king, and when I walk through the streets I walk alone, for there is no one who dares approach me too closely. I would not have it that way, but it is too late to alter matters now: I am a man apart, a man alone, and so will I be to the end of my days. Once I had a friend who was the heart of my heart, the self of my self, but the gods took him from me and he will not come again.


  My father Lugalbanda must have known a loneliness much like mine, for he was a king and a god also, and a great hero in his day. Surely those things set him apart from ordinary men, as I have been set apart.


  The imprint of my father is still clear in my mind after all these years: a great-shouldered deep-chested man, who went bare above the waist in all seasons, wearing only his long flounced woolen robe from hips to ankles. His skin was smooth and dark from the sun, like polished leather, and he had a thick curling black beard, in the manner of the desert people, though unlike them he shaved his scalp. I remember his eyes best of all, dark and bright and enormous, seeming to fill his whole forehead: when he scooped me up and held me before his face, I sometimes thought I would float forward into the vast pool of those eyes and be lost within my father’s soul forever.


  I saw him rarely. There were too many wars to fight. Year after year he led the chariots forth to quell some uprising in our unruly vassal state of Aratta, far to the east, or to drive away the wild marauding tribes of the wastelands that crept up on Uruk to steal our grain and cattle, or to display our might before one of our great rival cities, Kish or Ur. When he was not away at the wars, there were the pilgrimages he must make to the holy shrines, in spring to Nippur, in the autumn to Eridu. Even when he was home he had little time for me, preoccupied as he was by the necessary festivals and rituals of the year, or the meetings of the city assembly, or the proceedings of the court of justice, or the supervision of the unending work that must be done to maintain our canals and dikes. But he promised me that a time would come when he would teach me the things of manhood and we would hunt lions together in the marshlands.


  That time never arrived. The malevolent demons that hover always above our lives, awaiting some moment of weakness in us, are unwearying; and when I was six years old one of those creatures succeeded in penetrating the high walls of the palace, and seized upon the soul of Lugalbanda the king, and swept him from the world.


  I had no idea that any of that was happening. In those days life was only play for me. The palace, that formidable place of fortified towered entrances and intricately niched facades and lofty columns, was my gaming-house. All day long I ran about with an energy that never failed, shouting and laughing and tumbling on my hands. Even then I was half again as tall as any boy of my own age, and strong accordingly; and so I chose older boys as my playfellows, always the rough ones, the sons of grooms and cupbearers, for of brothers I had none.


  So I played at chariots and warriors, or wrestled, or fought with cudgels. And meanwhile one day a sudden horde of priests and exorcists and sorcerers began to come and go within the palace, and a clay image of the demon Namtaru was fashioned and placed close by the stricken king’s head, and a brazier was filled with ashes and a dagger put within it, and on the third day at nightfall the dagger was brought forth and thrust into the image of Namtaru and the image was buried in the corner of the wall, and libations of beer were poured and a young pig was slaughtered and its heart was set forth to appease the demon, and water was sprinkled, and constant prayers were chanted; and each day Lugalbanda struggled for his life and lost some further small part of the struggle. Not a word of this was said to me. My playfellows grew somber and seemed abashed to be running about and shouting and whacking at cudgels with me. I did not know why. They did not tell me that my father was dying, though I think they certainly knew it and knew also what the consequences of his death would be.


  Then one morning a steward of the palace came to me and called out, “Put up your cudgel, boy! No more games! There is man’s business to do today!” He bade me bathe and dress myself in my finest brocaded robe, and place about my forehead my headband of golden foil and lapis lazuli, and go to the apartment of my mother the queen Ninsun. For I must accompany her shortly to the temple of Enmerkar, he said.


  I went to her, not understanding why, since it was no holy day known to me. I found my mother clad most magnificently in a coat of bright crimson wool, a headdress gleaming with carnelian and topaz and chalcedony, and golden breastplates from which hung ivory amulets in the form of fish and gazelles. Her eyes were darkened with kohl and her cheeks were painted deep green, so that she looked like a creature that had risen from the sea. She said nothing to me, but fastened about my neck a figurine in red stone of the wind-demon Pazuzu, as if she feared for me. She touched her hand lightly to my cheek. Her touch was cool.


  Then we went out into the long hall of the fountains, where many people were waiting for us. And from there we went in procession, the grandest procession I had ever seen, to the Enmerkar temple.


  A dozen priests led the way, naked as priests must be when they come before a god, and a dozen priestesses as well, naked also. After them strode two dozen tall warriors who had fought in the campaigns of Lugalbanda. These were encumbered by their full armor, copper helmets and all, and carried their axes and shields. I was sorry for them, inasmuch as this was in the month Abu, when the scourge of summer lies heaviest on the Land, and no rain falls and the heat is a burden beyond bearing.


  Following the warriors came the people of the household of Lugalbanda: butlers, maids, cupbearers, jesters and acrobats, grooms, charioteers, gardeners, musicians, dancing-girls, barbers, drawers of the bath, and all the rest. Every one of them was dressed in a fine robe, finer than anything I had ever seen them wear before, and they carried the implements of their professions as though they were on their way to wait on Lugalbanda. I knew most of these people. They had served in the palace since before I was born. Their sons were my playmates and sometimes I had taken meals in their dwellings. But when I smiled and waved to them they looked away, keeping their faces solemn.


  The last person in this group was one who was particularly dear to me. I went skipping up from my place in the rear of the procession to walk beside him. This was old Ur-kununna, the court harper: a long-shanked white-bearded man, very grave of bearing but with gentle twinkling eyes, who had lived in every city of the Land and knew every hymn and every legend. Each afternoon he sang in the Ninhursag courtyard of the palace, and I would sit at his feet for hour upon hour while he touched his harp and chanted the tale of the marriage of Inanna and Dumuzi, or the descent of Inanna to the nether world, or the tale of Enlil and Ninlil, or of the journey of the moon-god Nanna to the city of Nippur, or of the hero Ziusudra, who built the great vessel by which mankind survived the Flood, and who was rewarded by the gods with eternal life in the paradise on Earth that is known as Dilmun. He sang us also ballads of my grandfather Enmerkar’s wars with Aratta, and the famous one of the adventures of Lugalbanda before he was king, when in his wanderings he entered a place where the air was poisonous, and nearly lost his life, but was saved by the goddess. Ur-kununna had taught some of these songs to me, and he had showed me how to play his harp. His manner was always warm and tender toward me, with never any show of impatience. But now, when I ran up alongside him, he was strangely remote and aloof: like everyone else, he said nothing, and when I indicated that I would like to carry his harp he shook his head almost brusquely. Then my mother hissed at me and called me back to the place that she and five of her serving-maids occupied at the end of the procession.


  Down the endless rows of palace steps we marched, and into the Street of the Gods, and along it to the Path of the Gods that leads to the Eanna precinct where the temples are, and up the multitude of steps to the White Platform, and across it, dazzled by the reflection of the brilliant sunlight, to the Enmerkar temple. All along the path the streets were lined with silent citizens, thousands of them: the whole population of Uruk must have been there.


  On the steps of the temple Inanna waited to receive us. I trembled when I saw her. The goddess has since earliest time owned Uruk and all that is within it, and I dreaded her power over me. She who stood there was of course the priestess Inanna of human flesh, and not the goddess. But at that time I did not know the difference between them, and thought I was in the presence of the Queen of Heaven herself, the Daughter of the Moon. Which in a way was so, since the goddess is incarnate in the woman, though I could not have grasped such subtleties so young.


  The Inanna who admitted us to the temple that day was the old Inanna, with a face like a hawk’s and terrifying eyes, rather than the more beautiful but no less ferocious one in whom the goddess came to dwell afterward. She was clad in a bright cape of scarlet leather, arranged on a wooden framework so that it flared out mightily beyond her shoulders and rose high above her. Her breasts were bare and painted at the tips. On her arms were copper ornaments in the form of serpents, for the serpent is the sacred creature of Inanna; and about her throat was coiled not a copper serpent but a living one, of a thickness of two or three fingers, but sluggish in the terrible heat, barely troubling to let its forked black tongue flicker forth. As we went past her, Inanna sprinkled us with perfumed water from a gilded ewer, and spoke to us in low chanted murmurs. She did not use the language of the Land, but the secret mystery-language of the goddess-worshippers, those who follow the Old Way that was in the Land before my people came down into it from the mountains. All this was frightening to me, only because it was so solemn and out of the ordinary.


  Within the great hall of the temple was Lugalbanda.


  He lay upon a broad slab of polished alabaster, and he seemed to be asleep. Never had he looked so kingly to me: instead of his usual half-length flounced skirt he wore a mantle of white wool and a dark blue robe richly woven with threads of silver and gold, and gold-dust was sprinkled into his beard so that it sparkled like the sun’s fire. Beside his head rested, in place of the crown he had worn during his life, the horned crown of a king who is also a god. By his left hand lay his scepter, decorated with rings of lapis lazuli and mosaics of brightly colored seashells, and by his right was a wondrous dagger with a blade of gold, a hilt of lapis lazuli and gold studs, and a sheath fashioned of gold strands woven in openwork like plaited leaves of grass. Heaped up before him on the floor was an immense mound of treasure: earrings and finger-rings in gold and silver, drinking-cups of beaten silver, dice-boards, cosmetics-boxes, alabaster jars of rare scent, golden harps and bull-headed lyres, a model in silver of his chariot and one of his six-oared skiff, chalices of obsidian, cylinder-seals, vases of onyx and chalcedony, golden bowls, and so much more that I could not believe the profusion of it. Standing arrayed about my father’s bier on all four sides were the great lords of the city, perhaps twenty of them.


  We took up our places before the king, my mother and I in the center of the group. The palace servants clustered about us, and the warriors in armor flanked us on both sides. From the temple courtyard came the great hollow booming of the lilissu, which is the kettledrum that otherwise is beaten only at the time of an eclipse of the moon. Then I heard the lighter sound of the little balag-drums and the shrill skirling of clay whistles as Inanna entered the temple preceded by her naked priests and priestesses. She went to the high place at the rear of the hall, where in a temple of An or Enlil there would be an effigy of the god; but in the temple of Inanna at Uruk there is no need for effigies, because the goddess herself dwells amongst us.


  Now began a ceremony of singing and chanting, much of it in the language of the Old Way, which I did not then know and scarcely comprehend today, since the Old Way is woman-religion, goddess-religion, and they keep it to themselves. There were libations of wine and oil, and a bull and a ram were brought forth and sacrificed and their blood sprinkled over my father, and seven golden trays of water were emptied as gifts to the seven planets, and there were more such sacred acts. The snake of Inanna awoke and moved between her breasts, and flicked its tongue, and fixed its eyes upon me, and I was afraid. I felt goddess-presence all about me, intense, stifling.


  I edged close to the kindly Ur-kununna and whispered, “Is my father dead?”


  “We must not speak, boy.”


  “Please. Is he dead? Tell me.”


  Ur-kununna looked down at me from his great height and I saw the white light of his wisdom glowing in his eyes, and his tenderness, and his love for me, and I thought, how like his eyes are to Lugalbanda’s, how large and dark, how they fill his forehead! He said gently, “Yes, your father is dead.”


  “And what does that mean, being dead?”


  “We must not speak during the ceremony.”


  “Was Inanna dead when she descended into the nether world?”


  “For three days, yes.”


  “And it was like being asleep?”


  He smiled and said nothing:


  “But then she awoke and came back, and now she stands before us. Will my father awaken? Will he come back to govern Uruk again, Ur-kununna?”


  Ur-kununna shook his head. “He will awaken, but he will not come back to govern Uruk.” Then he put his finger to his lips, and would not speak again, leaving me to consider the meaning of my father’s death as the ceremony went on and on about me. Lugalbanda did not move; he did not breathe; his eyes were closed. It was like sleep. But it must have been more than sleep. It was death. When Inanna went to the nether world and was slain, it was the occasion of great dismay in heaven and Father Enki caused her to be brought forth into life. Would Father Enki cause Lugalbanda to be brought forth into life? No, I did not think so. Where then was Lugalbanda now, where would he journey next?


  I listened to the chanting, and heard the answer: Lugalbanda was on his way to the palace of the gods, where he would dwell forever in the company of Sky-father An and Father Enlil and Father Enki the wise and compassionate, and all the rest. He would feast in the feasting-hall of the gods, and drink sweet wine and black beer with them. And I thought that that would not be so harsh a fate, if indeed that was where he was going. But how could we be sure that that was where he was going? How could we be sure? I turned again to Ur-kununna, but he stood with eyes closed, chanting and swaying. So I was left alone with my thoughts of death and my struggle to understand what was happening to my father.


  Then the chanting ended, and Inanna made a gesture, and a dozen of the lords of the city knelt and lifted to their shoulders the massive alabaster slab on which my father lay, and carried it from the temple through the side entrance. The rest of us followed, my mother and I leading the procession, and the priestess Inanna in the rear. Across the White Platform we went, down its far side, and toward the west a few hundred paces, until we stood in the sharp-edged shadow of the temple of An. I saw that a great pit had been excavated in the dry sandy earth between the White Platform and the temple of An, with a sloping ramp leading down into it. We arranged ourselves into a group at the ramp’s mouth, and all the townsfolk by their thousands, formed a great ring around the whole precinct.


  Then an unexpected thing: the serving-maids of my mother the queen surrounded her and began to take her rich and costly garments from her, one by one until she stood naked in the bright sunlight in the full view of all the city. I thought of the tale of Inanna’s descent, how as she went deeper and deeper into the nether world she gave up her garments and at last was naked, and I wondered whether my mother too was making ready for a descent into the pit. But that was not the case. The lady-in-waiting Alitum, who looked so much like my mother Ninsun that they seemed to be sisters, stepped forward now and put off her own robes, so that she also was altogether bare; and the serving-maids began to put the crimson coat of my mother on Alitum and her headdress and breastplates, and Alitum’s simpler robes on my mother. When they were done, it was hard to tell which was Ninsun and which Alitum, for Alitum’s face had been daubed with green paint just as had my mother’s.


  Then I saw a playmate of mine, Enkihegal the son of the gardener Girnishag, walking slowly toward me between two priests. I called out as he approached. But he made no answer. His eyes were glassy and strange. He seemed not to know me at all, though only yesterday I had raced with him from one side of the grand Ninhursag courtyard to the other, eight times without stopping.


  The priests now began to pluck at my brocaded robe and stripped it from me and put my robe on Enkihegal, and gave me his ordinary one. They took my golden headband away, and put that on his head. I was as tall as he was, though he was three years older, and my shoulders were of the same breadth as his. When we were done exchanging clothes they left Enkihegal standing by my side, as Alitum stood by my mother’s side.


  Now a sledge-chariot came forth, drawn by two asses. It was decorated with blue, red, and white mosaic along the edges of the framework, and had golden heads of lions on its side panels with manes of lapis lazuli and shell; and great mounds of treasure were heaped upon it. Then the charioteer Ludingirra, who had ridden many times to the wars with my father, stepped forward. He took a deep drink from a huge wine-bowl that the priests had fetched, and made a sharp sound and shook his head as though the wine were bitter, and mounted the chariot and drove it slowly downward into the deep pit. Two grooms walked alongside to steady and calm the asses. Afterward a second and a third chariot followed, and each of the drivers and each of the grooms drank of the wine. Into the pit went vessels of copper and silver and obsidian and alabaster and marble, gaming-boards and tumblers, chalices, a set of chisels and a saw made of gold, and a great deal more, all of it magnificent. Then the warriors in armor went down into the pit; and then some of the palace servants, the barbers and gardeners and a few of the fine ladies-in-waiting, with their hair done up in golden braid, and headdresses of carnelian and lapis lazuli and shell. Each of them drank of the wine. All this in silence, except for the steady beat of the lilissu-drum.


  Following this, a certain great lord of the city who had been among those carrying the bier of my father from the temple went to his side. He picked up the horned crown that lay beside him, and held it high and showed it to all, as it glinted in the sun. I am forbidden to write the name by which that lord then was known, for afterward he became king of Uruk, and one may not write or utter the birth-name of one who becomes king; but the king-name he took was Dumuzi. And he who was to become Dumuzi held the horned crown out to the south and the east and the north and the west, and then he put it on my father’s head, and a great outcry went up from the people of Uruk.


  Only a god wears a horned crown. I turned to Ur-kununna and said, “Is my father now a god?”


  “Yes,” the old harper said softly. “Lugalbanda has become a god.”


  Then I am a god also, I thought. A giddy sensation of high excitement ran through me. Or at least—so I told myself—I am in some part a god. Part of me must be mortal still, I supposed, since I was born of mortal flesh. Nevertheless the child of a god must be a god to some degree, is that not so? It was a bold thing for me to think. But indeed I have come to know that it is the case, that I am in part a god, though not entirely.


  “And if he is a god, then will he come back from death as other gods who have died came back?” I asked.


  Ur-kununna smiled and said, “These things are never certain, boy. He is a god, but I think he will not come back. Look you now, bid him farewell.”


  I saw three husky grooms of the bedchamber and three charioteers lift the alabaster bier and begin the descent into the pit with it. Before they lifted it they had sipped of the bitter wine. They did not come forth from the pit; no one who had gone down into it had come forth. To Ur-kununna I said, “What is that wine they all drink?”


  “It gives a peaceful sleep,” he replied.


  “And they are all sleeping there in the ground?”


  “In the ground, yes. Alongside your father.”


  “Will I drink it? Will you?”


  “You will drink it, yes, but not for many years, I think. But I will drink of it in a few minutes.”


  “So you will sleep in the ground near my father?”


  He nodded.


  “Until tomorrow morning?”


  “Forever,” he said.


  I considered that. “Ah. It will be much like dying, then.”


  “Very like dying, boy.”


  “And all the others who have gone underground, they are dying too?”


  “Yes,” said Ur-kununna.


  I considered that also. “But it is a terrible thing to die! And they drink without a murmur, and they walk into the darkness with a steady stride!”


  “It is terrible to go to the House of Dust and Darkness,” he said, “and live scuttling in the shadows and feed on dry clay. But those of us who go with your father go to the home of the gods, where we will serve him forever.” And he went on to tell me what a privilege it was to die in company with a king. I saw the white light of wisdom shining from his eyes again, and a look of sublime joy. But then I asked him if he could be sure that he would go to the home of the gods with Lugalbanda, rather than to the House of Dust and Darkness, and the light of his eyes went out, and he smiled sadly and replied that nothing is ever sure, and most particularly that. And touched my hand, and turned away, and played a little melody on his harp, and walked forward and drank from the wine and went down into the pit, singing as he went.


  Others went into the pit too, sixty or seventy people all told. The last two to go were the woman Alitum wearing my mother’s coat and jewelry, and the boy Enkihegal wearing mine; and I understood that they were dying in our place. That put a fear in me, to think that if the custom were only a little different, I might have been drinking the wine and going down into the pit. But the fear was only a small one then, because at that time I did not yet have a true understanding of death, but thought of it only as a kind of sleep.


  Then the drums were stilled, and laborers began to shovel earth down the ramp and into the pit, where it must have covered everything over, the chariots and the asses and the treasure and the grooms and the ladies-in-waiting and the palace servants and the body of my father, and the harper Ur-kununna. After that, craftsmen fell to work sealing the ramp with bricks of unbaked mud, so that within a few hours there would be no trace of what lay beneath.


  Those of us who remained, of the ones who had marched in the original procession, returned to the temple of Inanna.


  We were a much smaller group now: my mother and I and the great lords of the city and other important people, but none of the palace servants or warriors, for they were in the pit with my father. We gathered ourselves before the altar and I sensed the goddess-presence again, close by and almost choking me. A welter of complexities pressed in on my spirit. I had never felt so alone, so forlorn. The world held only mysteries for me. It seemed that I was in a waking dream. I looked about, seeking Ur-kununna. But of course he was not there, and the questions I meant to ask him would not be answered. Which gave me one understanding of the meaning of death, which was, that those who are dead are beyond our speech, and will not answer when we address them. And I felt as if I had been handed a skewer of grilled meat, and then the meat had been snatched away as I was about to eat, leaving me to bite only air.


  There was more drumming and chanting and I thought a thousand different things about death. I thought that my father was gone forever; but that was not really so bad, since he had become a god and thus had made me in part a god, and anyway he had never had much time for me because of his absences at the wars, though he had promised to teach me the things of manhood some day. I would learn those from someone else. But Ur-kununna was gone too. I would never hear his singing again. And the boy Enkihegal my playmate, and his father Girnishag the gardener, and all those others who had been part of my everyday life—gone, gone, gone. Leaving me to bite on air.


  And I? Would I die too?


  I will not let that thing happen to me, I vowed. Not to me. I am in part a god. And although gods sometimes die, as Inanna once had died when she went to the nether world, they do not die for long. Nor would I. I swore never to let death have me.


  For there is too much in the world for me to see, I told myself, and there are a multitude of great deeds that must be done. I will challenge death: so I resolved. I will defeat death. I have only scorn for death, and I will not yield to it. Death, you are no match for me! Death, I will conquer you!


  And then I thought that if I do somehow die, well, I am in part a god and I am destined to be a king, and at my death I will be translated up into the heavens like Lugalbanda. I will not have to go down into the vile House of Dust and Darkness as ordinary mortals must.


  And then I thought, no, there is no certainty of that. Even Inanna went down into that place, though she was brought forth; but if I go there, will I be brought forth? And I felt great dread. No matter who you are, I thought, no matter how many servants and warriors are put to sleep in the funeral-pit to serve you in the afterlife, you may still be sent into that dark loathsome place. The disdain for death that I had felt a moment before gave way to fear, an all-possessing fear that swept across my soul like the great chill of winter. A strangeness entered my mind, the kind of strangeness that comes when one dreams, and I did not know whether at that moment I dreamed or was awake. There was a pressure in my head, almost to bursting. It was a sensation I had never felt before, though I was to feel it many times later in life, and with far more power than in this first light touch. A god was attempting to enter me. Of that I was certain, though I did not know which god.


  But I knew even then it was a god and not a demon, and that he bore a message for me, which was, You will be king, and a great king, and then you will die, and you may not avoid that destiny, try as you may.


  I would not accept the god and his message. There was no room in my soul to admit such things yet. I was only a child.


  In my chaos I saw the figure of death before me, all slashing talons and beating wings, and I cried out defiantly, “I will escape you!” And felt a great bravery in me for an instant, which gave up its place an instant later to dread, and dread, and dread. They are all sleeping now in the pit beside Lugalbanda, I thought. And where will I sleep? Where will I sleep?


  Dizziness overwhelmed me. The god battered at my mind, demanding admission. But I could neither yield nor resist, for I was paralyzed by the dread of death, a thing that had never afflicted me before. I swayed and reached out for Ur-Kununna, but he was not there, and I fell to the floor of the temple and lay there I know not how long.


  Hands lifted me. Arms enveloped me.


  “It is his grief that has overcome him,” someone said.


  No, I thought. I feel no grief. Lugalbanda’s journey is Lugalbanda’s task. It is my own task that concerns me, not his, for his task is dying and mine is to live. So it was not grief that cast me to the ground, but the god, trying to enter my soul as I stood there wrapped in dread. But I did not tell them that.
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  IN THE month of Kisilimu, when the heavy rains of winter sweep like scythes over the Land, the gods bestowed a new king upon Uruk. This occurred at the first hour of the month, that is, at the moment when the moon’s new crescent appeared for the first time. There came the beating of drums and the cry of trumpets, and by torchlight we made our way to the precinct of Eanna, to the White Platform, to the temple built by my grandfather Enmerkar.


  “A king is come!” shouted the people in the streets. “A king! A king!”


  A city cannot go without a king very long. The gods must be served, which is to say, the proper offerings to heaven must be made at the proper time, for we are their creatures and their servants: so there must be grain, there must be meat. And thus the wells must be freshened and the canals dredged and extended, the fields must be kept green in the dry times, the beasts must be fattened. To achieve those things order must be maintained, and it is the king who bears that burden. He is the shepherd of the people. Without a king all things would fall to ruin, and the needs of the gods, for which they created us, would go unmet.


  Three thrones had been erected in the great hall of the temple. The left-hand one bore the sign of Enlil, and the right-hand one had the sign of An. But the throne in the center was flanked on each side by the towering bundle of reeds, looped at the upper end, which is the sign of the goddess; for Inanna holds the power in Uruk.


  On the throne of Enlil rested the scepter of the city, and on the throne of An was the golden crown that my father had worn when he was king. But on the throne in the center sat the priestess Inanna so resplendent that it pained my eyes to look upon her.


  She wore no clothing that night. Yet she was far from bare, for her body was covered in every place by ornaments, beads of lapis cascading down over her breasts, a plate of gold in a triangle over her loins, golden braid in her hair, a circlet of gold about her hips, a jewel in her navel, jewels at her hips and nose and eyes, two sets of earrings in the shape of the new moon, one of gold and one of bronze. Beneath this her skin was oiled; by the light of the torches she gleamed like a being lit with an inner radiance.


  Behind and to the sides of the thrones stood those officials of the court who had not gone down into the pit with Lugalbanda: the high constable, the throne-bearer, the war-chamberlain and the water-chamberlain, the secretary of state, the supervisor of fisheries, the gatherer of taxes, the overseer of stewards, the master of the boundaries, and many more. The only one I did not see among them was the great lord who had placed the horned crown of divinity on my dead father’s brow. He was missing for good reason, for he was the man upon whom Inanna had chosen to bestow the kingship this day, and the king at that time was not permitted to enter the temple of the goddess until he was summoned by her to do so. In later years I saw to it that the custom was altered.


  The summoning of the new king into the temple was many hours in coming, or so it seems to me in recollection. First came prayer and libations, the invocation of each god in turn, commencing with the lesser ones, Igalimma who is the doorkeeper of the gods and Dunshagana their steward, and Enlulim the divine goatherd and Ensignun the god of charioteers, and so many others that I could hardly keep a tally of them, until Enki and Enlil and An finally were reached. The hour was late and my eyelids were heavy, and to remain awake was a struggle.


  And I grew terribly restless. No one seemed to remember that I was there, or to care. The chanting droned and droned and at one point I wandered away into the darkness beyond the torchlight, finding an entrance somehow into a passageway that led to a maze of lesser chapels. It seemed to me that I heard the fluttering of invisible wings there, and scratchy laughter far away. I grew fearful and wished I were back in the great hall. But I was unable to find the way. Desperately I called upon Lugalbanda to guide me.


  But instead of Lugalbanda, one of Inanna’s handmaidens came for me, a tall sparkling-eyed girl of ten or eleven years. All she wore were seven strings of blue beads about her waist and five amulets of pink shell tied to the ends of her hair, and her body was painted down front and sides with serpent motifs. She laughed and said, “Where are you going, son of Lugalbanda? Are you trying to find the gate of the nether world?”


  I despised the mockery in her voice. I drew myself tall, though she remained taller still, and said, “Let me be, girl. I am a man.”


  “Ah, a man! A man, are you! Yes, so you are, son of Lugalbanda! You are a very great man!”


  Now I could not tell whether I was being mocked or not. I began to shake from anger at her, and from an inner rage at myself, for not understanding the game she was playing with me. I was too young then. Taking me by the hand, she drew me against her, as though I were a doll, and she put my cheek against the buds of her breasts. I smelled the sharp perfume of her. “Little godling,” she murmured, and again her tone was somewhere on the borderland between irony and true deference. She stroked me and called me by my name, very familiarly, and told me hers. When I struggled and tried to pull away, she took both my hands in hers and tugged me about so that my eyes looked into her eyes. She held me and whispered fiercely, “When you are king, I will lie in your arms!”


  In that moment her tone held no mockery at all.


  I stared at her in amazement. Once again I felt that strange pressure in my brow that was the god brushing against the edges of my soul, merely for a moment. My lip trembled, and I thought I would cry, but I did not permit it of myself.


  “Come,” she said. “You must not miss the coronation ceremony, little godling. One day you will need to know how these things are done.”


  She took me back to the great hall just as a great flourish of music was sounded, flutes and double flutes, the long trumpets, the cymbals and tambourines. The new king had made his entrance at last. He was bare to the waist, wearing a flounced skirt below. His long hair was plaited and wound round his head and gathered behind. He lit a globe of incense and set down gifts before each of the thrones, a golden bowl filled with some fragrant oil, and a mana of silver, and a richly embroidered robe. Then he touched his forehead to the ground before Inanna, and kissed the ground also, and gave her a woven basket filled to overflowing with grain and fruits. Now the goddess rose from the throne and stood glittering like a beacon in the torchlight. “I am Ninpa the Lady of the Scepter,” she said in a voice so deep I could not believe it was a woman’s; and she took the royal scepter from the throne of Enlil and gave it to the king. “I am Ninmenna the Lady of the Crown,” she said, and took the golden crown from the throne of An and placed it upon the head of the king. Then she called him by his birth-name, which from that moment onward could never be uttered again; and then she called him by his king-name, saying, “You are Dumuzi, the great man of Uruk. So the gods decree.”


  There was no mistaking the sounds of surprise in the hall: gasps, murmurs, coughs. What I did not learn until long afterward was the reason for the surprise, which was that the new king had chosen to call himself by the name of a god, and not a minor god at that. No one in memory had done that before.


  I knew of Dumuzi the god, of course. Any child would know his tale—the divine shepherd who wooed the goddess Inanna and won her for his wife, and reigned as king in Uruk for thirty-six thousand years, until Inanna, so that she might rescue herself from the demons of the nether world who held her captive, sold him to them to take her place below the ground. To pick that name by which to reign was strange indeed. For the tale of Dumuzi is the tale of the defeat of the king by the goddess. Was that the destiny that Uruk’s new ruler sought for himself? Perhaps he had considered only the grandeur of the first Dumuzi, and not his betrayal and downfall at the hand of Inanna; or perhaps he had not considered anything at all. Dumuzi he was, and king he was.


  When the rite was done the new king led the traditional procession to the palace for the final phase of his ceremony of investiture, followed by all the high dignitaries of the city. I also returned to the palace, but only to go to my own bedchamber. While I slept, the lords of the realm presented gifts to Dumuzi and laid down their badges and other insignia of office before him, so that he would have the right to select his own officials. But the custom long has been that such changes are never made on the day of the coronation, and so Dumuzi declared, as kings had always declared before him, “Let everyone resume his office.”


  All the same, changes soon were forthcoming. The one most important to me was that my mother and I left the royal palace that had been my home all my life, and took up residence in a splendid but far less imposing dwelling in the Kullab district, westward of the temple of An. It was to An’s service that my mother dedicated the rest of her life, as his chief priestess. She is now a goddess in her own right, by my decree, so that she might be reunited with Lugalbanda. For if he is in heaven, then it is fitting that she be at his side. And though I have said that I do not believe he is in heaven, nevertheless it may be that he is, and in that case it would have been remiss of me not to have sent Ninsun to join him there.


  It was hard for me to understand why I had been forced to leave the palace. “Dumuzi is king now,” my mother explained. “The assembly has chosen him, the goddess has recognized him. The palace belongs to him.” But her words were like the blowing of the dry wind over the plain. Dumuzi could be king, for all I cared; but the palace was my home. “Will we return to it after Inanna sends Dumuzi to the nether world?” I asked, and she looked stern and told me never to speak such words again. But then in a softer voice she said, “Yes, I think you will live in the palace again one day.”


  This Dumuzi was young and strong and vigorous, and came of one of the greatest families of Uruk, a clan that long had held the sheshgal-priesthood in the temple of Inanna, and the supervisorship of the fisheries, and many another high office. He was handsome and of kingly bearing, with thick hair and a heavy beard.


  Yet there seemed something soft and disagreeable about him within, and I did not understand why he had been chosen to be king. His eyes were small and had no shine, and his lips were fleshy, and the skin of him was like a woman’s. I imagined he had it rubbed with oils every morning. I despised him from the first moment of his reign. Perhaps I hated him simply because he had become king in my father’s place; but I think it was not only for that. At any rate, I harbor no hatred for him now. For foolish Dumuzi I have only pity: even more than the rest of us, he was the toy of the gods.
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  NOW MY life became very different. My days of play were over, my days of schooling began.


  Because I was a prince of the line of Enmerkar and Lugalbanda, I did not have to attend the common tablet-house, where the sons of merchants and foremen and temple administrators are taught to become scribes. Instead I went each day to a small low-roofed room in an ancient little temple at the eastern side of the White Platform, where a priest with shaven scalp and face conducted a private class for eight or nine high-born boys. My classmates were the sons of governors, ambassadors, generals, and high priests, and they had great regard for themselves. But I was the son of a king.


  That created difficulties for me. I was accustomed to privilege and precedence, and I demanded my usual rights. But in the classroom I had no rights. I was big and I was strong, but I was neither the biggest nor the strongest, for some of the boys were four or five years older. The first lessons I learned were painful ones.


  I had two chief tormentors. One was Bir-hurturre, the son of Ludingirra, who had been my father’s master of the chariots and who had gone down into the death-pit to sleep beside him. The other was Zabardi-bunugga, the son of Gungunum the high priest of An. I think Bir-hurturre bore a grudge against me because his father had had to die when mine had died. What quarrel Zabardi-bunugga had with me, I never fully understood, though possibly it grew from some old jealousy his father had felt toward Lugalbanda. But these two were determined, whatever the reason, to make me see that my high rank and privilege had ended when the crown had passed to the king Dumuzi.


  In the classroom I took the front chair. It was my right, to go before the others. Bir-hurturre said, “That chair is mine, son of Lugalbanda.”


  The way he said son of Lugalbanda, he made it sound like son of Dung-fly, son of Trash-picker.


  “The chair is mine,” I told him calmly. That seemed self-evident to me, in no need of defense or explanation.


  “Ah. Then the chair must be yours, son of Lugalbanda,” he answered, and smiled.


  When I returned from midday recess I found that someone had gone down to the river and captured a yellow toad, and had skewered it into the middle of my seat. It was not yet dead. To one side of it someone had drawn the face of the evil spirit Rabisu, the croucher-in-doorways, and on the other side was drawn the storm-bird Imdugud with her tongue thrust out.


  I pulled the toad free and turned to Bir-hurturre with it. “You seem to have left your midday meal on my seat,” I said. “Here. This is for you to eat, not for me.”


  I seized him by the hair and thrust the toad toward his mouth.


  Bir-hurturre was ten years old. Though he was no taller than I was, he was very broad through the shoulders and extremely strong. Catching me by the wrist, he pulled my hand free of his hair and wrenched it down to my side. No one had ever handled me like that before. I felt rage rising in me like a winter torrent rushing down upon the Land.


  “Doesn’t he want to share his seat with his brother?” asked Zabardi-bunugga, who was looking on with amusement.


  I broke loose of Bir-hurturre’s grasp and hurled the toad into Zabardi-bunugga’s face. “My brother?” I cried. “Yours! Your twin!” Indeed Zabardi-bunugga was amazingly ugly, with a nose flat as a button, and strange coarse hair that grew in widely spaced bunches on his head.


  They both came at me at once. They held me with my arms behind my back and jeered at me and slapped me. I had never been held so impiously in the palace, not even in the roughest of play: no one would have dared. “You may not touch me!” I shouted. “Cowards! Pigs! Do you know who I am?”


  “You are Bugal-lugal, son of Lugal-bugal,” said Bir-hurturre, and they laughed as though he had said something enormously clever.


  “I will be king one day!”


  “Bugal-lugal! Lugal-bugal!”


  “I’ll break you! I’ll feed you to the river!”


  “Lugal-bugal-lugal! Bugal-lugal-lugal!”


  I thought my soul would burst from my breast. For a moment I could neither breathe nor see nor think. I strained and struggled and kicked, and heard a grunt, and kicked again, and heard a whimper. One of them released me and I pulled myself free of the other, and went running from the classroom, not out of fear of them but out of fear that I would kill them while the madness was upon me.


  The school-father and his assistant were returning just then from their midday meal. In the blindness of my wrath I ran right into them, and they caught me and held me until I was calm. I pointed into the classroom, where Bir-hurturre and Zabardi-bunugga were staring at me and making faces with their tongues, and demanded that they be put to death at once. But the school-father replied only that I had risen from my place without permission, I had spoken to him without permission; and he gave me over to the whipping-slave to cane me for my unruliness. It was not the last time those two tormented me, and occasionally some of the others joined in, the bigger ones, at least. I found I could do nothing against any of this persecution. School-father and his assistant always took their side, and told me I must hold my tongue, I must master my temper. I wrote down the names of my enemies, both my schoolfellows and my tutors, so that I could have them all flayed alive when I was king. But when I came to understand things a little better, soon afterward, I threw those lists away.


  Writing and reading were the first things I learned. It is important for a prince to understand such matters. Imagine trusting everything to the honesty of one’s scribes and ministers when messages are going back and forth on the battlefields, or when one is engaged in correspondence with the king of another land! If the master cannot read, any kind of deceit may be practiced on him, and a great man could be betrayed into the grasp of his enemies.


  I wish I were able to claim with any honesty that my reason for turning to those arts was anything so astute and far-sighted. But no such princely notions were in my mind. What attracted me to writing was my notion that it was magical. To be able to work magic, that magic or any other, was tremendously attractive.


  It seemed miraculous that words could be captured like hawks in flight, and imprisoned in a piece of red clay, and set loose again by anyone who knew the art of it. In the beginning I did not even think such a thing was credible. “You invent the words as you go along,” I told the school-father. “You pretend that there are meanings, but you simply make everything up!” Coolly he handed the tablet to the assistant, who read from it everything that the school-father had read, word for word. Then he called in one of the older boys from another room, and he did the same; and then I was whipped on the knuckles for my doubting. I doubted no longer. These people—ordinary mortals, not even gods—had some way of bringing the words alive out of the clay. So I paid close heed as the school-father’s assistant showed me how to prepare the soft clay tablets, how to cut a reed stylus to a wedge-shaped end, how to make the marks that are writing, by pressing the stylus into the tablet. And I struggled to comprehend the marks.


  Understanding them was enormously troublesome at first. The marks were like the scratchings of a hen in the sand. I learned to tell the differences out of which their meanings sprang. Some of the marks stood for sounds, na and ba and ma and the like, and some stood for ideas, like god or king or plough, and some showed how a word was meant to stand in relation to the words around it. Then I caught the knack of this wonderful witchcraft. I found that almost without effort I could make the marks yield their meanings to my eye, so that I could look down a tablet and read from it a list of things, “gold, silver, bronze, copper,” or “Nippur, Eridu, Kish, Uruk,” or “arrow, javelin, spear, sword.” Of course I could never read as a scribe reads, swiftly scanning the columns of a tablet and bringing from it its full wealth of meaning and nuance: that is the task of a lifetime’s devotion, and I have had other tasks. But I learned my writing-signs well, and know them still, and can never be deceived by some treacherous underling who means to play me false.


  We were taught also concerning the gods, and the making of the world, and the founding of the Land. School-father told us how the heaven and the earth had come forth from the sea, and the sky had been put between them, and the moon and the sun and the planets were fashioned. He spoke of the bright and shining Sky-father An who decrees what must be done, and of Ninhursag the great mother, and of Enlil the lord of the storm, and of the wise Enki and the radiant sun Utu, the fount of justice, and cool silvery Nanna, the ruler of the night; and of course he spoke much of Inanna the mistress of Uruk. But when he told how mankind was created it saddened and angered me: not that we were brought into being to be serfs to the gods, for who am I to question that, but that the work was done in such a cruel and slipshod way.


  For look, look you, how the job was managed, and how we suffer for our makers’ foolishness!


  It was at a time when the gods lived like mortals on the earth, tilling the soil and caring for their flocks. But because they were gods they would not deign to work at their tasks, and so the grain withered and the cattle died, and the gods grew hungry. Therefore the sea-mother Nammu came to her son Enki, who dwelled lazily then in the happy land of Dilmun where the lion did not kill and the wolf did not snatch the lamb, and she told him of the sorrow and distress of his fellow gods. “Rise from your couch,” she said, “and use your wisdom to bring forth servants, who will assume our tasks and minister to our needs.”


  “O my mother,” he replied, “it can be done.” He told her to reach into the abyss and scoop up a handful of clay from the depths of the sea; and then Enki and his wife the earth-mother Ninhursag and the eight goddesses of birth took the clay and fashioned it, and shaped the body and the limbs of the first mortal being, and said, “Our servants will look like that.”


  Enki and Ninhursag, out of joy at what they had achieved, gave a great feast for all the other gods, and showed them how the creation of mankind would ease their lives. “See,” he said, “each of you will have your own estate on the earth, and these beings will assume your tasks and minister to your needs. These will be the serfs who toil, and over them we will place bailiffs and sheriffs and inspectors and commissioners, and above them kings and queens, who will live in palaces just as we do, with butlers and chamberlains and coachmen and ladies-in-waiting. And all of these creatures will toil day and night to provide for us.” The gods applauded, and drained many a mug of wine and beer; and they all grew gloriously drunk.


  In their drunkenness, Enki and Ninhursag continued to bring forth beings out of the clay. They brought one forth that had neither male organs nor female, and said it would be a eunuch to guard the royal harem; and they laughed greatly at that. And then they brought forth beings with this disease and that, of the body or of the spirit, and set them loose into the world as well. And lastly they made one whose name was “I Was Born Long Ago,” whose eyes were dim and whose hands trembled, and who could neither sit nor stand nor bend his knees. In this way did old age come into the world, and disease and madness and everything else that is evil—as the drunken joke of the god Enki and the earth-mother his wife, the goddess Ninhursag. When the mother of Enki, the sea-mother Nammu, saw what he had done, she exiled him in her anger to the deep abyss, where he dwells to this day. But the injury was done; the drunken gods had had their joke; and we suffer under that and always will. I will not quarrel with their having made us to be their creatures and their things, but why did they make us so imperfect?


  I asked the school-father that question, and he had me whipped on my knuckles for the asking.


  I learned other things that confused and frightened me. These were the tales and legends of the gods, the same ones that the harper Ur-kununna had sung in the palace courtyard. But somehow when the stories fell from the lips of that sweet and gentle old man they had lit a warm light of pleasure in my soul, and when I heard them in the dry precise voice of the pinch-faced school-father they seemed transformed into dark and disturbing things. Ur-kununna had made the gods seem playful and benevolent and wise; but in the school-father’s telling the gods seemed foolish and ruthless and cruel. And yet they were the same gods; and yet they were the same stories; and yet even the words were same. What had changed? Ur-kununna had sung the gods loving and feasting and bringing forth life. School-father gave us quarrelsome bickering untrustworthy gods who cast darkness upon the world without warning and without mercy. Ur-kununna lived in joy, and walked to his death uncomplaining, knowing he was beloved of the gods. School-father taught me that mortals must live their lives in endless fear, for the gods are not kind. And yet they were the same gods: wise Enki, lordly Enlil, beautiful Inanna. But the wise Enki had created old age for us, and the weakness of the flesh. The lordly Enlil had in his unquenchable lust raped the young girl-goddess Ninlil, though she cried out in pain, and he had fathered the moon upon her. The beautiful Inanna, to free herself from the nether world, had sold her husband Dumuzi to the demons. The gods, then, are no better than we are: just as petty, just as selfish, just as thoughtless. How had I failed to see these things, when I listened to the harper Ur-kununna? Was it merely that I was too young to understand? Or was it that in the warmth of his singing the doings of the divine ones took on a different semblance?


  The world that school-father revealed to me was a world that was bleak and chancy. And there was but one escape from that world, to an afterlife that was even more harsh and terrifying. What hope, then? What hope for any of us, king or beggar? That was what the gods had made for us; and the gods themselves are just as vulnerable and frightened: there is Inanna, stripped bare in her descent into hell, standing naked before the queen of the nether world. Monstrous! Monstrous! There is no hope, I thought, not here or anywhere after.


  Heavy thoughts, for so young a child, even a child that is the son of a king, and who is two parts god and only one part mortal. I was filled with despair. Alone I went one day to the side of the city by the river, and peered over the wall and saw the dead bodies floating in the water, the corpses of those who could not afford a burial. And I thought, it is all the same, beggar or king, king or beggar, and there is no meaning anywhere. Dark thoughts! But after a time I put them from my mind. I was young. I could not brood forever on such things.


  Later I saw the truth within the truth: that even though the gods are as ruthless and as capricious as ourselves, it is also the case that we can make ourselves as exalted as gods. But that lesson was one that I was a long time in learning.
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  BECAUSE THERE is divine blood within me, I grew swiftly to extraordinary size and strength. When I was nine I was bigger than any of the boys in the little temple-school, and I had no more trouble with the likes of Bir-hurturre and Zabardi-bunugga. Indeed they looked to me as their leader, and played the games I called for playing, and gave me the first seat in everything. The only difference between us was that they had hair on their bodies and their cheeks, and I did not.


  I went to a sage in the Kullab district and bought from him, for ninety se of silver and half a sila of good wine, a potion made of powdered juniper root, cassia juice, antimony, lime, and some other things, which was meant to hasten the onset of manhood. I rubbed this stuff under my arms and around my loins, and it burned like a thousand devils. But soon hair was sprouting on me as thickly as on any warrior.


  Dumuzi launched military campaigns against Aratta, against the city of Kish, and against the wild Martu tribesmen of the desert. I was too young to take part in these wars. But already I was training every day in the skills of the javelin, the sword, the mace, and the axe. On account of my size the other boys were afraid to stand forth on the training-grounds against me, and I had to practice with the young men. When dueling with axes one day with a warrior named Abbasagga, I split his shield in half at a single blow, and he threw down his weapon and ran from the field. After that it was hard for me to find opponents, even among the men. For a time I went off by myself and studied the art of the bow and arrow, although that is a weapon used only by hunters, not by warriors. The first bow that was made for me was too weak, and I snapped it as I tried to draw it; then I bought a costly bow of several woods cunningly laminated together, cedar and mulberry and fir and willow, which better served my purpose. I still have it.


  Another thing I learned was the art of building. I studied the mixing of mastics and mortars out of bitumen and other kinds of pitch, the making of bricks, the plastering and painting of walls, and many another humble thing, and in the full heat of day I labored sweating among the artisans, deepening my skills. One reason I did this is that it is our custom to educate princes in such things, so that they can play their proper roles in the construction and dedication of new buildings and walls. In other lands, I know, princes and kings do nothing but ride and hunt and have sport with women, but things are not like that here. Above and beyond the matter of the responsibilities I expected one day to have to assume, though, I found keen pleasure in mastering those crafts. To make bricks and set them in courses to form a wall gave me a powerful sense of accomplishment, as strong as any that I have had from more heroic endeavors: in some ways stronger, perhaps. And there was something altogether voluptuous about the making of bricks, the mixing of the clay and straw, the pressing of the wet clay into the mold, the scooping away of the excess with the side of my hand.


  Of course, there are other and more obvious sources of pleasure, and other sensations more immediately voluptuous. I began my education in those things early also.


  My first teacher was a little squint-eyed goat-herder I met in the Street of the Scorpion on a day in late winter. I was ten or eleven and she, I suppose, must have been a bit older than that, since she had breasts, and hair down below. She begged for the bit of golden braid I had wound in my hair, and I said, “What will you give me for it?” and she laughed and said, “Come with me.”


  In a dark cellar atop a pile of old damp straw she earned the price of the braid, though what we did was more like wrestling than coupling. I am not even certain that I entered her that day, so much of a novice was I. But we met two or three more times, and I know that what we did on those occasions was the true deed. I never asked her name or told her mine. She reeked of goat’s milk and goat’s urine, and her face was coarse and her dark skin was blemished, and she wriggled and writhed in my arms like some slippery creature of the river. But when I embraced her she seemed as beautiful as Inanna, and the pleasure she gave me struck straight through me like the lightning of Enlil. So was I initiated into the great mystery, a little earlier than such things are supposed to happen, and in a highly irregular way.


  There were many more after her. The city was full of smudge-faced little girls willing to go with a sturdy young prince for an hour, and I must have sampled half of them.


  Then I discovered that the same delights, minus the rank odors and the other little drawbacks, could be had from girls of a higher class. Few refused me, and those who did, I think, said no only out of fear of discovery and punishment. For my part I could never have enough: I felt that when my body quivered with that ecstasy I was entering into direct communion with the gods. It was like being hurled straightaway into the sacred domain. And is that not the truth? The act of engendering is the way of entry into all that is holy. Until you have done it, you dwell outside the bounds of civilization; you are little more than a beast. The joining of flesh and spirit in that act is the thing that brings us close to the gods. I found myself thinking every time, in that wild instant just before the pouring forth of my seed, that this was no ordinary girl of Uruk beneath me, but fiery Inanna herself—the goddess, not the priestess. It is a sacred business.


  Apart from all such lofty considerations, I should add that I noticed, very early, that coupling had a wondrous way of calming my spirit. For I boiled then, and for many years thereafter, with turbulent inner frenzies that I scarcely understood and against which I had no defense. I think that hot lust of mine sprang not only from the ordinary passions of the flesh but from something deeper and darker, which was the painful loneliness that assailed me like a wolf in the darkness. Often I felt myself to be the only living being in a world of chilly phantoms. Having no father, no brother, no real friend—set apart from all others by the godlike strangeness that any simpleton could see lay upon me—I found myself engulfed in a bewildering emptiness of the soul. It stung me and burned me like mountain ice against my skin. So I reached toward women and girls for the only comfort I could find. The fulfillment of passion did at least give me a few hours of respite from that agitation of the spirit.


  When I was a month short of twelve one of my uncles, observing in the baths that my body had become that of a man, told me, “We will go to the temple cloister this afternoon. I think the time is overdue for you.”


  I knew what he meant. And I did not have the heart to tell him that I had not waited for a proper initiation.


  So when the midday heat had eased a little, we put on kilts of fine white linen, and he drew a narrow red stripe across my shoulders and sliced a lock of my hair, and we went together to the temple of Inanna. We passed through the rear courtyard and crossed a maze of lesser rooms—workshops and toolbins and the library where the holy tablets were stacked—and at last we came to the cloister where the temple priestesses wait to serve worshippers. “Now you will give yourself to the goddess,” my uncle told me.


  For one horrified moment I wondered if he had arranged for me to yield my supposed virginity to Inanna herself. Perhaps the son of a king might in fact warrant such a lofty initiator. By now I had become something of a swaggerer, at least in the inwardness of my thoughts, and I imagine I could have found the valor to couple with a goddess: but to embrace the high priestess was another thing entirely. Her hawk-featured face frightened me; that and the thought of her thickening flesh. She was older than my mother, after all. No doubt she had been the most superb of women once, but now she was aging and said to be unwell, and I had seen when she appeared at the last harvest festival, oiled and bejeweled and practically naked, that her magnificence was going from her. But my fears were absurd. Inanna, whether she be young or old, is reserved only for the king. The priestess whom my uncle had provided for me was a juicy girl of about sixteen, with golden paint on her cheeks and a glittering red jewel mounted in her left nostril.


  “I am Abisimti,” she said, touching her hand to breasts and thighs in the holy sign of Inanna. Then she led me into her little chamber, while my uncle went off to make his observances with a priestess of his own.


  Abisimti’s room contained a couch, a basin, an image of the goddess. She lit the candles and performed the libations and took me to the long narrow couch. We knelt by it and said the prayers together, her very solemnly, and in a copper brazier she burned the lock of my hair that my uncle had cut off. Then she drew my garment from me and bathed me with a cool cloth. At the sight of my nakedness she frowned.


  “How old are you?” she asked.


  “In a month, twelve.”


  “Twelve? Only twelve?” She laughed prettily and clapped her hands. “Then the gods have favored you greatly!”


  I said nothing, merely stared intently through her light linen robe to the high round breasts half visible beneath.


  “How eager you are!” she cried. “Your first taste of the great mystery and you can hardly bear to wait a moment longer!”


  I dared not lie to a priestess, but I did not want to tell the truth. So I looked away, feigning embarrassment.


  Abisimti let her robe drop. But before I could possess her she had to tell me at length of the esoteric meaning of the rite we were about to perform, which I had already comprehended on my own, and then to instruct me in the method and art of coupling. That was also superfluous but I endured it patiently enough. Then we went to it. I pretended to a clumsiness I had long ago outgrown. Even so, Abisimti’s eyes were shining when we were done. Was that right, I wondered, for her to take such pleasure in it, she being a priestess? But later I came to see that it is not only right but blessed for the priestesses of Inanna to enjoy the devotions of the temple cloister. A common whore may hate her work and detest her customers, perhaps, but a priestess is engaged in the most sacred act of all, which is to bridge the great gulf between mortal and god. That is true of a common whore as well, but the whore does not understand such matters.


  In such ways I glided toward manhood. I thought I saw the shape of my life unrolling before me. I would eat well and drink well and enjoy many women, and I would be a warrior and a priest and a prince; and one day Dumuzi would die and I would be called to the kingship of Uruk. I did not question any of that. Plainly it was my destiny. Though I was already well aware that the gods are capricious, I did not think them stupid: and who better to rule over the city, once he was of age, than the son of Lugalbanda? It struck me as inevitable that the assembly of the city would choose me when Dumuzi’s time was done.


  But meanwhile Dumuzi was king. And Dumuzi, though hardly young—he was at least four-and-twenty then—was far from old. He might easily live another twenty years, if he was lucky on the battlefield. That was a long time for me to wait for the throne. A great restlessness surged in me. I struggled to contain it.
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  ONE DAY in this time a slave wearing the badge of Inanna came to me while I was practicing the throwing of the javelin and said, “You will come now to the temple of the goddess.”


  He led me through winding passageways I had never seen before, in the depths of my grandfather’s temple, or perhaps even beneath it, in tunnels that descended into the White Platform. By the flickering light of our oil-lamps I saw that the halls here were high-vaulted and richly ornamented with mosaic decorations in red and yellow, which was strange in this place of perpetual night. There was the smell of incense in the air, and a dampness, as if the walls themselves were sweating. This plainly was some holy sanctum, perhaps that of Inanna herself. I was made uneasy by that, as I always was by anything pertaining too closely to Inanna.


  I heard the scrambling of small creatures in the darkness, and the sound of harsh congested breathing. Now and then a passage intersected ours, and I saw lamps glowing far away. Twice we came upon wizards or exorcists at work in the hallway by candleglow, crouching against the tiled floors and scattering barley-flour and pungent-smelling tamarisk branches about as they cast their spells. They paid no attention to us. A little while afterward, as I looked down a cross-passage, I had a quick glimpse of three squat brown two-legged creatures with heavy shaggy chests and the hooves of goats, trudging away from us. I am sure I saw them. I have no doubt they were demons. I knew I was in a place of perils, where one world borders close on another, and things that are meant to be invisible cross boundaries that should not be crossed.


  We remained on our path, sloping ever downward. At last I arrived at a great door plated with bronze which pivoted on a large round black stone sunk beneath the pavement.


  “Go in,” the slave said.


  I entered a long narrow room, deep and dark. Its rough brick walls were ornamented with black shale and red limestone set in bitumen, and lamps mounted in four high sconces provided a glimmering light. On the floor two overlapping triangles of white metal were inlaid to form the outline of a six-pointed star.


  At the center of that star stood a woman, perfectly motionless.


  I was expecting to find myself before Inanna herself, but this was some lesser priestess, taller, younger, and more slender. I felt certain I had seen her before, in the goddess-ceremonies, close at the right hand of Inanna, robing and disrobing her as the rite required: a handmaiden of the goddess, of the inner circle of the temple. For a long silent moment I stared at her, and she at me. Her beauty was extraordinary. It grasped me like a great hand which I could not elude. I felt the power of it seizing and shaking my soul like the hot winds of summer. She was elaborately bedecked: her cheeks were colored with a face-bloom of yellow ochre, her upper eyelids were darkened with kohl, her lower ones were made green with malachite, and her thick lustrous hair had been reddened with henna. She wore rich robes, with the reed-bundle emblem of Inanna embroidered across her breast. A ball of myrrh was burning in a censer that rested on a silver tripod. Her eyes, dark and piercing, traveled across me from shoulder to shoulder, from head to toe: she seemed to be taking my measure.


  At length she greeted me by my name, my birth-name. I had no name for her and so I could make no answer. I merely stood there gaping foolishly at her.


  Then she said, almost fiercely, “Well? Do you remember me?”


  “I have seen you serving Inanna at the rites.”


  Her eyes flashed. “Of course you have. Everyone has. But you and I have met. We have spoken.”


  “Have we?”


  “Long ago. You were very young. It must have gone from your mind.”


  “Tell me your name, and I will know if we have met.”


  “Ah, you have forgotten me!”


  “I forget very little. Tell me your name,” I said.


  She smiled mischievously, and spoke her name, which is one that I may not set down here, for, like my own birth-name, it has been replaced by a holier one and must be abandoned forever. The sound of her name lifted the latch of my memory, and from the storehouse of my mind came a rush of recollection: strings of blue beads, amulets of pink shell, a bare sinuous girlish body painted with serpent designs, budding breasts, a sharp perfume. Was this woman one and the same with that sly child? Yes. Yes. Her breasts were more than buds, now, and her face had grown broader from cheek to cheek, and the wicked sparkle of her eyes was obscured by the womanly cosmetics with which she had painted them. But I was certain that I saw the girl hidden within the woman.


  “Yes, I remember now,” I said. “The day of the naming of the new king, when I was lost in the maze of the temple, and you came after me, and comforted me, and led me back to the ceremony. But you are greatly changed.”


  “Not so much, I think. I was already beginning to be a woman, then. I had bled goddess-blood three times. I think I look not so very different now. But you are altogether changed. You were only a child, then.”


  “It was six years ago, or a little more than that.”


  “Was it? What a sweet child you were!” She shot me a flagrant glance. “But a child no longer. Abisimti tells me you are truly a man.”


  Abashed, appalled, I cried, “I thought the doings of priestesses were sacred secrets!”


  “Abisimti tells me everything. We are like sisters.”


  I shifted my weight restlessly. As before, long ago, I felt anger and uncertainty, because I was unable to tell whether I was being mocked. I was strangely helpless before her guile. I had grown older, yes, but so had she; and if I was not much past twelve, she was at least sixteen, and still far ahead of me. There was a sharp edge on her, that cut me wherever I tried to take hold of her.


  I said, a little too brusquely, “Why am I here?”


  “I thought it was time we met again. First I saw you one day during the festival, when you were at the temple bearing offerings. My eye fell upon you and I wondered about you, and I asked someone, Who is that man? And she said, that is no man, that is only a boy, the son of Lugalbanda. It surprised me, that you had grown so swiftly, for I thought you were still very young. Then a few days later Abisimti said that a prince had come to her in the cloister and she had conveyed him into manhood, and I asked her which prince that was, and she told me that he was the son of Lugalbanda. I thought I would speak with you again, after hearing Abisimti. The words of Abisimti made me curious about you.”


  It infuriated me that I was still too simple to read the meanings between her meanings. Was she saying that she wished to go to the cloister with me herself? So it seemed, or why else had she summoned me, and why else would her eyes be so wanton with me? Well, gladly would I have gone with her—more than gladly! Her beauty drove me wild, even then. But I was not sure that that was what she wanted, and I did not dare put it to the test, out of fear of being refused. One may not have the priestesses of Inanna for the mere asking, only the ones who wait in the cloister, who have dedicated themselves as holy whores. It is shameful to approach the others, who are set apart as brides of the god, or of the king in whom the god is embodied. I did not know which class she belonged to. And perhaps this was simply a game for her, and I only her plaything, a man-doll now instead of the child-doll I once had been. I felt her spinning webs all about me, and I was lost in them.


  She said, “How has it been for you? What do you do? I never leave the temple; I have no news of the city, except the gossip that the serving-maids bring me.”


  “My mother is priestess of An. I do some service at his temple. I study the things a young man studies. I wait to enter into the fullness of my manhood.”


  “And then?”


  “I will do as the gods require of me.”


  “Has any god chosen you yet to be his own?”


  “No,” I said. “Not yet.”


  “Do you wish it?”


  I shrugged. “It will happen when it happens.”


  “Inanna chose me when I was seven.”


  “It will happen when it happens,” I said.


  “When you know, will you come to me and tell me which god it is?”


  She was staring at me very hard. She seemed to be laying some sort of claim to me, and I did not understand why. Nor did I like it. But her power was intense. I heard myself saying meekly, “Yes, I will tell you. If that is what you want.”


  “That is what I want,” she said.


  Something became softer about her now: that mischievous edge went from her, and the look that I interpreted as wantonness. From a pouch at her waist she took an amulet and pressed it into my hands, a statuette of Inanna, with great breasts and swollen thighs, carved from some smooth green stone that I had never seen before. It seemed to shine with an inner flame. “Keep this by you always,” she said.


  It troubled me to take it from her. I felt as though the price of that statuette was my soul.


  I said, “How can I accept anything so precious?”


  “You may not refuse. That would be a sin, to turn back the gifts of a goddess.”


  “The gifts of a priestess, rather.”


  “The goddess speaks through her priestesses. This is yours, and while you have it, you are under the protection of the goddess-power.”


  Maybe so. But it made me uneasy. In Uruk we are all under the protection of the goddess-power; but nevertheless Inanna is a dangerous goddess, who deals in mysterious ways with her subjects, and it is unwise to get too close to her. My father had done his service to Inanna, as a king of Uruk must, but whenever he had gone in private to a temple it had been to Sky-father An. And I myself felt more comfortable with Enlil of the storms than I did with the goddess. But I had no choice but to take the amulet. It may be perilous to worship Inanna but it is far worse to anger her.


  When I left her that day I felt strange, as though I had been forced to surrender something of great value. But I had no idea what it was.


  I was summoned several more times in the next few months to the audience-chamber at the end of that passageway of demons and wizards deep below the Enmerkar temple. It was the same each time: an inconclusive conversation, a puzzling display of threatening flirtatiousness that led nowhere, a sense at the end that she had outplayed me in a game with rules I did not understand. Often she had some little gift for me, but when I brought her one she would not take it. She wanted to know many things—news of the court, of the assembly, of the king. What had I heard? What were they saying in the palace? She was insatiable. I grew cautious with her, saying little, answering her questions as briefly and vaguely as I could. I did not know what she wanted from me. And I feared the power of her beauty, which I knew was strong enough to sweep me to destruction. With anyone else I would have said, young as I was, “Come with me, lie with me,” but how could I say such words to her? Shielded as she was by the aura of the goddess, she was unattainable, until she gave consent. At a word from her, at the crooking of a single finger, I would have knelt to her. But she did not speak the word. She did not crook the finger. I prayed that the gods would deliver her into my arms, one of these times when she sent for me. But though the warmth of her smile said one thing, the cool icy sparkle of her eyes said another, and held me back from her as though I were a eunuch. She seemed altogether beyond my reach. Yet I had not forgotten the astonishing thing she had said to me in my childhood, on the day of Dumuzi’s coronation: When you are king, I will lie in your arms.
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  THEN IT was the month of Tashritu, the season of the new year, when the king enters into the Sacred Marriage with Inanna and all things are reborn. That is the time when the god strides across the threshold of the temple like a rumbling storm and casts his seed into the goddess, and the rains come again after the long dry harsh death-in-life that is the summer.


  It is the greatest and most holy festival of Uruk, on which all else depends. The preparations occupy everyone in the city for weeks as the summer wanes. That which has been defiled during the year must be purified by sacrifices and fumigations. Those who are ritually unclean by birth, members of the impure castes, must take themselves outside the walls and build a temporary village for themselves there. Weak and deformed animals must be slain. All houses and public buildings in need of repair are put in order, and the festive decorations are brought forth. Then at last come the parades, led by harpers and tympanists. The whores don brightly colored scarves and the cloak of the goddess. Men adorn their left sides with women’s clothing. Priests and priestesses carry through the streets the bloody swords, the double-edged axes, with which the sacrifices have been performed. Dancers leap through hoops and jump over ropes. In her temple Inanna bathes herself and anoints herself and dons the holy ornaments, the great ring of carnelian and the beads of lapis and the shining loin-plate of gold, and the jewels for her navel and for her hips and for her nose and for her eyes, and the earrings of gold and bronze, and the breast-ornaments of ivory. And the god Dumuzi, the bringer of fertility, enters into the king, who goes by boat to the temple district and through the gateway of the Eanna sanctuary, leading a sheep and holding a kid. They stand together on the porch of the temple, priestess and king, goddess and god, while all the city hails them in joy; and then they go within, to the bedchamber that has been prepared, and he caresses her and goes into her and ploughs her and pours his fruitfulness into her womb. So it has been since the beginning, when the gods alone existed and kingship had not yet descended from heaven.


  On the day of the new moon that marked the beginning of the new year I went with all the others to the White Platform, to wait outside the Enmerkar temple for the showing-forth of Inanna and Dumuzi. A light wind, moist and fragrant, blew from the south. It was the wind we call the Cheat, which promises springtime, but in fact heralds the winter.


  The king appeared, with his sheep, with his kid, at the western end of the platform. The crowd parted to make way for him as he walked slowly up the steps and toward the temple. He looked splendid. The god-light was upon him, and his body gleamed from within.


  There is something about performing the Sacred Marriage that exalts any man, I suppose. This was the sixth time Dumuzi had performed the rite since he became king, and each year, watching him cross the platform, I had been astonished by the awe he inspired in me, this man who at all other times seemed to me so ordinary, so flabby of soul. But when the god is in the king, the king is a god. I would never forget how my father had looked on the night of this rite, powerful and grand and immense, glancing neither to one side nor the other as he went past the place where my mother and I stood watching, and entered the temple, and returned with Inanna by his side, and stretched forth his hands to the people of the city, and went inside once again to lead the goddess to her bedchamber. But Lugalbanda had looked majestic at all times. I would not have expected Dumuzi to be able to rival his magnificence; yet on this night each year he did.


  Tonight, though, something unusual seemed to be happening. The king and the priestess customarily emerge to show themselves together at the instant when the crescent of the new moon appears above the temple. But this night the moment came and went and the temple door remained closed. I do not know how long we waited. It seemed like hours. We looked toward one another with questioning eyes, but no one dared speak.


  Then at last the great brazen door swung open and the holy couple appeared. At the sight of them, the silence grew more intense: it was like a chasm of stillness that engulfed all the sound in the world. But only for an instant. A moment later a low murmuring and hissing could be heard, as those toward the front of the crowd began to mutter and murmur in surprise.


  From where I stood, far in the back, I was unable at first to tell what was amiss. There was Dumuzi in shining crown and royal robe of rich deep blue; there was Inanna close by his side. Then I realized that the woman wearing the sacred ornaments of ivory and gold and carnelian and lapis was not Inanna, or at least not the Inanna who had stood forth on this night all the previous years of my life. That woman had been short and sturdy of body, and this one appeared to have been drawn out to a finer consistency, slender, almost frail, and tall, her shoulder virtually of a height with Dumuzi’s. And, when a moment later I came to perceive who she must be, I understood that I was about to lose that which had never been mine, and I was helpless to prevent it.


  I had to see her face. I pushed my way forward, shouldering people aside as though they were dry sticks.


  At a distance of twenty paces I looked straight into her eyes, and beheld the dark mischief that sparkled there. Yes, of course, it was she, plucked suddenly from her underground chamber to the height of sacred power in Uruk: no longer handmaiden to the goddess, but suddenly, astoundingly, made into Inanna herself. I could not move. A heaviness invaded my legs and rooted them to the pavement. There was a thickness in my throat, like a lump of sand that could not be swallowed or expelled.


  She stared at me but did not seem to see me, though I was more than a head taller than the tallest person around me. The ceremony consumed her entirely. I watched her hand Dumuzi the sacred white flask of honey, and receive from him the sacred vessel of barley. I heard them exchanging the words of the rite: “My holy jewel, my wondrous Inanna,” he said, and she to him, “O my husband Dumuzi, you are truly my love.”


  Thick-voiced I said to some lord who stood beside me, “What has happened? Where is Inanna?”


  “There is Inanna.”


  “But that girl isn’t the high priestess!”


  “From this evening onward she is,” he replied. And another, on the far side of me, said, “They say the old one was ill, and worsened all day, and then she died at the sunset hour. But they had another all ready to be consecrated. They brought her forth in a hurry to be bathed and dressed, and she will marry Dumuzi tonight. Which is why there was such a delay.”


  I heard the words go echoing through the caverns of my mind, she will marry Dumuzi tonight, and I thought I would topple to the pavement.


  The king sipped from the flask of honey, and returned it to her so that she could sip of it also. They joined their hands and emptied the vessel of barley on the ground, and poured the golden honey over the seed. The temple musicians strummed their instruments and sang the hymn of the showing-forth of the god and goddess. It was almost done, now. In a few moments they would go within. In the divine bedchamber the handmaidens would take from her the rings and beads and breastplates and the shining three-cornered sheet of gold that covered her loins, and then he would caress her, and speak the words of the Sacred Marriage to her, and then—and then—


  I could not stay to watch them any longer.


  I turned and rushed from the platform like a maddened bull, knocking down anyone who did not get out of my way quickly enough. From behind me came the music of cymbals and flutes. I could not bear the sound of it. They are in the bedchamber now, I thought, he touches her, he strokes her secret places, his mouth is against her mouth, he will cover her with his body, he will enter her—


  I ran blindly this way and that into the darkness, not knowing or caring where I was going. A pain that I had known all too often was once more upon me. I felt alone, outcast, a stranger in my own city. I had neither father nor brother nor wife, nor even anyone I could truly call friend. My solitude was like a wall of fire around me. I yearned to reach toward someone—anyone—but there was no one. All I could do was run; and I ran on and on until I thought my breast would burst. At last I found myself stumbling through the deserted streets of the district known as the Lion, where the military barracks are. It was not by any accident that my feet had taken me there: when that kind of blindness comes over us, we are guided by the gods. There was then at the center of the Lion district a shrine sacred to the godhood of Lugalbanda, erected there by Dumuzi early in his reign—nothing very grand, only an image of my father a little larger than life size, lit from below by three small oil lamps that burned all night and all day, a small enough tribute to a great king who has become a god. I flung myself down before it and held tightly to the bricks of its base. And I suddenly felt a familiar strangeness enter my mind.


  It was the strangeness that first had assailed me on the day of my father’s funeral rite, and had touched me in a lighter way two or three times in the years since: a sense of pressure against my brow, the feeling of great invisible wings beating against my soul. But this time it was far more powerful than ever before. There was no withstanding its force. I felt a tingling in my skin, a numbness everywhere. I heard a faint buzzing sound, such as one hears when a distant swarm of locusts rises in the afternoon sky and comes across the plain. And then the buzzing grew louder, as though the locusts now were close at hand and thick black clouds of them were darkening the face of the sun. I smelled the pungent smell of burning candles, though there were no candles anywhere about. Out of the streets and buildings near me rose a cold blue fire that swept over me in flat surging sheets, enveloping me without burning me.


  I rose, or, rather, I floated to my feet. I saw before me a tunnel, perfectly round, with smooth shining walls from which a bright blue glow radiated. It drew me toward it. I yielded to its pull. I heard the slow, steady throbbing of a drum, growing louder and louder with each beat. I was without will, utterly in the thrall of the god-power, and that frightened me as deeply as I have ever been frightened in my life. For I felt myself lost, I felt myself drawn down into a place of destruction where all identities are merged in the blue fire that consumes everything.


  A quiet voice that arose behind my right ear said, “Fear nothing. Lugalbanda is with you. There is a covenant between us for all time to come.”


  With those words all dread and sorrow and pain lifted from me, and I knew boundless joy, an unending rapture, a sensation of deep ecstasy.


  There was no danger. A god was with me, and I was safe. I resisted nothing now. A god was with me. With every breath I took I breathed in divinity. I made the great surrender. At last I allowed the god to flow through the walls of my soul and enter me and possess me to the fullest.


  Fear nothing. Lugalbanda is with you.


  I danced a wild dance, roaring and stamping my feet against the ground. Lugalbanda placed in my hands a drum, and I beat upon it and sang a canticle in his praise. Power ran through me, and a great heat. Fearless, I ran forward into the blue tunnel, following a swirling, bobbing globe of brilliant purple light that blazed like a little sun just ahead of me. All night I ran without tiring, through every district of the city, across the Lion and the Reed and the Hive, through Kullab and Eanna, past the royal palace, up the steps of the White Platform and down them again, in and out of this temple and that, past the breweries, the taverns, the whorehouses, the spice market, the river quays, the cattle pens, the slaughterhouses and tanneries, the street of the scribes and the street of the diviners. I looked down into the heart of the earth and saw demons and ghosts toiling in fiery caverns. I perched myself on the right arm of Lugalbanda and flew through the heavens, and beheld the great gods far away in their spheres of crystal, and gave them my salute. I came down to the world again and journeyed from land to land, and sojourned in Dilmun the blessed, and Meluhha and Makan, and the devil-guarded Cedar Mountains, and many another distant place, full of wonders and miracles that I would not have believed, had I been in my ordinary mind.


  What happened after that I do not recall. But then it was morning and I found myself lying sprawled on my back in the street in front of the shrine of Lugalbanda.


  I felt as stiff and sore as though monsters had been bending each of my limbs the wrong way. I had no idea how I had come to be where I was, nor what had taken place the evening before. But clearly I had spent the night sleeping in the open, and I knew I must have been doing strange things. My jaw ached miserably and my tongue seemed swollen and painful—perhaps I had bitten it once or twice—and there was dried spittle on my chin and robe. Two puzzled-looking young soldiers were bending over me.


  “He is alive, I think,” one of them said.


  “Is he? His eyes are like glass. Hey, are you alive? You!”


  “Speak more gently. He is the son of Lugalbanda.”


  “Makes no difference, if he’s dead.”


  “But he is alive. See, he is breathing. His eyes move.”


  “So they do.” And to me: “Are you indeed the son of Lugalbanda? Ah, I think you are. You wear a prince’s ring. Here, then. Here, let us help you.”


  I shook away his hand. “I can manage,” I said in a voice like rusted copper. “Stand back, stand back!”


  Somehow I got myself upright, not without much awkward lurching and staggering. The soldiers stood ready to catch me, looking a little apprehensive, I suppose, on account of my size. But I held my footing. One of them winked and said, “Been celebrating the Marriage a little too hard, is that it, your lordship? Well, it’s no sin. Joy to you, lordship! Joy of the new year!”


  The Marriage. The Marriage! Recollection came flooding back, and with it pain. Inanna, Dumuzi, Dumuzi, Inanna.


  I turned away, wincing, remembering everything now. And that terrible sense of solitude, of knowing that I stood alone under the uncaring stars, returned to me. Through me once again ran a torment of the spirit that made the aches and bruises of my weary body seem like nothing.


  They frowned. “Will you be all right? Is there anything we can do for you?”


  “Just let me be,” I said bleakly.


  “As you wish, lordship.” They shrugged and began to move along down the street. “The sweetness of Inanna be upon you, lordship!” one of them called back to me. And the other laughed and said to him, “What a very sweet sweetness it must be, this year. Did you see her? The new young one?”


  “Ah, did I! What joy the king must have had of her!”


  “Enough!” I growled.


  And back from them, out of the distance: “The goddess is dead! Long live the goddess!”


  Then they were gone, and I was alone with my pain and my sorrow and my aching and my bewilderment. But I was not altogether alone. I still felt the divine presence, warm and glowing, far back in that place behind my right ear, saying: Fear nothing. Fear nothing. For now Lugalbanda was with me, within me, and always would be.
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  EARLY IN the new year, when the festival of the Sacred Marriage was over at last and the funeral rites for the former high priestess had taken place, I was summoned into the presence of She-Who-Is-Now-Inanna. It was a summons that I could hardly reject. Yet I was reluctant to see her, now that the shadow of Dumuzi had fallen between us like a sword.


  Three little temple slaves, looking upon me with rounded eyes as though I were some sort of giant demon, led me to the chamber of the goddess in the most holy sector of the Eanna district. No longer would she and I have to meet in obscure chapels along the haunted tunnels beneath the temple. The room in which she received me was a majestic hall of whitewashed brick, with pierced walls through which came fiery spears of sunlight. Along the line where the walls met the ceiling ran a curious row of strange decorations, swelling scarlet globes that looked very much like breasts. Perhaps they were intended to be. The goddess in one of her attributes is the great harlot, the queen of desire.


  I waited there a long while, pacing, before she arrived. She swept grandly into the room accompanied by four pages who carried the huge loop-topped bundles of reeds, half again as high as a man, that go wherever Inanna goes. With a quick gesture she sent the pages from us and we were alone.


  She held herself tall before me. She looked splendid and triumphant and terrifying. I could see that there was still some girlishness about her, but not very much. Since I last had spoken with her she had been transformed into something beyond my reach and beyond my comprehension.


  I thought of her lying naked in the embrace of the king who is the god, on the night of the Sacred Marriage, which was the first night of her high priestesshood, and the taste of bile came to my lips.


  She was clad in a simple tufted white robe that covered her from head to foot, with only her right shoulder bare. Her dark hair was parted in the middle and braided into a thick rope that was wound around her head. Her cheeks were lightly tinted with yellow ochre and her eyelids were darkened with kohl, but otherwise she wore no cosmetic. The only tangible sign of her new rank was a delicate coronet of gold chain, woven in the serpent-motif of the goddess, that encircled her forehead. But there were other, subtler signs. The aura of power was upon her. The radiance of heaven’s might glowed beneath her skin.


  I stared at her, but my eyes could not meet her eyes. I could think only of her body moving beneath Dumuzi’s, her lips to his lips, his hand between her thighs, and I burned with chagrin and shame.


  Then I reminded myself that the woman who stood before me was not merely someone I had once desired. She was the embodiment of the highest power of the world; she was the goddess herself. The gulf between us was immense. Beside her, I and all my petty desires were nothing.


  “Well?” she said after a long while.


  I made the goddess-sign to her. “Queen of Heaven and Earth,” I mumbled. “Divine Mother. First Daughter of the Moon.”


  “Look at me.”


  I lifted my eyes. They did not quite reach hers.


  “Look at me! Into my eyes, into my eyes! Why this terror? Am I that much altered?”


  “Yes,” I whispered. “Very much altered.”


  “And you fear me?”


  “Yes. I fear you. You are Inanna.”


  “Ah. Queen of Heaven and Earth! Divine Mother! First Daughter of the Moon!”


  She put her hand to her mouth and smothered a giggle, and then the giggle escaped as shrill laughter.


  Astounded, trembling, I made the goddess-sign again and again.


  “Yes, fear me!” she cried, unable to hold back her wild mirth. She pointed imperiously. “Down and grovel! Fool! Oh, what a child you are! Queen of Heaven and Earth! First Daughter of the Moon!”


  I could not comprehend her laughter, ringing in uncontrollable peals. It terrified me. I made the goddess-sign at her once more. She had never been anything other than bewildering to me, even when she was only a naked sparkle-eyed girl with budding breasts, laughing and hugging me fiercely in the corridor and prophesying great things. And the wily young priestess, playing mischievous flirting-games with me to my befuddlement: I had not understood her either. But this was too much, this mockery of the goddess, now that she was the goddess. I was frightened. I shivered with fear. Silently I called upon Lugalbanda to guard me.


  After a moment she grew more calm, and I felt a little less uneasy. Quietly she said, “Yes, I am different now. I am Inanna. But I always was: do you understand that? Do you think the goddess did not know from the beginning of time that she would choose my body when she was done with that other one? And now my turn has come. Were you there, the night of the Marriage?”


  “I was there, yes. I stood in the front row. You looked straight at me, but you never saw me.”


  “The fire of the goddess blinded my eyes that night.”


  “Or the fire of the god,” I said rashly.


  She stared at me in astonishment and sudden fury. Her cheeks reddened beneath the yellow ochre, and her eyes blazed. But her anger seemed to go as swiftly as it had come. She smiled and said, “Ah, is that it, Gilgamesh? Is that what gnaws at you?”


  I could not speak. My cheeks flamed. I stared at my feet.


  She came to me and took my hand in hers. Softly she said, “I tell you, think nothing of him. Nothing! It was a rite, which I dutifully performed, and that was all it was. It was the goddess who embraced him, and not the priestess. It changes nothing between you and me. Do you understand?”


  When you are king, I will lie in your arms.


  I looked up, and our eyes met squarely for the first time that day. “I think I do.”


  “So be it, then.”


  I was silent. She was still too powerful for me. The force of her was overwhelming.


  Then I said, after a time, “What was that name you called me a moment ago?”


  “Gilgamesh.”


  “But that is not my name.”


  “It will be,” she replied. “Gilgamesh: He-Who-Is-Chosen. You will reign by that name. It is a name of the old ones, the goddess-people, who held the Land long ago. The knowledge of it came to me as I dreamed, when the goddess first walked with me. Say it: Gilgamesh. Gilgamesh.”


  “Gilgamesh.”


  “Gilgamesh the king.”


  “That would be impious to say. Dumuzi is king.”


  “Gilgamesh the king! Say it! Say it!”


  Once more I shivered. “Let me be, Inanna, I pray you. If the gods mean to make me king, it will come in proper time. But Dumuzi has the high seat now. I will not name myself king before you, not now, not here in the house of the goddess.”


  The anger returned to her eyes. She did not like to be resisted.


  Then she shrugged and seemed to put all that we had been saying out of her mind between one instant and the next. In a different voice, flat, businesslike, she said, “Why are you concealing things from me?”


  I was startled by that. “Concealing?”


  “You know what you are concealing.”


  I felt a pressure behind my right ear, a warning. Then I knew what she wanted me to tell her, and I feared letting her know it. I said nothing. Speaking with her was like crossing a stream where the footing is tricky: at any moment I might slip and be swept away.


  “Why do you hide things from me, Gilgamesh?”


  “You must not call me by that name.”


  “I suppose not, not yet. But you will not evade me so easily.”


  “Why do you think I am hiding something from you?”


  “I know you are.”


  “Can you see into my mind?”


  She smiled enigmatically. “Perhaps I can.”


  I forced myself to stubborn resistance. “Then I have no secrets from you. You know everything already,” I said.


  “I mean to hear it from your lips. I thought you would have come to me days ago to tell me; and when you did not come, I had you summoned. You have changed. There is something new within you.”


  “No,” I said. “You are the one who has changed.”


  “You also,” said Inanna. “Did I not ask you, when a god has chosen you, to come to me and tell me which god it is?”


  I stared at her, amazed. “You know that?”


  “It is easy to tell.”


  “How? Can you see it in my face?”


  “I could feel it halfway across the city. You have a god within you now. Can you deny it?”


  I shook my head. “No, I will not deny that.”


  “You promised to tell me when you were chosen. It was a promise.”


  Looking away from her I said in a downcast way, “It is a very private thing, being chosen.”


  “It was a promise,” she said.


  “I thought you were too busy to see me—the Marriage festival, the funeral of the old Inanna—”


  “It was a promise,” she said.


  The whole of the side of my head was throbbing now. I was helpless before her. Lugalbanda, I prayed, guide me, guide me! But all I felt was the throbbing.


  She said, “Tell me the name of the god who protects you now.”


  “You know all things,” I ventured. “Why must I tell you what you already know?”


  That amused her, but it angered her as well. She turned from me and strode up and down the room, and grasped her great reed-bundles and squeezed them tightly, and would not look at me. There was a silence that bound me like bands of bronze. I was choking under its force. It is no small thing to reveal one’s personal god: it means surrendering a portion of the strength which that god provides. I was not yet secure enough in my own strength to be able to afford that surrender. But likewise I was not yet secure enough to withhold from Inanna the knowledge she demanded. It was a priestess to whom I had promised, but it was the goddess who laid claim to that promise.


  I said very quietly, “The god who has entered me is my father, the hero Lugalbanda.”


  “Ah,” she said. “Ah!”


  She said nothing else, and the frightful silence descended again.


  I said, “You must tell no one.”


  “I am Inanna!” she cried, infuriated. “No one commands me!”


  “I ask you only not to tell. Is that a great deal to ask?”


  “You may not ask anything of me.”


  “Simply promise—”


  “I make no promises. I am Inanna.”


  The goddess-force flooded the room. The true divine presence creates a chill deeper than the deepest cold of winter, for it draws all the warmth of life toward itself; and in that moment I felt Inanna taking mine, pumping it from me, leaving me a mere frozen husk. I could not move. I could not speak. I felt young and foolish and innocent. I saw rising before me the true goddess incarnate, with yellow eyes glowing like those of a beast in the night.
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  A FEW days afterward, when I returned to my home after a day at play on the javelin-fields, I found a sealed tablet lying on my couch. This was, I remember, on the nineteenth day of the month: always the unluckiest of days. Hastily I broke open the envelope of brown clay and read the message it contained, and read it again, and read it once more. Those few words inscribed on the tablet struck hard at me. Those words swept me in a single moment away from the comfort of my native city and into a strange life of exile, as though they were not words, but the stormy breath of Enlil the high god.


  What the tablet said was: Flee Uruk at once. Dumuzi means to have your life.


  It was signed with the seal of Inanna.


  My instant response was one of blind hot defiance. My heart thundered; my hands rolled up into fists. Who was Dumuzi, that he could threaten the son of Lugalbanda? What did I have to fear from a mere torpid slug such as he? And also I thought: the power of the goddess is greater than the power of the king, so there is no need for me to flee the city. Inanna will protect me.


  As I paced up and down in the heat of my anger, one of my servants entered the room. He saw my rage and began to back out, but I called to him to stay. “What is it?” I demanded.


  “Two men, O lord—two men were here—”


  “Who were they?”


  For a moment his mouth had trouble making words. Then he got it out: “Slaves of Dumuzi, I think. They wore his red band around their arms.” His eyes were bright with fear. “They carried knives, my lord. They were hidden in their robes, but I saw the glint of them. My lord—my lord—”


  “Did they tell you what they wanted?”


  “To speak with you, they said.” He was stammering. Fright had made him pale and sickly-faced. “I s-s-said you were with the g-goddess, and they answered that they would return—they w-w-w-would return this evening—”


  “Ah,” I said softly. “So it is true, then.” I caught him by the corner of his robe and pulled him close and whispered, “Keep watch! If you see them nearby, come to me at once!”


  “I will, O lord!”


  “And say nothing to anyone about where I might be!”


  “Not a word, O lord!”


  I dismissed him and he scurried out. Once more I began to pace the room. I found myself dry-throated and shaking, not so much with fear, but with rage and dismay. What else could I do except flee? I saw the folly of what I had been thinking a little while before, when I had been so bold. I could go on being bold, yes; but I would surely die for it. How cocky I had been! Asking, who was Dumuzi, that he could threaten the son of Lugalbanda? Why, Dumuzi was the king, and my life was forfeit to him if so he decreed. And if Inanna had any way to protect me, why would she have sent word to me to take flight? I stared into a terrible emptiness. I could not tarry a moment, I knew, not even to seek explanations. In the twinkling of an eye Uruk was lost to me. I must go and go swiftly, without even pausing to bid farewell to my mother, or to kneel at Lugalbanda’s shrine. At this moment the two assassins Dumuzi had chosen might be on their way back there to find me. I could not hesitate.


  I did not mean to be gone for long. I would take sanctuary in some other city for a few days, or if necessary a couple of weeks, until I could learn what I had done to make myself the enemy of the king, and how the breach could be repaired. I did not then realize that I was setting forth into four years of exile. But so it proved to be.


  Numbly, with shaking hands, I gathered together a few possessions. I took as much clothing as would fit in a pack on my back, and my bow and a sword, and the Pazuzu amulet that my mother had given me long ago, and the little goddess-statuette of green stone that I had had from Inanna when she was still just an ordinary priestess. I had acquired a tablet on which some magical phrases were inscribed, things for use in case of injury or illness, and I took that along, as well as a leather pouch of the drug that one burns to drive away ghosts in the desert. Lastly I took a small knife of antique style with a jeweled hilt, not very keen but beloved by me because it had been brought to me by Lugalbanda returning from one of his wars.


  At the first watch of the night, star-rise time, I slipped from my house and made my way warily through the narrow tangles of streets, heading toward the North Gate. A light rain was falling. Plumes of white smoke from the lamps of ten thousand houses rose toward the darkening sky. My heart ached miserably. I had never left Uruk before. I had no idea what lay beyond the city walls. I was in the hands of the gods.


  The city of Kish was where I chose to go. Eridu or Nippur were much closer and more easily reached; but Kish seemed a safer choice. Dumuzi had great influence in Eridu or Nippur, but Kish was hostile to him. I did not care to arrive at a place where I would immediately be packed up and shipped back to Uruk as a kindness to Uruk’s king. King Agga of Kish was not likely to feel any need to do favors for Dumuzi; and Lugalbanda had often spoken of him, I recalled, as a sturdy warrior, a worthy opponent, a man of honor. To Kish, then: to offer myself to Agga’s mercy.


  Kish lay a great distance away to the north, a march of many days. I could not go by water. There was no ready way for a small boat or a raft to travel upstream on the fast-flowing Buranunu, and it was too risky for me to try to slip aboard one of the great royal sailing vessels that ply the river between cities. But I knew that there was a caravan track that flanked the eastern bank of the river. If I followed it northward and put one foot forward and then the next, sooner or later I was sure to get to Kish.


  I walked briskly, and sometimes I ran at a light trot, and soon Uruk was falling away behind me in the darkness. I did not halt until the middle hour of the night. By then I had a sense of being far from home, of embarking on a great journey that would take me to the far corners of the world, a journey that would never end. Nor has that journey ended, to this day.


  That night I slept in a freshly ploughed field, with my cloak around me and the rain falling in my face. But I slept, and I slept soundly. At dawn I rose, and bathed in some farmer’s muddy canal, and helped myself to a breakfast of figs and cucumbers. Then I took myself toward the north once more. I felt tireless, full of an inexhaustible energy, and it did not trouble me to walk all the hours of the day. It was the god within me, driving me on, as ever, to more than mortal deeds.


  The Land was more beautiful than I had ever imagined. The sky was vast and luminous: it trembled with god-presence. On the rich broad river-plain the first tender grass of autumn was beginning to sprout in the soft meadows after the harsh summer drought. Along the canals the mimosa trees, the willows and poplars, the reeds and rushes, all were stirring with new green growth. The dark-hued river Buranunu ran to my left, rising high above the plain on its bed of its own silt. Somewhere far off to the east, I knew, was the second great river, the swift and wild Idigna, that forms the other boundary of the Land: for when we speak of the Land, we mean the territory between the two rivers. All that lies outside is foreign to us; that which lies within is the dominion allotted to us by the gods.


  From the rivers come hardship and danger—terrible torrents, killing floods—but also from them comes fertility, and I saw signs of that great gift on all sides. This we owe to Father Enki. They tell the tale of the wise god taking on the form of a wild bull, who thrust his great phallus into the dry beds of the two rivers and cast forth his seed in mighty spurts to fill them with the sweet sparkling water of life. So is it always: the water of the father gives fecundity to the Land, which is our mother. It was Enki too who, once the rivers were filled with his fertile flow, devised the canals that convey the water of the river to the fields, and brought forth the fish and the reeds of the marshlands, and the green grass of the hills, and the grains and vegetables of the cultivated lands, and the cattle of the pastures, and gave each of these into the hands of its special god.


  These things I had heard from the harper Ur-kununna, and from school-father in the classroom; but it had all seemed only words to me. Now it became real. I saw the richly laden fields of wheat and barley. I saw the date palms heavy with unripe fruit. I saw the mulberry and cypress trees, the vines bearing dark glistening grapes, the almonds and walnuts, the herds of oxen and goats and sheep. The Land was thick with life. In the lagoons along the canals I saw wallowing buffaloes, great flocks of birds with brilliant plumage, and an abundance of turtles and snakes. Once I saw a lion with a black mane; but he did not see me. I longed to see an elephant, of which I had heard wondrous tales, but the elephants were elsewhere that season. Of other creatures, though—boars and hyenas, jackals and wolves, eagles and vultures, antelopes and gazelles—there was a multitude.


  When I was in the wild places, I hunted hares and geese for my dinners, and found berries and nuts to eat as well. In the village the farmers took me in and shared with me their beans and peas and lentils, their beer, their golden melons. I told no one my name, nor where I was from; but my bearing was that of a young prince, and perhaps that was why they were so hospitable toward me. In any case it is an offense to the gods to turn away a peaceful stranger. The girls of these farms willingly kept me warm by night, and more than once I regretted having to move along, or debated with myself whether to take some one of these tender companions with me. But move along I did, and always I departed from the villages alone; and alone I was when I came at last to the great city of Kish.


  My father used to speak generously of Kish. “If there is any city that can with justice claim to be the equal of Uruk,” he would say, “it is Kish.” I think that is true.


  Like Uruk, Kish lies close by the Buranunu, so that it prospers from the river trade between city and city and from the sea trade that comes up the river from the ocean lands. Like Uruk, it is walled and secure. It has a great many people, though not quite so many as Uruk, which is probably the largest city of the world: my tax-collectors, in the fifth year of my reign, tallied ninety thousands of people, including the slaves. I think Kish has but two thirds as many, which is still a mighty number.


  Long before Uruk became great, Kish had already attained the highest power of the Land. This was when kingship had descended from heaven a second time, after the Flood had destroyed the earlier cities. Kish then became the seat of kingship, when Uruk was only a village. I remember the harper Ur-kununna singing us the tale of Etana king of Kish, he who stabilized all the Land and was hailed everywhere as overlord. Etana was the one who soared into the heavens with the aid of an eagle when, because he was childless, he sought the plant of birth, which grows only in heaven.


  The wondrous journey of Etana of Kish brought him the heir he desired; but all the same Etana dwells today in the House of Dust and Darkness, and Kish no longer has mastery over all the Land. By the time Enmebaraggesi was king in Kish, greatness had begun to grow in Uruk. Meskiaggasher, son of the sun, became our king, when Uruk was still not Uruk, but only the two villages of Eanna and Kullab. Meskiaggasher made Enmebaraggesi take note of him. After him came my grandfather the hero Enmerkar, who created Uruk out of the two villages; and after him, Lugalbanda. And under those two heroes we won our freedom from Kish and came into our full greatness, of which I have been the steward these many years.


  At this time of my boyhood Enmebaraggesi was long dead and his son Agga was king in Kish. On a day of bright winter sunlight I had my first glimpse of his city, rising high on the flat Buranunu plain behind a wall of many towers painted a dazzling white, from which long banners in crimson and emerald were streaming. Kish was a two-humped place, I saw, with twin centers to the west and east and a low district between them. The temples of Kish rose on platforms far higher than the White Platform of Uruk, with steps going up and up and up until they seemed to march into the sky. That seemed a grand thing to me, to put the houses of the gods so close to heaven, and when I rebuilt the temples of Uruk I kept the high platforms of Kish in mind. But that was many years afterward.


  I was unprepared for the awesomeness of Kish. Everything about it seemed to cry out, “I am great, I am all-powerful, I am the invincible city.” And I still merely a boy, going out from home for the first time. But there was no room in my heart for fear.


  I presented myself before the walls of Kish and a sullen long-bearded gatekeeper came out, idly swinging his bronze mace of office. He looked me over as though I were nothing at all, merely some meat walking on legs. I returned his insolence glare for glare. And with my hand resting lightly on the pommel of my sword I said to him, “Tell your master that the son of Lugalbanda has come from Uruk to give him greetings.”


  9


  
    
      
        	
          
            

          

        

        	9
      

    

  


  THAT NIGHT I dined on golden plates in the palace of Agga the king, and so began my four-year sojourn in Kish.


  Agga received me warmly: whether out of respect for my father, or out of some crafty intent to use me against Dumuzi, I had no way of telling. Very likely some of each, for he was a man of honor, as I had been told, but also Agga was in every fiber of his body a monarch, who meant to turn everything that came his way to the advantage of his city.


  He was a robust pink-skinned man, fleshy and big-bellied, who loved his beer and meat. His head was entirely without hair. He had it shaved every morning in the throne-room of his palace, before an audience of courtiers and officials. The blades that his barbers used were made of a white metal that I had never seen before, and were very keen. Agga said it was iron, which puzzled me, for I thought of iron as a darker stuff and not of much real use: it is soft and will not take a sharp edge. But later I asked a chamberlain, who told me that it was a special kind of iron that had fallen from the sky in the land of Dilmun, and was mixed with another metal without a name which gave it its color and its special hardness. Many times since then I have wished to have a supply of such metal for my weapons, and the secret of working it, but I have been unable to obtain either one.


  Be that as it may, I have never seen a man closer shaved than Agga was. His high officials went hairless too, except for those who traced their ancestry to the desert people, whose thick curling hair is too great a chore to shave. I can understand that, for my hair is similar, as was Lugalbanda’s. I think I must have some desert blood in me: my height and the texture of my hair and beard argue for that, although my nose is not as sharp and hooked as theirs tend to be. Though every city of the Land has many of these sons of desert-folk living in it, there were more of them in Kish than in any other place I have seen. They must have accounted for full half the population, and I heard their language, so different from ours, almost as often as I heard our own.


  Agga knew that I had fled from Dumuzi. He seemed to know a great deal of what went on in Uruk; far more, indeed, than I. But it was no surprise to me that a king as powerful as Agga maintained a network of spies in the city that was his greatest rival. What did surprise me was the source from which his information came. But I did not learn that until much later.


  “What have you done,” Agga asked, “to have caused the king to turn against you this way?”


  I had wondered that myself. It was strange that Dumuzi would suddenly choose to look upon me as an enemy, after paying so little heed to me in the six or seven years since the death of my father. During that time I had certainly offered no challenge to his power. Though I was strong and tall beyond my years, I was far from ready for any sort of role in the government of the city. Surely Dumuzi and everyone else realized that. If I had sometimes boasted in my boyhood of becoming king some day, why, that was only a boy’s loud talk, while the kingship of my father Lugalbanda had still been bright in my memory. Whatever dreams of royal power I had had since then—and I could not deny that I had had such dreams—I had kept entirely to myself.


  But as I sat at Agga’s table considering these things, I remembered that there was someone else in Uruk who was much given to the pastime of predicting my destiny, and who seemed to have no doubt I would be king. Had she not whispered of the pleasures we would share when that day came? Had she not gone so far as to devise the name under which I would reign?


  And she was one who was close to the ear of Dumuzi.


  “What would Dumuzi be likely to think,” I asked Agga, “if he were to suspect that my soul had been entered by divine Lugalbanda, and his godlike spirit now resided within me?”


  “Ah, is that the case?” Agga asked quickly, his eyes gleaming.


  I picked up my bowl of beer and sipped at it and offered no reply.


  He said after a moment, watching me carefully, “If that should be the case, or if Dumuzi should merely think it is the case—why, then I believe you would seem very dangerous to him. He knows that he is not worth five hairs of your father’s beard. He fears the very name of Lugalbanda. Yet Lugalbanda dead is no menace to the throne of Dumuzi.”


  “Yes, that is surely so.”


  “Ah,” said Agga, smiling, “but if it should become known in Uruk that the spirit of the great and valorous Lugalbanda now has come to reside within the sturdy body of Lugalbanda’s noble son—and if that son is growing toward an age when he might be expected to begin playing some part in the governing of the city—why, yes, you would seem a great peril to Dumuzi, a very serious peril indeed—”


  “Serious enough to have me slain?”


  Agga turned up his hands, palms outward. “What does the proverb say? ‘The coward sees lions where brave men see only cats’? I would have no fear of the ghost of Lugalbanda, if I were Dumuzi. But I am not Dumuzi, and he perceives things in a different way.” He gave me more beer, waving away the slave and pouring from the ewer himself. Then he said, “If indeed Lugalbanda is the god who has chosen you—and I would not be amazed if that was the case—then you know it was far from wise of you to let Dumuzi have any hint of that.”


  “I understand that. But whatever Dumuzi has learned, he has not learned from me.”


  “He has learned it from someone, though, and that someone must have learned it from you. Is that not so?”


  I nodded.


  “Then you have spoken carelessly to a friend who is not a friend, and you have been betrayed, eh? Is that not so?”


  Through tight lips I said, “I asked her not to speak a word of it to anyone! But she would not promise me that. She grew angry, in fact, when I asked the promise of her.”


  “Ah. Ah. She?”


  My face turned red. “I am telling you more than I should be revealing.”


  He laid his hand atop mine. “Boy, boy, you tell me nothing I don’t already know! But you are safe from Dumuzi here. You are under my protection, and no treachery can reach you in my city. Here. Here, take more beer. What good sweet stuff this is! The barley from which they make it is reserved entirely for the use of the king. Here, drink, boy, drink, drink! Drink!”


  And I drank, and drank some more. But my mind remained clear, for it was burning with an anger that burned away any drunkenness Agga’s beer might have brought me. No doubt of it, she had gone running to Dumuzi with the tale the moment she had had it from me, without once thinking that she might be betraying me into danger. Or was that what she intended? To betray me? Why? I could see no reason for it. Perhaps it had been mere thoughtlessness, her telling Dumuzi the one thing that I had begged her not to tell anyone. And yet again she might have been following some design too subtle for me to comprehend. I understood none of it, only that she was certainly the one who had engineered my exile by giving away my secret to the man most likely to be threatened by it. At that moment such rage rushed through me that had she been within my reach just then I would have struck her down, priestess that she was.


  The fury went from me after a while. We sat together late into the night, Agga and I, and he told me tales of his wars with Lugalbanda, and of a day when they had engaged in single combat outside the walls of Kish, axes battering on shields for hour after hour until darkness came, neither man able to inflict a wound on the other. He had always held my father in the highest regard, he said, even when they were sworn to be enemies to the death. Then he ordered another flagon of beer to be opened—I was astounded at how he drank; no wonder there was so much flesh on his bones—and as he grew hazier with liquor so too did his stories, and I could scarcely follow them. He began telling of the campaigns of his own father Enmebaraggesi and of those of my grandfather Enmerkar, stories of wars fought when he had been just a boy, and afterward he drifted off into a jumble of legends of ancient Kish, involving kings who were only names to me, and strange names at that, Zukakip, Buanum, Mashda, Arurim, and the like. As he grew drunker and sleepier I grew more wide awake. But I sensed that he was less hazy than he seemed, and was watching me always with keen vigilance: for I did not forget that this old man before me was king of Kish, the great ruler of a great city, the survivor of a hundred bloody battles, the shrewdest man, perhaps, in all the Land.


  He gave me a suite of rooms within the royal palace, very splendid ones, and sent concubines to me in any quantity I desired; and after a while he gave me a wife. Her name was Ama-sukkul. She was a daughter of Agga’s own loins, by one of his handmaidens, thirteen years old and a virgin. When he offered her, I did not know what to say, for I was uncertain about the propriety of marrying a woman of a strange city; and I thought I should at least obtain the consent of my mother Ninsun. But Agga felt strongly that a visiting prince of Uruk should not go wifeless in Kish. It was not hard to see that I would offend him deeply if I spurned his hospitality by showing disdain for his daughter. A marriage in Kish, I reckoned, would not be binding upon me in my native city, if ever it seemed desirable to free myself from it. So I took the first of my wives. Ama-sukkul was a cheerful girl, round-breasted and sweet-smiling, though she had little to say: I think she never once spoke except when spoken to, throughout the time of our marriage. I wish we had been closer. But the gods have not given me the good fortune of opening my heart to a woman in marriage. I have had wives, yes: a king must. But they all have been like strangers to me.


  I know why that is so. I will dare to say it here, though you will see it for yourself as the tale of my years unfolds. It is because all my life I have been tied in a strange unfathomable way to that dark-souled woman the priestess Inanna, who could never be my wife in the usual way of marriage but who has left no room in my heart for ordinary women. I have loved her and I have loathed her, often at one and the same time; and I have been locked in such struggle of the soul with that woman that I have not tasted the common sort of domestic love with any other. It is the truth. Who is it that believes the lives of kings and heroes are easy?


  Agga bound me to him in another way, by placing upon me an oath of allegiance that was meant to carry force throughout my life, even if I became king in Uruk. “I have sworn to protect you,” he explained, “and you must swear your loyalty to me in return.”


  I wondered about that, whether I was not shamefully selling Uruk to him by making myself his vassal. But when I knelt privately and asked Lugalbanda for guidance, I heard nothing within my soul telling me it was an error to swear the oath. One point that I considered was that in a certain sense everyone in the Land still owed allegiance to Kish, since it was to Kish that the kingship had descended after the Flood, and it had never formally been withdrawn by the gods in all the years since. So by swearing, I was merely confirming a fealty that already had a kind of shadowy existence. It also crossed my mind that it would make little difference to me that I had recognized Agga as my overlord, once I was king in Uruk, so long as I was not required to pay tribute to him or to submit to his commands; and there was nothing in the oath about either of those things. So I swore. By the net of Enlil I swore my loyalty to the king of Kish.


  There was no question of my returning to Uruk in a matter of days or weeks, as I had originally imagined I might do. Not long after my arrival in Kish, emissaries from Dumuzi arrived and tactfully but firmly asked Agga to turn me over to them. “The son of Lugalbanda is sorely missed in Uruk,” they said, most piously. “Our king craves his counsel, and seeks his strong arm for the battlefield.”


  “Ah,” replied Agga, rolling his eyes and looking stricken with great sorrow, “but the son of Lugalbanda has become my son as well, and I would not be parted from him for all the Land. Tell Dumuzi that I would die of grief, if the son of Lugalbanda were to leave Kish so soon.”


  And privately Agga said to me that his spies reported Dumuzi beside himself with fear that I was organizing an army in Kish to overthrow him. In Uruk I had been proclaimed an enemy of the city, he said, and I would surely be slain if ever I came into Dumuzi’s grasp. So I remained in Kish. But I managed to send word to my mother that I was healthy and prosperous and was only biding my time until the proper moment for my homefaring.


  I found Kish a city not much unlike Uruk in most respects. In Uruk we ate meat and bread, and drank beer and date-wine, and the same in Kish. In Uruk and in Kish the clothing was of wool or of linen, according to the time of the year, and the fashion of wearing it was similar in each place. The streets of Uruk were narrow and winding, except for the grand boulevards, and so were the streets of Kish. The houses were flat-roofed in Uruk, one story or sometimes two, baked brick below, mud brick covered in white plaster above, and so they were also in Kish. The languages that were spoken in Uruk were the same as those spoken in Kish; in Kish they wrote on clay tablets as they did in Uruk, and the characters that they inscribed were the same. The only difference, and it was a great one for me, was in the gods. The chief temples in Uruk, of course, are those dedicated to Inanna and Sky-father An. In Kish no one would deny the greatness of An or the power of Inanna; but the temples in Kish are dedicated to Father Enlil, the lord of storms, and to the great mother Ninhursag. That was strange for me, to find myself constantly in the presence of those gods, and not those of Uruk. I feel more fear than love for Inanna the goddess, but there is love too, and it is hard to live in a place where Inanna is not present. Though everything may be the same externally, it is different underneath: in Kish even the air has a different color, and its taste is different too, because one does not breathe in Inanna with every breath.


  It was in Kish that at last I gained full knowledge of the arts of war, which I was somewhat overdue in learning: for I had become a man in years now, and more than a man in size and strength, but I had never had a taste of battle. Agga gave me that first taste, and more—indeed, a rich banquet of it, haunch and flagon.


  His wars were conducted in the east, in the rough and hilly kingdom of Elam. This nation is rich in many things that we of the Land lack entirely: timber, the ores of copper and tin, and such stones as alabaster, obsidian, carnelian, onyx. And we have things of value to them: the produce of our overflowing fields, our barley and wheat and apricots and lemons, and also our wool and our linen. So there is good reason for trade between Elam and the cities of the Land, but the gods will not have it so: for every year of peace that we have with the Elamites, there are three years of war. They come down into the lowlands to raid us, and we must send our armies to drive them back, and then to take from them the goods we need.


  The father of Agga, royal Enmebaraggesi, had won great victories in Elam and for a while made it subject to Kish. But in Agga’s time the Elamites had grown unruly again. Now there was war all along the frontier. So in my second year of exile I went forth with the army of Kish into that broad wind-swept plain behind which lies Susa, the capital of Elam.


  I had dreamed battle-dreams for many years, from the time in childhood when my father, home in brief respite from his wars, told me tales of chariots and javelins. I had played at battle on the fields of Uruk, drawing plans of formation and leading my playmates on wild charges against invisible enemies. But there is a song of battle that only a warrior’s ears can hear, a high, keening sound that comes through the sluggish air like a blade, and until you have heard that song, you are no warrior, you are no man. I did not know about that song until I heard it, for the first time, beside the waters of a river called the Karkhah in the Land of Elam.


  All night long, under a brilliant moon, we made ready for the attack, oiling that which was made of wood or leather, scouring everything of bronze until it gleamed. The sky was so clear that we could see the gods walking about in it, great dark horned figures, blue against the blackness, striding from cloud to cloud. The giant visage of An, calm, all-seeing, seemed to fill the sky. Great Enlil loomed on his throne, conjuring storms in distant lands. The power of these gods was hot and hard in the air, like the fever-wind. We lit fires to them and sacrificed bullocks, and they came down low to us, so that we could feel the pressure of their divine weight against our hearts. And at dawn, not having had an hour’s sleep, I donned my shining helmet, and clad myself in a short skirt of sheepskin with a leather loin-guard beneath, and clambered into my chariot as though this were my twentieth year on the fields of war.


  The trumpets sounded. The battle-cry roared from two hundred throats: “For Agga and Enlil! For Agga and Enlil!”


  I heard my own voice, deep and hoarse, crying those same words, words I had never imagined I would find myself uttering:


  “For Agga and Enlil!”


  And we went forward into the plain.


  My charioteer’s name was Namhani. He was a broad-shouldered thick-chested man of the city of Lagash who had been sold to Kish when a boy, and he had known no other trade but war: scars covered him like ribbons of honor, some an angry red, some long since faded into the darkness of his skin. He turned to me and grinned just before he charged. He had no teeth, only four or five wicked yellow snags.


  Agga had given me a splendid chariot—four-wheeled, not a two-wheeler as is usually provided for novices. The son of Lugalbanda, he told me, could ride in nothing less. To draw it, the king had provided four sturdy asses, swift and strong. I had helped Namhani myself to harness them, fastening the girth-straps about their chests, fitting them to the yoke and collar, attaching the reins to the rings in their upper lips. They were good animals, patient, shrewd. Sometimes I wonder what it would be like to go into battle with a chariot drawn by powerful long-legged horses, rather than our placid asses: but to dream of harnessing horses, those wild and mysterious beasts of the mountainous northeast, is like dreaming of harnessing the whirlwind. They say that in the lands beyond Elam the people have found a way of taming horses and riding them, but I think that is a lie. Now and again in distant lands I have caught sight of black horses sailing like ghosts across storm-swept basins. I see no way such creatures, if they could be captured at all, could ever be broken to our use.


  Namhani seized the reins and leaned forward against the leopard-hide that covered the chariot’s frame. I heard the groaning of the axle-rod, the creaking of the wooden wheels. Then the asses had the rhythm of it and hit a steady stride, and we went jouncing over the soft spongy ground toward the dark line of Elamites that waited along the horizon.


  “For Agga! For Enlil!”


  And I, shouting along with all the others, added war-cries of my own: “Lugalbanda! Sky-father! Inanna! Inanna! Inanna!”


  Mine was the fifth chariot: a great honor, for the four in front of mine belonged to the general and to three of the sons of Agga. Eight or ten more came after me. Behind the clattering chariots marched the columns of foot-soldiers, first the heavy infantry protected by helmets and thick cloaks of black felt, with axes in their hands, and then the light skirmishers, all but naked, wielding their spears or short swords. My own weapon was the javelin. I had a dozen of them, long and slender, most beautifully made, in my quiver. I carried also a double-headed axe with which to defend myself when my javelins were gone, and a little sword, a handy little skewer if all else failed me.


  As we rumbled toward the enemy, I heard a music upon the wind like no music I had ever heard before: a single note, piercing and fierce, that began amazingly faintly but grew and grew until it filled all the air. It was something like the keening sounds the women make when they mourn the death of the god Dumuzi at the harvest-festival; but this was no mourning-song. It was bright and fiery and jubilant, and heat and light came from it. I did not need to be told what music this music was: it was the battle-song, bursting from all our souls at once. For we had fused into a single creature with a single mind, now, those of us who charged the Elamites, and out of the heat of that fusion came the silent song that only warriors may hear.


  At the same time I felt the aura of the god upon me, the buzzing droning sound within, the golden glow, the sense of great strangeness, that told me that Lugalbanda was stirring within me. I held myself steady and it seemed to me that I was a rock submerged in a swiftly moving dark river, but I was not afraid. Perhaps my consciousness went from me for an instant. But then I was fully awake again, as awake as I had never been in my life. At full gallop we came rushing into the Elamite line.


  The Elamites have no chariots. What they have is great numbers, and thick shields, and a thickness of soul that some might call stupidity, but which I think is true bravery. They stood piled up before us, heavy-bearded men with eyes dark as a month without moonlight, clad in gray leather jerkins and holding ugly broad-tanged spears. They had no faces: only eyes and hair. Namhani uttered a great roaring shout and guided my chariot right into their midst.


  “Enlil!” we cried. “Agga!” And I: “Inanna! Inanna!”


  The warrior-goddess preceded us, bowling over the Elamites like gaming-posts. They fell shrieking before the hooves of the four asses, and the chariot rose and fell like a vessel laboring in heavy waters as the wheels passed over their fallen bodies. Namhani swung a great long-handled axe with a sharp-angled socket, chopping away with it at any Elamite spearsman who approached us. I gripped the shaft of a javelin in each hand and took my aim. Lugalbanda had told me many times that the task of the vanguard is to destroy the spirit of the enemy, so that the other battle-chariots and the infantrymen behind them can advance more freely. And the best way to achieve that, he said, is to pick out the greatest men of the other side, the officers and the heroes, and slay them first.


  I looked about me. I saw mere chaos, a tumult of jostling forms and waving spears. Then I found my man. When my eyes lit upon him, the battle-song grew louder and hotter in my ears, and the glow of Lugalbanda’s spirit flared up like the blue flame that comes when date-wine is flung upon a bonfire. That one. There. Kill him and all else will be easy.


  He saw me, too. He was a mountain chieftain with hair like black fur, and a shield that bore a demon’s face, yellow with blazing red eyes. He, too, understood the importance of killing the heroes first, and I think he had singled me out as a hero, though I was then hardly deserving of any such acclaim. His eyes gleamed brightly; he lifted his spear.


  My right arm rose and I cast my javelin without hesitating. The goddess sharpened my aim: the point entered him at the throat, in the small place below his beard and above the rim of his shield. Blood spouted from his lips and his eyes rolled wildly. He dropped his spear and went over backward, furiously kicking his legs.


  A great cry, like the sighing of some huge beast, came from the men about him. Several stooped to drag him to safety. That opened a place in the Elamite rank through which Namhani immediately took the chariot. I cast a second javelin with my left hand just as ably as I had the first, and another tall warrior went down. Then we were into the heart of the enemy force, with four or five other chariots flanking us. I saw the men of Kish staring at me and pointing, and though I could not hear what they were saying, they were making god-signs at me, as if they saw a divine mantle in the air above me.


  I used all my javelins and did not miss once. Under the force of the charging chariots the Elamites were thrown into confusion, and although they fought bravely their cause was hopeless from the first minutes. One did manage to come up to my chariot and slash at the lefthand-most ass, wounding it badly. Namhani cut the man down with one blow of his axe. Then, leaping out over the poles, the brave charioteer slit the traces with his short-sword, freeing the injured animal so it would not slow us. An Elamite reared up with a spear aimed at Namhani’s back, but I took him down with a swing of my own axe, and turned just in time to ram my axe-handle into the gut of one who had hopped upon the chariot from the rear. Those were the only moments of peril. The chariots went on and through, and turned to fall upon the enemy from the rear, and by then our foot soldiers were at work, marching in a frightful phalanx eleven men broad. So went the day for Kish. By nightfall the river ran red with blood and we had ourselves a joyful feast, while the harpers sang of our valor and the wine flowed freely. The next day it took us almost until twilight to divide the booty, there was so much of it.


  I fought in nine battles and six small skirmishes on that campaign. After the first battle, my chariot was awarded the second position, behind the general’s but ahead of the sons of the king. None of the sons of the king showed anger toward me for that. I took some small wounds now and then, but they were nothing, and whenever I cast my javelin it cost some enemy his life. I was not then fifteen years old; but I am of the blood of gods, and that makes a difference. Even my own men seemed frightened of me. When we had won our third battle the general called me aside and said, “You fight like no one I have ever seen. But there is one thing I wish you would not do when you go among the enemy.”


  “And what is that?”


  “You cast your javelins with either hand. I wish you would throw them with one hand or the other, but not with both.”


  “But I can cast equally well with right and left,” I said. “And I think it puts terror into the enemy, when they see me do it.”


  The general smiled faintly. “Yes, that it does. But my own soldiers see it as well. They are beginning to think that you are more than mortal. They think you must be a god, for no ordinary man can fight the way you do. Which may create problems for me, do you understand? It is a good thing to have a hero among us, when we go into battle, yes; but it can be very discouraging, perhaps, to have a god in our midst. Each man of the army hopes to do miracles of valor each day, and that hope strengthens his arm on the field. But when he knows that he can never be the hero of the day, because he is in competition with a god, it saps his spirit and puts a heaviness upon his heart. So cast your javelins with your right hand, son of Lugalbanda, or with your left, but with one or the other, not both. Do you understand?”


  “I understand,” I said. And thereafter I tried to use only my right hand in casting the javelin, for the sake of the other men. In the press of battle, though, it is not always easy to remember that one has promised to use only a certain hand when fighting. Sometimes when I reached for a javelin it was with my left hand, and it would have been folly to give it to my right one before casting it. So after a time I ceased to worry about such matters. We won every battle. The general did not speak of it to me again.
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  I THOUGHT often of Uruk at first, and then less often, and then hardly at all. I had become a man of Kish. In the beginning, hearing reports in Kish of what the army of Uruk had accomplished against the desert tribes or some city of the eastern mountains, I felt a certain pride at what “we” had achieved, but then I noticed that I was thinking of the army of Uruk not as we but as they, and the doings of that army ceased to matter at all to me.


  And yet I knew, whenever I troubled to think of it, that my life in Kish was leading me nowhere. I lived at Agga’s court as a prince, yes, and when it was the season to make war I was accorded high precedence in the camp, almost as though I were a son of the king. But I was not a son of the king, and I was aware that I had already risen as high in Kish as I was ever likely to go: a prince, a warrior, perhaps one day a general, nothing more. In Uruk I could have been king.


  Furthermore I was troubled as ever by the greatness of that chilly gulf that separated me from other men. I had comrades, yes, fellow warriors with whom I could go drinking or wenching or brawling. But their souls were closed to mine. What was it that cut me off from them? Was it my great size, or my regal bearing, or the god-presence that hovers always about me? I did not know. I knew only that, here as in Uruk, I bore the curse of solitude and had no spell by which I might lift it.


  Also thoughts of my mother often crossed my mind. It saddened me that she was fated now to grow old without a son by her side. I sent her little tokens by secret messengers sometimes, and received messages in return from the priests who went as couriers between the cities. She never asked me when I was returning, and yet I knew that that must be uppermost in her mind. Then too I yearned to kneel before the shrine of my father and make the necessary observances to his memory. For though I knew his spirit rode in my soul, and beheld everything that I beheld, nevertheless that did not excuse me from the rites that were due his ghost. I could not perform those rites in Kish. That failure haunted me.


  Nor could I banish altogether from my mind the memory of the priestess Inanna, her sparkling eyes, her slender supple body. Each year when autumn came, and it was the time of the Sacred Marriage in Uruk, I imagined I stood in the jostling crowd on the White Platform, seeing king and priestess, god and goddess, showing themselves forth to the people; and bitter anguish rose within me, to think that she would share her bed with Dumuzi that night. I told myself that she had been treacherous to me, or at best faithless; and yet she glowed in my mind and I felt a yearning toward her. The priestess, like the goddess she served and embodied, was a perilous but irresistible figure to me. Her aura was one of death and disaster, yet also one of passion and the joys of the flesh, and something more even than that, the union of two spirits that is the true Sacred Marriage. She was my other half. She knew that and always had known it, from that time I was a boy stumbling around in the dark corridors of the Enmerkar temple. But I was a warrior in Kish, and she was a goddess in Uruk; and I could not go to her, because she had made my life forfeit in the city of my birth through her scheming, or through her thoughtlessness.


  In the fourth year of my exile a priest with shaven head, who was newly arrived from Uruk, came to me in Agga’s palace and made the goddess-sign before me. He took from his robe a little black goatskin pouch and pressed it into my palm, saying, “It is a sign to Gilgamesh the king, from the hand of the goddess.”


  I had not heard that strange name, Gilgamesh, except once, long ago. And the priest, in using it, made it clear to me who the sender of the pouch must be.


  When the priest had departed I opened the pouch in my private chambers. Within it was a small gleaming thing, a seal-cylinder, such as we employ on letters and other important documents. It was cut from a piece of white obsidian so clear that light journeyed through it as easily as through air, and the design carved upon it was intricate and fine, plainly the work of a great master. I called for a scribe and asked him to bring me his best red clay, and carefully I rolled the seal against the clay to see what imprint it made.


  There were two scenes depicted on the seal, both drawn from the tale of the descent of Inanna into the land of death. On the one side I saw Dumuzi, dressed in noble garments, sitting proudly on his lofty throne. Before him stands Inanna, clad in sackcloth: she is newly returned from her sojourn in hell. Her eyes are the eyes of death, and her arms are upraised to call down a curse on him; for Dumuzi is the chosen scapegoat whose death will bring about her release from the nether world. The other side of the seal portrayed the sequel to that scene, a cowering Dumuzi surrounded by glowering demons who cut him down with axes, while Inanna looks on in triumph.


  I did not think Inanna had sent me that seal merely to awaken in my mind some memory of that great poem. No. I took the seal-cylinder to be a sign, a prophesy, a blunt message. It kindled a fire in my soul: the blood began to flow within me like turbulent river-water, and my heart soared like a bird newly set free from a trap.


  But caution returned, after that first burst of excitement. Even if I had read the message rightly, could I trust it, or her? Inanna the priestess had already led me once into peril; and Inanna the goddess, as everyone knows, is the deadliest of the gods. A message that comes from one, under the auspices of the other, might well be an invitation to doom. I must move carefully. That afternoon I sent word to Uruk, by one of my own slaves, saying simply, “Hail, Inanna, great lady of heaven! Holy torch, you fill the sky with light!” It is what the newly enthroned king sings, when he makes his first hymn to the goddess: let her see in that what she chose. I signed the tablet with the name she had given me, Gilgamesh, and the royal symbol.


  A day or two afterward, Agga called me into the royal throne-chamber, that great echoing alabaster-walled room where he liked to sit in state for hour after hour, and said, “Word has come to me from Uruk that Dumuzi the king lies gravely ill.”


  A joyous surging arose within me like the rising of the waters in the spring. I felt the fulfilling of my destiny now beginning to begin. Beyond doubt, I told myself, this is the confirmation of the message inscribed in pictures on the seal-cylinder. I have read the message rightly: she has already begun to work her deadly spell. And Uruk will be mine.


  But to Agga I said only, with a shrug, “That news causes me very little grief.”


  He shook his head, freshly shaven, brows and beard and all, bald as an egg. He tugged at his jowls and leaned forward so that the pink folds of his bare belly piled one atop the other, and he peered down at me with dark displeasure, whether real or feigned I could not tell. At length he said, “Ah, you invite the anger of the gods, with words like those!”


  My cheeks grew hot. “Dumuzi is my enemy.”


  “As he is mine. But he is an anointed king in the Land, who carries the blessing of Enlil upon him. His person is sacred. His illness should grieve us all: and especially you, a child of Uruk, a subject of his. I mean to send an embassy to Uruk to bear my prayers for his welfare. And I intend you to be my ambassador.”


  “Me?”


  “A prince of Uruk, of the line of Lugalbanda, a valiant hero—I could send no one better, not even one of my own sons.”


  Amazed, I said, “Do you mean to send me to my doom, then? For surely it is not safe even now for me to return to Uruk!”


  “It will be,” said Agga blandly.


  “Can you be certain?”


  “Dumuzi suffers with the sickness unto death; you are no threat to him any longer. All Uruk will welcome you, even Dumuzi. There is advantage in this for you, boy: can you not see that?”


  “If he is dying, yes. And if he is not?”


  “Even if he were not, a safe-conduct is granted to my ambassador. The gods would destroy any city that violated such an oath. Do you think Uruk would dare to lay hands on the herald of Kish?”


  “Dumuzi would. If that herald were the son of Lugalbanda.”


  “Dumuzi is dying,” said Agga again. “There will be need soon of a new king in Uruk. By sending you at this time, I put you into the position most useful to you.” He rose slowly from the throne and came down to stand beside me, and laid his arm heavily across my shoulders, as a father might; for in truth he had been virtually a second father to me. Sweat glistened on his scalp. I felt the physical presence of him almost as I might a god’s: he was massive, not only in his fleshly bulk but in his deep-seated regal authority. Yet there was the smell of beer on his breath. I did not think Father Enlil would smell of beer, nor An the Sky-father. Quietly Agga said to me, “It is all quite certain. My information comes to me from the highest power in Uruk.”


  “From Dumuzi, you say?”


  “Higher.”


  I stared at him. “You are in communication with her?”


  “We are very useful to one another, your goddess and I.”


  In that moment the full truth came to me, and it struck me like the fire of the gods, so that the breath was knocked from me for a moment. I heard the droning buzz of the god-aura within my brain. I saw, enveloping Agga and everything else in the room, a luminous glow, gold with shadows of deep blue within it: the sign of the tempest in my spirit. I trembled. I clenched my fists and struggled to remain upright. What a fool I had been! From the first, Inanna had ruled me. She had engineered the necessity of my flight from Uruk, knowing I would go to Kish and that during my exile I would make myself ready to replace Dumuzi upon the throne. She and Agga had conspired that between themselves; and Agga had sent me to his wars and trained me to be a prince and a leader, and now I was ready; and now Dumuzi, no longer needed, was being pushed into the House of Dust and Darkness. I was no hero, but only a puppet, dancing to their tune. I would be king in Uruk, yes: but the priestess would have the power, she and Agga to whom I had sworn the oath. And the son I had engendered upon Ama-sukkul, daughter of the king of Kish, would be king in Uruk after me, if Agga’s plan worked its way to its final flowering. So Agga’s seed would come to reign in both great cities.


  Yet I might still turn all this to my advantage, if I walked warily.


  I said, “When am I to set out for Uruk?”


  “Four days hence, on the day of the feast of Utu, which is an auspicious time for the commencement of great ventures.” Agga’s hand still tightly grasped my shoulder. “You will travel in majesty, and they will welcome you with joy. And you will bring with you splendid gifts from me for the treasury of Uruk, in recognition of the friendship that will exist between your city and mine when you are king.”


  On the eve of the feast of Utu, the moon, when it appeared, was covered by a veil, which is an omen that is widely understood to mean that the king will attain the greatest power. But the moon did not say which king was meant—Agga the king that was, or Gilgamesh the king that would be. That is the great trouble with omens, and with oracles of all sorts: they speak the truth, yes, but one is never sure what that truth truly may be.
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  MY JOURNEY toward Uruk was like that of a king already enthroned, and my entry into the city was like that of a triumphant conqueror.


  Agga placed at my service three of his finest sailing vessels, of the kind used for the sea trade to Dilmun, with great spreading sails of scarlet and yellow cloth that caught the breeze and sped me downriver swiftly and in the grandest style. I had with me a great richness of gifts from the king of Kish—slaves, stone jars of wine and oil, bales of fine fabrics, precious metals and jewels, effigies of the gods. I was accompanied by three dozen warriors as a guard of honor, and by a good many high officials of Agga’s court, among them his astrologer, his personal physician, and his steward of wines, who saw to my comfort at each meal. My wife Ama-sukkul did not come with me, for she was just then about to be delivered of my second son. I would never see her again; but I did not know that then.


  At each town along, the river the people came out to hail us as we passed by. They did not know who they were hailing, of course—certainly they did not suspect that the kingly bronze-skinned man who returned their homage with a regal wave was one and the same as the fugitive boy who had had their hospitality four years earlier—but they knew that a fleet such as ours must be an important one, and they stood on the banks shouting and waving banners until we were gone from sight. There were at least two dozen such villages, each of a thousand dwellers or more, the northern ones owing allegiance to Kish, the southern ones to Uruk.


  By night the astrologer showed me the stars and pointed out the omens in them. I knew only the bright star of the morning and evening, which is holy to Inanna; but he showed me the red star of war, and the white star of truth. All these stars are planets: that is to say, wanderers. Also he showed me the stars of the northern sky that follow Enlil’s way, and those of the southern sky that follow Enki’s way, and the stars of the celestial equator, which are those that follow the way of An. He taught me to find the Chariot Star, the Bow Star, and the Fire Star. He showed me the Plough, the Twins, the Ram, and the Lion. And he imparted to me much secret knowledge of the mysteries of these stars, and how to know the revelations they offer. He taught me also the art of using the stars to find one’s way at night, which was of great value to me in my later journeyings.


  Often I would stand by myself in the darkest hours of the night at the prow of my ship and speak with the gods. I asked counsel of Enki the wise, and Enlil the mighty, and Sky-father An, who rises like the arch of heaven above all things. They granted me great favor by entering my spirit; for I know that the high gods have many things to attend to, and the world of mortal men can occupy very little of their time, just as mortal rulers cannot devote themselves greatly to the needs of children or beggars. But those potent princes of heaven inclined themselves toward me. I felt their presence and it was comforting to me. I knew from that that I was indeed Gilgamesh, that is, He-Who-Is-Chosen; for it is not the business of the gods to grant much comfort, yet they granted it to me as I sailed toward the city of Uruk.


  On the morning of the ninth day of the month Ululu I came to Uruk under clear skies and a huge burning sun. Runners had gone ahead, bearing news of my coming, and half the city, so it seemed, was waiting for me when my ships docked at the White Quay. I heard drumming and the sound of trumpets, and then the chanting of my name, my old name, my birth-name, which I was soon to drop from me. There were some ten thousand people, I think, crowded along the rim of the Dike of the Ship of An, and flowing from there to the great metal-studded doors of the Royal Gate.


  I leaped lightly from my ship, and knelt and kissed the bricks of the ancient dike. When I rose, my mother Ninsun stood before me. She was wondrously beautiful in the brilliant light, almost like a goddess. Her robes were of crimson interwoven with strands of finely drawn silver, and a long curved golden pin fastened her cloak at her shoulder. In her hair she wore the silver crown of the high priestess of An, set with carnelian and lapis, and glinting with highlights of gold. She looked not a day older than when I last had seen her. Her eyes were shining: I saw in them the warmth that emanates not merely from one’s own mother but from great Ninhursag, the fountain of repose, the mother of us all.


  She studied me a long while, and I knew she was contemplating me both as a priestess and as a mother. I saw her seeing the size and power of my body, and the presence that had come upon me in full manhood. There could have been no stronger confirmation of the godhood of Lugalbanda than the godly body of Lugalbanda’s son.


  After a time she put out her hands to me and called me by my birth-name, and said, “Come with me to the temple of the Sky-father, that I may give thanks for your return.”


  We walked at the head of a great procession through the Royal Gate and along the Path of the Gods. At each holy place there was a rite to perform. At the small temple known as the Kizalagga a priest wearing a purple sash lit a torch in which spices had been inserted, and sprinkled it with golden oil, and did the rite of the washing of the mouth. At the holy place called the Ubshukkinakku another torch was lit, and pots were broken. Near the Sanctuary of Destinies a bull was sacrificed, and its thigh and its skin were seared and offered up. Then we ascended to the temple of An, where the old high priest Gungunum mixed wine and oil and made a libation at the gate, smearing some of it on the doorsockets and some on the gate itself. When we were within, he sacrificed a bull and a ram, and I filled the golden censers and made the offering to the Sky-father and to all the other deities in their turn.


  Throughout all this I asked no questions and spoke no words out of turn. It was like moving through a dream. In the distance I heard the steady beating of the lilissu-drum, that is beaten only in the hour of an eclipse, and at the time of the death of kings; and I knew that Dumuzi the king was dead, and that they were going to offer the kingship to me.


  I had not yet felt the goddess-presence. Nor had I laid eyes on the priestess Inanna. Thus far Uruk had withheld the goddess from me, and I had moved only in the presence of the Sky-father, to whom my mother is dedicated. But I knew Inanna would be manifested to me shortly.


  “Come,” said Ninsun, and we crossed from the precinct of An to the precinct of Inanna, and up the steps of the White Platform toward the Enmerkar temple.


  Inanna waited for me there.


  The sight of her drew a gasp of amazement from me. In the four years of my absence, time had burned all the girlishness from her. She had entered into the deepest ripeness of her womanhood and her beauty had become overwhelming. Her dark eyes gleamed with the old wanton sparkle, but also with strange power where there had been mere mischief before. She seemed taller, and more slender, with the blades of her cheekbones sharply outlined; but her breasts were fuller than I remembered. Her deep-hued skin was shining with oil. The only garments she wore were the ornaments of the goddess, the earrings and the beads, the golden triangle at the loins, the hip-jewels and the nose-jewels and the navel-jewels.


  I felt the heavy musky aura of goddess-presence and the buzzing aura of god-presence both at once. The slow steady beating of the drum penetrated my soul and invaded it utterly, so that the drum became me, and I became the drum. I felt myself stretched taut in the sunlight as the felt-covered paddles descended again and again. My eyes met Inanna’s and I was drawn toward those dark immensities just as long ago I had been drawn toward the eyes of my father Lugalbanda, and I yielded myself for a moment and let myself drift into a pool of darkness.


  She smiled, and it was a terrifying smile, the smile of the Inanna-serpent.


  In a low husky voice she said, “The king Dumuzi has become a god. The city is without a king. The goddess requires this service of you.”


  “I will serve,” I said, as all my life I had known I was destined one day to say.


  Though I knew that it was Agga and Inanna who had conspired to give me this throne, for reasons of their own advantage, that did not matter to me. When I was king, I would be king: no one would own me, no one would use me. So I vowed to myself: I would be king, when I was king. Let them tremble who thought to have it otherwise!


  They had everything in readiness. At a signal from Inanna I was taken aside, into a small three-sided building adjoining the temple where the preparations for high services are done. There I was stripped and bathed by half a dozen young priestesses, and then I was anointed in every part of my body with sweet-smelling oils, and my hair was combed and brushed and plaited and gathered behind my head, and they gave me a skirt of flounced wool to cover myself from my hips downward. Finally I gathered into my arms the gifts that a new king must offer to Inanna, and I went slowly forward from the robing-room out into the terrible blast of the summer sunlight, and to the vestibule of the Enmerkar temple. And went within to claim my kingship.


  There were the three thrones, the one with the sign of Enlil, the one with the sign of An, and the one flanked by the reed-bundle of Inanna. There was the scepter. There was the crown. And there on the center throne sat Inanna, priestess and goddess, radiant now in all her awful majesty.


  Her eyes met mine. She looked close upon me, as if to say: You are mine, you will belong to me. But I met her gaze steadily and evenly, as if to answer: You much misjudge me, lady, if that is what you think.


  Then it began, the great ceremony, the prayer and the libations. About me stood the officers of Dumuzi’s reign, the chamberlains and stewards and overseers and tax-gatherers and viceroys and governors, who soon would be dependent upon my mercies. The flutes sounded, the trumpets played. I lit a globe of black incense; I laid down my gifts before each of the thrones; I touched my forehead to the ground before Inanna, and kissed the ground, and gave the proper gifts to her. It seemed to me I had done this a thousand times. I felt new strength flowing through me as though my blood had doubled in volume, as though my breath was the breath of two men, and both of them giants.


  Inanna rose from the throne. I saw the beauty of her long arms and graceful neck; I saw her breasts swaying beneath the blue necklaces of beads. “I am Ninpa the Lady of the Scepter,” she said to me, and took the scepter from the throne of Enlil and handed it to me. “I am Ninmenna the Lady of the Crown,” she said, and lifted the crown from the throne of An and let it rest upon my brow. Her eyes met mine; her gaze was burning, burning.


  She spoke my birth-name, which would never again be heard in the world of mortals.


  Then she said, “You are Gilgamesh, the great man of Uruk. So do the gods decree.” And I heard the name from a hundred voices at once, like the roaring of the river in the time of flood: “Gilgamesh! Gilgamesh! Gilgamesh!”
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  THAT NIGHT I slept in the palace of the king, in the great bed of ebony and gold that had been my father’s, and Enmerkar’s before him. The family of Dumuzi had already departed from the place, all his wives, his plump doughy daughters; the gods had not granted him sons. Before I went to my bed I confirmed in their position all the officers of the kingdom, according to the tradition, though I knew I would remove most of them from office in the months to come. And I feasted most royally with them, until spilled beer ran in foaming torrents along the channels of the feasting-hall floor.


  At the evening’s end the chamberlain of the royal concubines asked me if I meant to have a woman with me in the night. I said that I did, as many as he could supply; and he supplied them all night, seven, eight, a dozen of them. From the eagerness of them I suppose Dumuzi had been making little use of them. I embraced each one only once, and sent her out and called for the next. For a moment, in their arms, it seemed almost as if I might be able to fill that hollow place within my soul that gave me such torment. Indeed I could—for a moment, for half an hour, and then the pain came rolling back in upon me like a storm cloud. One woman alone might have freed me from this distress, I thought. But that woman, the woman I would have chosen for myself that night had I been free to choose, was of course not for me to have—not then, not until the new year and the rite of the Sacred Marriage. But I allowed myself to imagine that I was with her, as I pressed my body against this concubine and that one.


  At dawn I found that I still had vigor in me. I rose and went by foot, disdaining all bearers, to the cloister of the holy priestesses. There I asked for the priestess Abisimti, who had initiated me into manhood. It seemed to me that there was terror in her eyes, as much perhaps for my great height and strength as for the fact that I was now the king. I smiled and took her hand in mine, and said, “Think of me as that boy of twelve with whom you were so gentle.”


  I was not gentle with her that morning, I suspect. Great strength had come upon me, greater even than I had already had, simply from having assumed the kingship. And there was the godhood within me as well. Three times I had her, until she lay back panting fitfully, looking a little dazed and plainly hoping I was sated. Nothing could have sated me that day; but for her sake I spared her further toil. Abisimti was as beautiful as I remembered her, with skin like cool water and breasts round as pomegranates; but her beauty was to Inanna’s as the moon is to the sun.


  So passed my first day in the kingship. Hour by hour I felt the power and the greatness flowing into me. On my second day I received homage from the assembly of the city.


  If a stranger were to ask how the king of Uruk is chosen, why, any citizen of the city would reply that he is chosen by the assembly. And in truth that is the case; but that is not the entire case.


  The assembly elects, but the gods direct, and in particular it is Inanna, speaking through her priestess, who makes known the one who is to be king. Nor does the kingship pass automatically, as it does in Kish and as I hear it does in many other cities, to the son of the king. We understand these matters differently. We think that there is a divine inwardness that some men have, a kind of grace, which makes them fit to be king. If that grace happens to pass from father to son, as it had from Enmerkar to Lugalbanda, and from Lugalbanda to me, it is only because a father often passes his traits to his son—his stature, his breadth of shoulders, the turn of his nose, and, perhaps, his kingliness. But it does not necessarily happen that way. Not all our kings have been the sons of kings.


  Once the assembly has chosen the king, the assembly may only advise, not command. If there is disagreement between the assembly and the king, the king’s wishes will prevail. This is not tyranny; this is the inherent outcome of the correct choice of king. For, mark you well, in time of crisis and doubt it is vital that a city speak with a single voice. And have the gods not indicated which voice that voice should be, by making him the king? The assembly, in its discourse with the king, tunes that voice as a harper tunes his strings; but when the voice speaks, it is the voice of the king, which is to say, it is the voice of the city, it is the voice of heaven. And if the king in his speech does not speak with heaven’s voice, everyone will know it, and heaven will cast him from his place.


  These matters were much on my mind when the men of the assembly paid their ceremonial call on me in the audience-chamber of the palace. First came the free citizens, what we have always called the house of men: those who speak for the boatmen and fishermen, the farmers and cattlebreeders, the scribes and jewelers and carpenters and masons. They passed through, and put down their gifts before me, and touched their hands to my ankles in the customary way. When that was done, the elders of the assembly came, those who speak for the great estates, the princely families, the priestly clans. Their gifts were more weighty, their scrutiny of me more intense. I met their gaze evenly and with assurance. I was aware that I was the youngest man in the room, younger than any of the elders, younger than any of the house of men. But I was king.


  I felt the sacred force that is a king’s glory, and I reveled in it. But even then a dark shadow lay upon my joy, for I remembered Lugalbanda lying upon his alabaster bier, and I remembered the day I had stood by the city wall and watched the corpses of the poor go floating down the river. I was mindful always of the bleak jest the gods have played upon us, even on those who are of a greatness approaching theirs: Never forget that you are mortal, never forget that you have but a brief moment of grandeur and then you are dragged off to the House of Dust and Darkness. Such matters chilled my warmest moments. Yet I was young; yet I was strong; I pushed the thought of death from me as often as it arose within me, and told myself, as I had when I was a child: Death, I will defeat you! Death, I will devour you!


  “All during the time of Dumuzi,” said the great landowner Enlil-ennam, “we waited for your return. For Lugalbanda is within you.”


  I looked at him, startled. Was that fact such common knowledge in Uruk? But then I realized that he meant it only as a manner of speaking. It was merely as if he said, Lugalbanda’s blood flows in your veins. And everyone knew that.


  “It has been a dark time for us,” said white-haired Ali-ellati, whose standing of nobility could be traced back ninety thousand years. “Signs and omens became confused. The gods gave no clear answers. The portents were sinister. We lived in fear and foreboding. It was because of the king. Yes: because of the king.”


  “And what manner of king was Dumuzi?” I asked.


  “Well, he was not Lugalbanda,” Enlil-ennam said, smirking broadly. “He was not Enmerkar.”


  “He was not even Dumuzi,” said Lu-Meshlam, whose estates were like a little kingdom in themselves. “Sufficient to be Dumuzi, if one cannot be Enmerkar. But he was not even Dumuzi!” And they all laughed at that.


  “What are you telling me?” I asked.


  Piece by piece they unfolded a tale of weak and sorry kingship, this one speaking a little while, then another taking up the story. A silly man, swollen with pride—ill-starred projects, abortive military adventures, the raising to power of upstarts and nonentities, foolish quarrels with the great men of the city, neglect of the rituals, public funds consumed on absurdities while necessities went unrepaired—the sad account went on and on. Once the dam was broken, the flow of their accusations was unending. I felt some embarrassment for their sake, listening to it all: for who had put Dumuzi forth to be king, at the time of my father’s death, if not they? The old priestess Inanna must have had a reason for proposing him, and they for accepting him, and I think that reason must have been that he was pliant and malleable, very soft metal indeed. But the nine years of his kingship had not, so it seemed, brought them the advantage they had hoped to have out of it. Which was small surprise, if they had knowingly chosen a weak man. So now they were turning, eagerly, gladly, hopefully, to a stronger one, in whose veins the blood of greatness flowed. I could not help feeling some scorn for their folly. But I was swift to pardon them. They saw their error; they were redeeming themselves now from it; and, if they had not comported themselves according to the way of the gods when they chose Dumuzi, so be it. The fault had not been theirs. The fault was the gods’.


  “Tell me of the death of Dumuzi,” I said.


  They became evasive. “Heaven withdrew the kingship from him,” said Lu-Meshlam, and the others nodded sagely.


  “I understand that,” I said impatiently. “But how did he die?”


  They looked at one another. No one would speak. I had to draw it from them. A lingering, horrible death, they said. A slow wasting-away, in great pain. The gods forsook him and many demons entered him: Ashakku, Namtaru, Utukku, Alu, the fever-maker, the sick-maker, the evil spirit, the diabolical one. No door could shut them from his body. No bolt would turn them back. Through the gateways of Dumuzi they glided like snakes. Through the hinges of his spirit they blew like the wind. The diviners had struggled mightily, but there was no healing him, not even any understanding of the malady that consumed him.


  The old priest Arad-Nanna said, when the elders were done with this grim recital, “His mistake was in the choice of his name. There is a doom upon Dumuzi that was proclaimed at the first day of time. How could he have hoped to escape it, with such a name, in this city of all cities?”


  I was preoccupied with other thoughts at that moment and I suppose I did not pay close attention to those words of Arad-Nanna. Only afterward, when I sat alone thinking these matters through, did I see their likely meaning. In this city of all cities. The city of Inanna, he meant. Who is the ultimate ruler of Uruk, beyond assembly, beyond king? Why, it is the goddess, and none other! And it is in the nature of the goddess that she is destined to destroy the god Dumuzi, the holy shepherd: we have that tale taught us from childhood. Had the priestess Inanna re-enacted, with the king Dumuzi, the downfall that the goddess Inanna works each year in heaven upon the god Dumuzi? Everything cried out yes to that. She had sent me that seal-cylinder, while I was still in Kish, showing the death of Dumuzi, the triumph of Inanna, and I had taken it for word that she was casting some spell which would bring an end to him. But had she settled for mere spells, or had she made use of actual potions? I thought back through what they had told me of the king’s sufferings, his fevers, his agonies, his wasting away. And I grew uneasy. If Inanna could slay one king, she might slay another, when she saw fit. And in Uruk every king plays the role of Dumuzi to the goddess, whether his name be Dumuzi in fact, or Lugalbanda, or Enmerkar—or Gilgamesh.


  This I pondered, Inanna and Dumuzi, Dumuzi and Inanna. My mind returned, as it often had since my childhood, to that tale of her descent into hell, in that time when she longed for conquest beyond her allotted realm.


  Holding sway over heaven and earth was not enough for her. She must also have the nether world, the realm where her older sister, Ereshkigal, rules. So she dons her great scarlet robes of power, her crown, her double strand of lapis beads, her breastplate, her ring, the lapis measuring-rod and line of her authority; and she goes to that place in Uruk which is the gateway to hell, and makes her way downward. “If I do not return in three days,” she tells the goddess Ninshubur, her vizier, her right hand, “get you to Father Enlil, beg him to set me free.”


  At the first gate of the nether world the gatekeeper blocks her way and demands to know why she has come. She offers a false answer, but the gatekeeper is not deceived; he has instructions from his queen Ereshkigal to deprive Inanna of her power and bring her to humility. And so at the first gate the gatekeeper takes her crown from the goddess; and at the second gate he demands the lapis beads; and thus it is at each of the seven gates, until the scarlet royal robe itself is taken from her, and she enters the throne-room of Ereshkigal naked, bowing down low. For anyone who comes before the queen of the nether world must do so naked, even if she be the queen of heaven. What a humbling for proud Inanna! Nor is she given the chance to assail her sister’s throne: the judges of the lower realm surround her at once, they utter their judgment, and Ereshkigal fastens the eye of death on her. Just like that, Inanna is slain. Her corpse, like a side of rotting meat, is hung from a peg on the wall. And there she remains, for a day and a second day and a third, and in the world it is wintertime, for Inanna is gone from it.


  Then Ninshubur takes herself to Father Enlil and begs mercy for the dead Inanna; but Enlil will not lift a hand to save her. Nor will Nanna of the moon, to whom Ninshubur turns next. But the wise and compassionate Enki, who knows the water of life, is willing to come to her aid. Enki sends two messengers into the nether world, and they find Ereshkigal in the pangs of childbirth. “We can lift this pain from you,” they tell her, but they must have a gift in return, and the gift they ask is the corpse of Inanna. Ereshkigal yields; the envoys ease her pain; and then they take the dead Inanna from the wall and restore her to life. But she must not leave the nether world, Ereshkigal insists, unless she provides someone in her place.


  Ah, and who will Inanna send? Why, who else but Dumuzi her husband? He sits upon his splendid throne beneath the great apple tree in Uruk, clad in shining garments and all unmoved by Inanna’s torments. Yes, Dumuzi will be the one. Where is Inanna’s love? Ah, there is no love! It is her life or Dumuzi’s, and she does not hesitate. Dumuzi has shown no grief over Inanna’s disappearance; perhaps he feels well rid of his troublesome consort. And so he is doomed. She looks upon him with the eyes of death, and cries out to seven demons, “Seize him! Take him away!” The demons take him by his thighs; they break the flute that he has been playing; they gash him with axes so that his blood pours forth. He flees. They follow. He appeals to the gods to spare him, and they aid him in his flight, but Inanna is implacable, and at last he is seized and slain and carried down into hell. It is the time when the great death of summer settles over the Land, that time when Dumuzi is taken away. In summer he must die, though he returns in the autumn, with the rains, with the new year, to celebrate the Sacred Marriage with Inanna and bring about the new birth of all things. Where is the mercy of Inanna, in this tale? There is no mercy. Inanna is a force that will not be gainsaid. Dumuzi must die, he who is the king, he who is the god.


  To all this I gave most careful thought. Inanna had made me king, that much was certain: she and Agga both, working in some sly alliance. She had made me, but she could unmake me also. I would be on my guard, I resolved, against any further playing out in Uruk of the tale of the goddess and god.


  On the third day of my kingship, Inanna summoned me. When the goddess beckons, even the king must hasten.


  We met in a small room of the temple, not at all majestic, with pink-washed walls and a few lopsided rickety chairs that a poor scribe would have deemed too shabby for his house. She wore a plain robe and her face was unpainted. Two days earlier she had been goddess and priestess both, terrible in her majesty and overwhelming in her beauty. The woman I saw now had not troubled this day to assume the goddess. Her beauty was with her at any time, but the grandeur of it did not shine forth. It was just as well; I had had little sleep in my two nights of kingship, and confronting Inanna in her majesty is an exhausting business for anyone, even one who is in part a god.


  I wanted to have the truth from her concerning Dumuzi’s death. But how could I ask it outright? “Did he die at your hands? Did you drop poison in his bowl, priestess?” No. No. Should I say, “I am grateful for your slaying my predecessor, so I might have his throne”? No. Or, perhaps, “I am young and new in these matters of state. Tell me, is it the custom for the goddess to murder a worthless king, when the city can no longer tolerate his worthlessness?” No. Nor did I choose to bring up the old matter of my having been forced into exile: “Did Dumuzi grow so suddenly frightened of me, perhaps, because you happened to tell him that the spirit of Lugalbanda had entered into me?”


  No, I said none of these things. Nor did she, who had looked upon me with such fierce hunger in years gone by, favor me with the flashing eyes now, the savage grin of triumph, the fiery embrace toward which her scheming had been directed so long. She took care to convey to me nothing but what was fitting between priestess and king on the first ceremonial visit of his reign: cool formality, a strict observance of the rites. Inanna and the king are not meant to embrace in passion, except on the night of the Sacred Marriage, and that is but once a year.


  So in the appropriate phrases she congratulated me upon my ascension, and offered me her blessing; and I, just as formally, pledged myself to serve the goddess in kingly manner. We shared sweet wine from a single bowl, and ate of the charred meat of an ox that had been sacrificed at dawn. When all that was done, we talked, like two old friends who had not seen one another for a long while, of the past, of our first meeting in the Enmerkar temple, events of my boyhood, how tall and strong I had grown in the four years of my exile, and so on and so on, but everything offhand and distant. She spoke of the death of certain princes and great men while I had been away. That led her eventually to the subject of the death of Dumuzi: she looked sad, she sighed, she cast down her eyes, as though the king’s passing had been a great sorrow to her. I searched her face but saw no clues. “With my own hands I ministered to him,” said Inanna. “I put cool cloths on his forehead. I mixed the medications myself, the quunabu and the kushumma, the duashbur seeds, the root of nigmi and arina. But nothing availed. From day to day he withered and shrank.” I felt a chill, as she talked of mixing medicines for Dumuzi, and wondered what devilish things she had mixed into those powders to hasten him onward to the next world. But I did not ask. I think I know what truths lay beneath my unspoken questions. But I did not ask.
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  NOW THE full weight of kingship fell upon me, and it was far heavier a burden than I had ever imagined. Nevertheless I think I bore it well.


  There were the rituals to perform, the offerings and sacrifices. I expected that. But so many, so many! The Feast of the Eating of Barley, the Feast of the Eating of Gazelles, the Feast of the Blood of Lions, this feast and that one, a calendar of ceremonies that was unsparing of the king’s time and strength. The gods are insatiable. They must be fed constantly. I had not been king ten days when I found myself wholeheartedly sick of the reek of roasting flesh and the thick sweet smell of freshly poured blood. You must understand that I was still hardly more than a boy: I knew it was my duty, all this ritual, but I would rather by far have been cracking heads together in the wrestling-house, or hurling javelins on the field of war, than spending my days and nights at spilling the blood of beasts in these high ceremonies. Yet I moved past that early revulsion, and performed my tasks as I knew I must. The king is not only the leader in warfare and spokesman of the gods in matters of statecraft; he is the highest of the high priests, which is a formidable job.


  So on the proper evening I would come forth on the roof of the temple of An in the first night watch, when the star of An had appeared, and preside at the golden table where a feast for the Sky-father had been laid out, with food also for the wife of An and for the seven wandering stars. To these great ones I offered the flesh of cattle, sheep, and birds, beer of the best quality, and the wine of dates, poured from a golden ewer. I made an offering of every kind of fruit, and spread honey and aromatic spices on the seven golden incense burners. I went around to each of the four horns of the altar and kissed it to renew its holiness.


  I drank wine and beer and milk and honey, and even oil, until my stomach was bloated from it. In some rites I had to sip from ewers of blood, which I never have come gladly to do. I wore heavy robes for certain rituals and in others I was altogether naked. There was never a night without some observance, and often there were some by day, as well. The gods must be fed. I began to feel like a cook and a serving-boy.


  And like a butcher also, sometimes. For one rite they brought me a sacrificial ox too fat to stand: it looked like a great tub of fat. It peered at me with great brown sad eyes as if it knew I was its death approaching, but it was too placid to protest. They held its head up and put the blade in my hand. “The gods created you for this moment,” I told it. “Now I return you to them.” I cut its throat with a single stroke. The ox, panting, sighing, sank on its forelimbs, but was a long time dying; I thought I heard it weep. I let its warm blood gush over my naked skin until I was slippery with it from head to toe. This is what it is to be a king in Uruk.


  There were restrictions and constraints upon me. On this day of the month I could not eat beef, and on that one I might not have pork, and on another I was forbidden any cooked meat at all. On a certain day it was perilous for me to eat garlic; on another day, for the sake of the security of the commonwealth, I was required to abstain from intercourse with women; on a day of setting-out of boundary-stones in the fields I must not go within sight of the river; and so forth. Many of these things seemed absurd to me, but I observed them all. Some of them I still perform. But some I have discarded with the years, and I have never seen any hardship come to me or to Uruk for my having done that.


  These obligations and burdens of kingship grew less oppressive as I became accustomed to them. Now and again I found myself yearning for the freer and more vigorous life I had led as a warrior of Kish; but such feelings passed quickly by, like the birds of winter that flash silver in the blue sky. I did what was required of me, and did it ungrudgingly. A king who grudges his own tasks is no king, but a mere imposter.


  There was one rite I would have performed not merely ungrudgingly, but altogether eagerly. But I had begun my reign at the height of summer; that one that had to wait until the new year. I speak of the Sacred Marriage, when Inanna would at last lie in my arms.


  At last the heat abated and that soft sweet wind, the Cheat, swept out of the south. The scent of the warm sea travels on that wind; I stood a long time on the terrace of the palace by myself, breathing deep, drawing it into my lungs. It is the harbinger, I thought. The season now changes; the rains return; the time arrives for tilling and sowing. And before the fields may be sown, the goddess must be. I trembled with anticipation.


  That morning the chamberlain in charge of such things told me I must cease lying with the palace concubines now, for the festival-time was nigh. The days of purification had arrived, when the seed of the king must be dedicated entirely to Inanna. I laughed and said that I would gladly make that sacrifice, though within a day or two I had other thoughts about that. I have always felt the surge of desire as the shore feels the surge of the sea, that is, something that comes steadily, insistently, unceasingly. Nothing can check the sea-surge; and when I sought to check that other surge within myself, I found it almost as difficult as it would have been to halt the waves from crashing against the beach. I had not gone without a woman’s embrace for as much as half a day since coming into manhood, I think. Now I decreed for myself a great drought of the passions, that parched my blood most amazingly. It was a very hard time for me. I withstood it, but only because I knew that my reward would be Inanna, coming to me as the cool winter rains do after the hellish summer.


  All ordinary business of the city halted. The festival preparations began, the repair and cleansing of buildings, the sacrifices, the fumigations, the parades. Exorcists were busy in every part of Uruk, driving the demons beyond the walls. Priests marched out into the dry fields and sprinkled them with holy water from golden ewers. Those who belonged to the unclean castes went to their temporary villages outside the city, and anyone who was a stranger to Uruk also was asked to leave.


  I remained secluded in the palace, fasting, bathing, eating no meat, touching no woman. All day long I breathed the fumes of sacred royal incense, burning in long-legged braziers. I slept hardly at all, but spent my nights in prayer and chanting. Gods came and went in my bedchamber, great shadowy figures who stood by my side a little while. One night I felt the presence of Enlil; on another, I woke from a light doze to see the hooded figure of Enki before me, with eyes blazing like red embers. The visits of these gods and others left me cold with dread. No one, not even a king, can go easy in such presences. If there had been some good friend by my side then whom I loved, it would have been less difficult for me to face those spirits. But in that time I was alone. They walked about my room and passed through me as though I were not there, and each time they did I felt a bleak gray wind blowing into me out of the nether world. At this season of the year, when the dry death that is summer still grips the Land, the nether world is very close: its mouth lies just below the gateway that opens into Uruk.


  Gungunum, the high priest of An, came to me on the third morning. My servants dressed me in the fullest of my royal regalia, and I went with him to the chapel of the palace. There I knelt before the Sky-father. Then Gungunum stripped me of all my ornaments of rank, and slapped my face, and pulled my ears, and otherwise humbled me before the god, and made me swear that I had nothing that was evil in the sight of the gods; and when that was finished, he lifted me and dressed me with his own hands, and gave me back my kingship.


  Afterward he handed me a bowl that contained tender slivers of the heart of the palm, the young bud of the date tree. We hold this tree to be holy, for it has as many uses as there are days in the year, and gives us food and drink, and fibers for ropes and nets, and wood for our furniture, and everything else: it is a godly tree. So I took the bowl from the priest and ate the slivers of the heart of the palm, and Dumuzi immediately entered into me.


  I mean the god Dumuzi, of course, not that silly shallow king who had taken that name upon himself. The heart of the palm is the power of the tree to produce new fruit, and when I ate it, that power, which is Dumuzi the god, passed into me. All fertility now was embodied in me. I was the rainfall; I was the rising sap; I was the flower; I was the seed. I was the force that could engender dates and barley, wheat and figs. From me would come the rivers. From me would flow wine and beer, milk and cream. The god throbbed within me, and I was bursting with the new life of the new year. When I looked down at my naked body I saw the rigid scepter of my maleness standing out far in front of me like a third arm, and there was a pulsing within it.


  But Dumuzi without Inanna is useless. It was time now for me to release the power of the god into her receptive loins.


  So, then—at last, at last—the night of the Sacred Marriage was at hand. The moon had vanished into the place of its slumber. That morning I had bathed in pure water from the font of the temple of An, and then handmaidens oiled my body, omitting no part of it, using the golden oil pressed from the richest of dates. I put on my crown and my robe, leaving the upper half of my body bare. They took me to the dark windowless Dumuzi-house at the edge of the city, where I spent half the day in silence, emptying my mind of everything but the god. I tell you that I was like a man in a dream, void of all self, possessed entirely by Dumuzi. And at nightfall I went by boat—the journey must be done by water, so that the king glides into the city as seed does into the womb—to the quay nearest the Eanna precinct, and from there on foot to the White Platform and the temple where the goddess awaited me.


  I mounted the Platform at its western end, looking neither to the left nor to the right. I led a black-fleeced sheep by a leather leash, and held a tiny kid resting on my arm, as offerings to Inanna. I suppose the air was warm or cool that night, and the stars were bright or perhaps veiled by mist, and possibly there was a breeze on which the perfume of young blossoms drifted, or possibly not. I could not tell you. I saw and felt nothing, except the gleaming temple before me, and the smooth brick of the Platform beneath my bare feet.


  I entered the temple and gave the kid to a priestess and the sheep to a priest, and went to the long chamber. Inanna stood there. If I live twelve thousand years I will never see a sight more glorious.


  She was as bright as a polished shield. She glistened in her splendor. They had bathed her, they had anointed her, they had draped her nakedness with ivory and gold and lapis lazuli and silver. Sheaths of alabaster surrounded her thighs and a triangle of gold lay over her loins. Clear blocks of lapis rested upon her breasts. Strands of gold braided were woven through her hair. But those were mere ornaments. I had seen them all before, worn by her on the night of her first Sacred Marriage to Dumuzi, and worn by her predecessor in the time of Lugalbanda. What awed me was not the magnificence of her jewelry but the magnificence of the goddess that shined through from beneath. Just as I had become the embodiment of the virile power—there was that insistent throbbing between my legs to remind me of that—so too was she the blazing essence of the female, now. From that golden triangle at the base of her belly came wave upon wave of intense power, like the brightness of the sun.


  Smiling, she extended her hands toward me, fingertips outstretched. Her eyes met mine. I leaped back across the chasm of years to that moment, in this very temple, when the girl Inanna had found me wandering, and stroked me and spoke my name, and looked into my eyes and told me that I would be king, and that she would lie in my arms one day: my cheek against the little buds of her breasts, her perfume pungent in my nostrils. Now indeed everything that she had prophesied had befallen, and we stood face to face in the temple on the night of the Sacred Marriage, and her dark eyes, gleaming like onyx by torchlight, were ablaze with goddess-fire.


  “Hail, Inanna!” I whispered.


  “Hail, royal husband, fountain of life.”


  “My holy jewel.”


  “My husband. My true destined love.”


  Then she laughed a very human laugh. “See? It has all come to pass. Has it not? Has it not?”


  I heard the music of the showing-forth. My fingers touched hers—just the tips, but it was fire! fire!—and together we walked down the corridor and out upon the porch of the temple. The door swung open before us. The bright crescent of the new moon rose above the temple. A thousand pairs of eyes stared back at me out of the night.


  We spoke the words of the rites. We sipped from the flask of honey, and poured the vessel of barley out on the ground. We stood with joined hands during the singing of the hymn of the showing-forth. Three naked priests pronounced blessings. The blood of the kid, my gift, was daubed on my forearm and on her cheek. The seared meat of my other gift, the sheep, was offered to us on plates of gold, and we took one mouthful each. It took me twelve hundred years to swallow that little morsel of meat.


  Once again we entered the temple, preceded and surrounded by priestesses and priests, musicians, dancers, all leaping and chanting about us as we made our way to the bedchamber of the goddess. It was a small high-vaulted room, strewn with soft green rushes made sweet-smelling with oil of cedar. The bed that was at its center was of the blackest ebony, inlaid with ivory and gold. A sheet of the finest linen covered it, bearing the emblem of Inanna. All about the bed lay heaps of freshly harvested dates, still clustered as they had come from the tree: the true treasure of the Land, more precious than any gem. She broke one date from a cluster and put it tenderly in my mouth, and then I made the same offering to her.


  You may think that at this point I was maddened with desire and impatience. But no, no, the god was in me and I had a god’s divine calmness. How many years in the making had this Marriage been? What did a few minutes more matter, now? I remained tranquil while the priestesses of Inanna removed the jewels from her, the beads, the alabaster sheaths, the rings, the ornaments of her ears, her eyes, her hips, her navel. They took from her the beads that covered her bosom, and laid bare her breasts, which were high and round and stood forth like those of a girl, although she was past twenty. They lifted the latch of her golden loin-covering and revealed to me the inner zone of her womanhood, dark and deeply thatched and richly perfumed. And then the same women undid my robe and uncovered my body; and when we were both naked they went from the room and left us with each other.


  I went close to her. I stood before her. I watched the rising and falling of her breasts. She drew her tongue across her lips, slowly, making them gleam. Her eyes traveled shamelessly over my body; and mine made the journey over hers, lingering at fullness of breast, breadth of thigh, the dense rich nether beard that concealed the well of womanhood. I took her lightly by the hand and led her toward the couch.


  For a moment, as my body hovered above hers, my god-self flickered and went from me and my mortal self returned. And I thought of all the intricacies of my dealings with this woman, how she had baffled and bewildered me. I thought of her wantonness, her dark playfulness, her mystery, her power. I thought also of that other Dumuzi, the mortal one, whom she had embraced year after year in this same rite, and then, when he was of no further use to her, had casually slain. Then the god reasserted himself in me and all these thoughts went from me, and I said, as the god must say to the goddess in this moment, “I am the shepherd, I am the ploughman, I am the king: I am the bridegroom. Let the goddess rejoice!”


  I will not tell you what further words passed between us on that night. The things that the goddess must say to the god, and the god to the goddess, you already know, for those words are the same every year; and the things that the priestess said to the king, and the king to the priestess, can easily be guessed, and are of no interest. Besides god and goddess and king and priestess, there were also a man and a woman in that room; and as to the words that were said by the woman to the man and by the man to the woman, why, I think they are the secrets of that woman and that man, and I will not tell them, though I have told so much else. Let those words remain our mystery. The greater mystery that we performed that night, you can imagine. You know what rites of lips and nipples, of buttocks and hands, of mouths and loins, must be acted out by the sacred couple. Her skin was hot, burning like the ice of the northern mountains. Her nipples were hard as alabaster in my hands. We did all that must be done, before the final thing, and when it was the moment for that, we knew it without saying it. To enter her was to glide in honey. As we joined, she laughed, and I knew it to be as much the laughter of the girl of the corridor as the goddess on high. I also laughed, to be having the fulfillment of my desire after so long a waiting; and then our laughter was lost in a deeper, heavier sound. When we moved together, she spoke in babbling phrases that I did not know; the woman-language, the goddess-language of the Old Way. Her eyes rolled upward so that I saw only the whites. Then my own eyes closed, and I gripped her tightly with both my arms. The god-power, flowing from me like liquid fire, brought the goddess-power within her to its fruition. In the outpouring of my seed the new year was born. A cry of rejoicing burst from my lips, and from hers, and we heard the answering melodies of the musicians who waited outside the bedchamber. It was then that we spoke with each other, first with our eyes and our smiles, then with words. In a little while we began the rite anew, and then again, and again and again, until the dawn brought the new year’s blessing to us, and we went quietly from the temple to stand naked in the gentle rain that our coupling had summoned into the Land.
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  SO, THEN, passed the night of the Sacred Marriage, when Inanna and I were united at last. But it was the goddess and the god who had been married, not the priestess and the king; and once the festival was over, we went on in our separate lives, she in the isolation of her temple, I amidst my concubines in the palace. I did not so much as set eyes on her again for some weeks. When I did, at the rite of casting wheat-seed, she treated me in a cool and formal way. That was right and proper: but I hated it. The taste of her was still on my tongue. Yet I knew I would not embrace her a second time until the season of the new year had come round again, twelve months hence. I ached from that knowledge.


  Ties of ritual and responsibility kept us in constant communication, all the same. In Uruk the king is the right arm of the goddess, and her sword; and she is the holy staff on which he leans. Without the goddess, there would be no king; without the king, the goddess could not touch the souls of the people. So they are forever joined, twin centers of the city, one revolving about the other and all else revolving about both of them.


  The gentle rain of Tashritu gave way, early in the month Arah-samna, to rains that were not gentle at all: torrential downpours that came sweeping out of the north nearly every day. The dry soil drank greedily at first, but soon its thirst was slaked, and still the storms roared across the Land. In this time I began to give close thought to the condition of the canals. They had not been kept in proper repair during the last year of the reign of Dumuzi. If the rains continued with such force and the silt were not cleared from the canals we might very well suffer from flooding by early spring.


  I was deep in the midst of these matters, conferring with my water-chamberlain and my overseer of canals and three or four other high officials, when my viceroy of the palace entered the royal chamber. A priest of the temple of Enmerkar, he said, had come with a message from Inanna. She had urgent need of me. A demon, it seemed, had taken up residence in her huluppu-tree, and I must drive it away.


  My mind was full of the needs of the canals, and I made no attempt, I suppose, to veil my impatience. I looked at the viceroy in amazement and said bluntly, “Can she find no other exorcist?”


  There was some muttering from the officials who sat at the table with me. I heard their disapproving tone, and thought at first that they were as annoyed as I was by this interruption of our work; but no, what troubled them was my surly refusal, not Inanna’s ill-timed request. They peered at me uneasily. For a moment no one would speak.


  Then the overseer of canals murmured, not looking directly at me, “It lies in the province of the king to do such tasks, my lord, when they are asked of him.” Sudden perspiration put a sheen on his face.


  I spread my hands wide before him. “We have important work—”


  “The summons of Inanna may not be ignored, O majesty,” said my viceroy softly, touching his forehead with the greatest tact.


  “The canals—” I said.


  “The goddess,” said the water-chamberlain.


  “Do all of you feel this way?” I asked, glancing about me at them all.


  This time no one spoke. But there was no mistaking their insistence. I yielded, and I yielded smiling. I know no other way to yield, but with a smile. What could I do? There was no help for it: busy as I was, I must go at once to the temple, and rid Inanna’s tree of its demon.


  This huluppu-tree was, and for that matter still is, a great towering thing of graceful weeping boughs, which was planted by the goddess in the garden of her temple five thousand years ago. The ground where it grows is so holy that a pinch of the black soil from its roots is enough to cure many ailments of the spirit; in springtime barren women come to it and embrace its trunk, and many are made fertile by the dripping of its sap; and a green tea is brewed from its leaves that is sometimes used in divining the future. It is a noble and sacred tree, and I would not have had it come to any harm. But it seemed to me that Inanna might well have looked after her own tree just then, and left me free to look after the canals.


  In the second watch of the morning—the rain had stopped for a time; the sky was bright and clear, the air had the newly washed scent of early winter—I went to the temple garden in the company of a band of the younger men of the palace. The huluppu-tree, vast and spreading, stood in the northeast corner of the enclosure, looming above everything else. Half a dozen wailing priestesses stood close beside it, and a dozen old women of the city shuffled slowly in a wide circle about it, chanting a tuneless dirge.


  One did not need to be an expert gardener to know that something was amiss with the tree. The rain had swept nearly all of its long narrow leaves from it, and they lay piled in huge mounds. Those that had not yet fallen were withered and yellowing, and the branches themselves looked limp and lax. I went to it and put my hands against its thick wrinkled bark, as though trying to feel the demon that had taken up residence within it. But all I felt was thick wrinkled bark.


  I had brought with me a certain Lugal-amarku, a little hunchbacked man with black eyebrows that met above his nose, who knew spells and exorcisms. He put his hands to the tree too, and pulled them back as though they had been burned.


  “Well?” I said. “What do you discover?”


  “Not one demon, my lord. Three!”


  “Ah,” I said. “Three, is it?” That was tiresome. I thought of the silt clogging the canals, and the rain that surely would return in a few days. Three demons, then? Three?


  From behind me came a whispering of the priestesses and the old women. I looked about, and saw Inanna striding toward me, heedless of the muddy ground that flecked her white robe at every step. It was only the second time I had seen her since the dawn following the Sacred Marriage. Instantly there flashed into my mind the vision of that night, Inanna before me, her face hot and flushed, her breasts heaving. But the vision passed. Brusquely she made toward me the sign that the high priestess makes when she greets the king, and I made the goddess-sign to her.


  “You must save the tree,” she said immediately.


  “It houses three demons, I am told.”


  “Ah, you see that also?”


  I nodded toward Lugal-amarku. “Not I. He sees it.”


  The hunchback said, turning his palms outward modestly, “It is apparent, my lady.”


  “So it is,” she said, and went to the tree. She glanced toward me. “Here: look. The snake who knows no charm has made his dwelling here. And in the crown of the tree the Imdugud-bird has built her nest, and rears her young. And here, in the trunk: the vampire Lilitu now resides, the maid of desolation, the eater of souls.”


  I stared. Inanna’s words fell upon me like the tolling of leaden bells. Was this what it was, to be king in Uruk? Must I carry out some impossible task every morning, and three to do on special days? The snake who knows no charm? The Imdugud-bird? The vampire Lilitu? There was indeed a hole in the ground at the base of the tree, opening between two of the huge tangled roots. I peered in, but I saw nothing. Nor could I see a nest in the crown, nor any demon-house in the middle of the trunk. I glanced from Inanna to Lugal-amarku, and back toward Inanna again. Three demons, and my task to drive them out! If only I could shrug, and walk away, and return to my palace to grapple with problems that could be seen and felt! But I could not. I must do Inanna’s bidding in this thing, or all Uruk would know within the hour that Gilgamesh had shirked his tasks and that he feared the invisible world. I felt such despair as I cannot tell you, as I stood there thinking, ah, my canals, my canals, my canals!


  Then İ said, “We will deal with these things, and quickly.”


  I gave orders to Lugal-amarku to concoct a potion so foul, so stinking, that no creature could resist it, not even the snake who knows no charm. Bring it here within the hour, I told him. I sent one of the men of my band—he was the warrior Bir-hurturre, my old schoolmate and boyhood tormentor, now taken into my closest counsel—back to the palace to fetch my great axe. And I bade the priestesses to get me a length of thick and sturdy rope from the Enmerkar temple. We would deal with these demons then and there. Even so early in my reign I had come to my basic idea of governing, which is that everything may be achieved through decisiveness and the show of clear determination.


  The hunchback returned, not in an hour but in half that time, carrying a deep brazen beaker filled with some bubbling yellow stuff, flecked with bits of green and red, a substance so noxious and pestilent that I was surprised it did not eat holes in the bronze. He looked proud of himself. I clapped him lustily on his hump, rubbing it hard for luck, and cried, “This will do it, by Enlil! There’s nothing better for the job!”


  Gagging and half puking from the stench, I took the beaker from him and emptied it into the hole at the base of the tree. The earth hissed as that stuff touched it. I will offer an oath that the edges of the hole drew back as if in loathing. We waited. The snake who knows no charm obeys neither An nor Enlil nor even Inanna, the mistress of all serpents. But in moments there was a stirring in the earth, and angry yellow eyes flared within the hole, and a forked black tongue came flickering forth.


  “Give me my axe,” I said quietly to Bir-hurturre.


  Slowly, slowly, the snake glided from its hole. Its skin was dark as night, with bands of yellow upon it, and its supple body was nearly of the thickness of my arm. Behind me, the priestesses chanted holy names over and over and over, and even my own men were whispering incantations of defense. Yet I felt no fear of it, perhaps because it looked so forlorn, so sickened and bemired by Lugal-amarku’s dreadful fluid. Ordinarily I am not one to slay an enemy whom I have at such a disadvantage; but there was no time for such tender niceties now. I raised my axe and in a single swift blow split that serpent in two. The sundered halves coiled and uncoiled and leaped wildly, and from the mouth of the snake came a wild roaring, and I think it meant to spit its venom upon me, but I was not harmed. I heard sobbing and prayer behind me.


  After a few moments the snake lay still.


  “One,” I said.


  Now I took the thick rope from the temple, and wound it about the trunk of the tree, and tied it behind my back in such a way that when I put my feet against the tree and held the rope I could pull myself upward, and walk, more or less, up the side of the tree. This I did, higher and higher, climbing with ease. The bark was rough and ridged, and from it, as I bruised it with my feet, came the fragrance of almond blossoms, or of heavy wine.


  Soon I reached the middle of the trunk, where they had told me the demoness Lilitu was making her home, that dark maid who dwells in ruined places and brings sorrow on wayfarers. I suppose that if I had allowed myself pause to think, I would have felt sore afraid. But there are times when it is perilous to pause to think. I held both ends of the rope in one hand and slapped the other lustily against the trunk. “Lilitu? Lilitu? Do you hear me? I am Gilgamesh king of Uruk.” I laughed, to show I had no dread of her. “Hear me, Lilitu! I forbid you this tree, which is Inanna’s! I forbid you! I forbid you! Begone, begone, begone!” Would she obey? I believed she would. Inanna’s name has great power among such creatures. I slapped the trunk twice more, but did not wait for an answer, and went climbing higher.


  “Two,” I said.


  In the crown of the tree, so Inanna had said, the Imdugud-bird nested her young. I peered through the close-packed branches and did not see her, but it seemed to me that I felt her presence. I pulled myself upward, no longer clambering up the trunk now but going hand over hand from branch to branch.


  “Imdugud?” I said softly. “Imdugud, it is I, Gilgamesh son of Lugalbanda.”


  She is the most fearsome of birds, the storm bird, bearer of thunder and rain, whose body is that of an eagle and whose head is that of a lioness. She is the bird of destiny, who decrees the fates and utters the word which none may transgress; and she is bound to no city, to no god, but goes wherever she will, alone, independent. Yet I had no reason to fear her. My father had spoken of her often, and warmly. When he was young, in Enmerkar’s time, he had gone at Enmerkar’s behest as emissary to many distant realms, and his wanderings brought him at last to the land of Zabu at the end of the world. When he sought to go home to Uruk, he found that he could not, for that is a journey from which none return. Yet he was undaunted. He discovered in that land the nest of the Imdugud-bird, and when the Imdugud was away, Lugalbanda entered her nest, and offered honey and bread and sheep-fat to her young, and painted their faces with the colors of honor, and put crowns upon their heads. The Imdugud, when she returned, took great pleasure in what Lugalbanda had done, and bestowed her favor and friendship upon him, offering him whatever reward he would have of her. “Decree a safe journey homeward for me, then,” he said, and so she did, and in time he made his way unharmed to his native city.


  Gently I said, peering into the branches of the crown, “I am the son of Lugalbanda, O Imdugud. But this tree is Inanna’s; and I ask you in Lugalbanda’s name to make your home elsewhere. Will you do that, Imdugud? For Lugalbanda’s sake, who loved you well, will you do that?”


  I heard no reply; and there was no movement in the almost leafless branches. I clung in silence, scarcely breathing. I did not feel the presence of the storm bird any longer. It seemed to me then that the Imdugud, if she truly nested there, had listened to me, and had obeyed, and had risen from the tree with her nestlings and now was soaring high above the Land. At any rate I gave her my thanks.


  “Three!” I called to those who waited below.


  Before I left the tree I climbed about in the crown, putting my feet in turn on each of the great branches. The sixth or seventh one that I came to had, I thought, something of death about it. It was stiff and unyielding, and felt dry and strange to the touch. Such a branch must be removed, or it would spread its deadly magic to the rest of the tree. So I called out to the onlookers to stand back, and raised my axe and hacked at the branch until I had severed it entirely. It was of immense size, as big in girth as some trees are altogether, and it was no small labor to cut it loose, but finally it fell. I hurled it outward so it would clear the branches below it and land in an open place of the garden. Then I swung myself downward, leaping the last of the way and landing on my feet with a joyous shout. Inanna, pale and silent, looked at me in a way I had never seen from her before: there was awe in her eyes.


  “The demons are gone from your tree, lady,” I said.


  I felt the warmth of work well done. Whether I had driven off Lilitu and the Imdugud, or even if they had truly been there, who can say? But about the snake there could be no doubt; and a little later in the winter the huluppu-tree of Inanna began to sprout new leaves, so that by spring it looked as healthy as it had before. Perhaps the fiery breath of the snake at its roots had been doing it injury, or perhaps the other two demons had indeed been haunting it as well. I could not say. I say only that the tree recovered, after I had done my work in it.


  From the dead limb that I had cut off, Inanna had a throne and a couch made for herself. Out of the remaining wood she caused a gift to be fashioned for me, a drum and a drumstick, most elegantly carved by the craftsman Ur-nangar, whose hand must be guided by Enki himself. The drumstick was so perfectly balanced that it seemed almost to fly into my hand when I but reached for it, and it needed only the smallest movement of the wrist to make the most intricate of drummings. The drum itself was polished smooth until its surface felt like the skin of a maiden’s buttocks; and for the drumhead Ur-nangar used the hide of an unborn gazelle, stretched taut and held in place by sinews made of its mother’s gut. There has never been such a drum, nor such a drumstick, in all the world, to equal the one that Ur-nangar made for me at Inanna’s behest. It is lost to me now, and I think not a day goes by but that I wished I had it again.


  During the years that it was with me, I used the drum of Ur-nangar in two particular ways. One, that was best known to the citizens of Uruk, was as a summons of war: when it was time for the troops to gather, I went forth into the plaza outside the palace and beat a brisk tattoo, and everyone knew what I meant by it. “Listen,” they would cry, “Gilgamesh drums us to war!” And at its sound all the city began to stir, knowing that soon there would be new heroes made, and also new widows.


  The other use I had for the drum was far more private. It was the doorway into the world of the gods, for me. Maybe there was goddess-power in the drum, coming as it had out of Inanna’s holy huluppu-tree, or maybe some remnant of the Imdugud-bird’s magic clung to it. I do not know.


  This was its gift: when I retired to my innermost room and began quietly to beat on it in a certain way, it carried me up and out of myself and into that realm where Lugalbanda dwells. With it I could bring on at will all those things that arose in me when the god-aura was upon me. I would feel the droning and the buzzing, I would see a luminous glow in tones of gold or vermilion or deepest blue, I would find an entrance into another place, whether it was a ladder going up into the sky or a column of black water into which I sank or a tunnel, curving downward and away from me, inviting me to run along its shining cylindrical walls. And that place was the god-place. When I was there, I changed my shape, I soared, I flew. I shrieked like an eagle, I roared like a lion. I journeyed into the underworld and into the lands of monsters. I supped with gods and demigods. I danced with spirits. I spoke the languages of dreams. I became the mate of the Thunderbird; I saw all things, all wisdom was open to me. I think Etana of Kish must have had such a drum, and made use of it in order to leap into the sky, instead of going aloft on the wings of an eagle as the old tale would have us believe. I did not use the drum often that way. It was too strange and frightening, and too deep a drain on my energies, which I needed for the daily tasks of kingship. When I came back from such a flight, my jaws ached and sometimes my tongue was swollen as if I had bitten it in my ecstasies, and I felt dazed and weary for hours or even days afterward. So it was a secret thing, which I did only when the need was great upon me, whether for reasons of my own soul’s hunger or because the city was faced with a peril that I alone could master. When I sat alone tapping on that drum I was close to being a god.
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  THE RAINS returned, more intense than ever, and the problem of the canals became urgent.


  In the days before my nation came into the Land, when the people of the Old Way were here, those who used sickles made of clay and lived in mud huts, there were no canals. Each spring, when the snows melted on the mountains of the north, the Two Rivers would rise and burst from their banks and the waters would pour out over the fields, drowning the crops and the villages. Some years the flooding was great, and the work of years was destroyed. In other years the waters retreated quickly under the hot sun of the dry season, and there was no moisture left to keep the crops alive. Even in the flood years, when water covered the valleys all summer long, much of the Land remained desert, too dry for any use, and there was no way of conveying the water from the drowned places to the parched places. It was a dreadful way to live.


  When we conquered the goddess-people and took the Land from them, we found another way. It was Enlil’s son who showed us, Ninurta, the warrior god, god of the stormy south wind.


  It happened that Ninurta fell into a quarrel with the demon Asag, who dwelled in the nether world; and Ninurta went down into the nether world and slew this demon after a terrible battle. But the slaying of Asag loosed a great calamity upon the Land: for it was Asag who held in check the dragon Kur, which is the river that flows through the nether world. When Asag died, the Kur broke free and rose up out of the earth to the surface, and the vile waters of the subterranean river poured forth into the lands of daylight and everything was flooded.


  Great were the lamentations of the gods who had charge of the fields and gardens, and those who carried the pickaxe and basket. The Kur covered the Land and famine was severe. Nothing grew except the weeds that will grow in all circumstances. But at this dark time Ninurta found a way. He gathered a heap of stones in the mountains and sent them floating like drifting rain clouds to the Land. These he piled up, then, over the place where the Kur had burst out of the nether world, and dammed it so that its waters could no longer escape. Once this was achieved he built dikes to contain the flood-water, and canals to guide it into the beds of the Two Rivers and from the rivers to the fields. So the dragon was contained and its depredations halted. And now the fields brought forth abundant grain, the vineyards and orchards yielded their fruit, and the harvest was heaped up in great hills in the granaries.


  Since then it has fallen to us to maintain and extend the canals: it is our chief work, the great duty that underlies all others, for on the canals all our prosperity depends. At times of high level on the rivers they allow us to lead the dangerous waters aside into storage channels. When the rivers begin to fall, we close the sluices, and retain the water to use in the dry months. Other canals carry water from these reservoirs into the cultivated fields, and even into lands that once were desert. Thus the rivers, once our great enemies, now are our servants. By controlling the level and the flow, we spare our fields from the menaces of flood and of drought. Quays and wharves now rise along the shores of our cities, where once we had only muddy swamps. All across the land spreads the network of water-channels, linking field to field, village to village, city to city.


  But the soil of the land is deep and soft, and easily breaks away under the force of the current in spring, so that the canals are filled and silt blocks their mouths. We cannot afford that. If the canals become too shallow, water will not flow down from one to the next, and soon nothing will flow at all, and then when the rivers are in spate disaster will fall upon us as if the dragon Kur has returned. So we must toil constantly at maintaining the canals. It is each farmer’s responsibility to look after his little canal, and it is the responsibility of the overseer of each village to see that the greater feeders are in order, and it is the responsibility of the officials of the government to survey the main channels. But the final responsibility falls to the king: he must understand the grand design, and know where it is weakening, and give the orders to send forth the armies of repair. Dumuzi had let that responsibility slip. For that alone, he can never be forgiven; for that alone, he merited being sent to the House of Dust and Darkness.


  There was little that I could do during the worst of the rainy season but look through the surveyors’ reports, and decide where it was most essential to begin the repairs. Soon the tablets were piled high all about me, basket upon basket of them, bearing the close-packed inscriptions that told of Uruk’s peril. Scribes stood at my right shoulder and at my left to read them to me, but I called upon them rarely: it seemed better to me to do my own reading, so long as I had the skill. It gave me a stronger grasp of what needed to be done.


  In midwinter the rains relented, and we began our task. The rivers and canals were high from the constant downpours, but not seriously so: the real danger would not arrive until the snows of the north began to thaw. But there was little time to spare.


  I chose as the place to begin the canal known as the Mouth of Ninmah, which lies just north of Uruk and conveys our drinking-water to us. It was in bad need of dredging and scouring, but that was no serious matter, for it called for nothing more than sweat and the straining of muscles. But also the embankments and regulating sluices were in need of rebuilding, particularly the main dam, which my engineers told me might very well be swept away by the first brunt of the spring flood.


  It is an old custom, in starting any great work of construction, that the king must make and put into place the first brick. Whether this custom has been honored by each and every king, I cannot say; but I took gladly to it, since it has always been one of my great pleasures to toil as an artisan does. My star-watchers chose a propitious day for the ceremony. On the night before, I tied back my hair and went in a simple robe to the small temple of Enlil, where I bathed myself and spent the night alone, sleeping on the floor of black stone. In the morning the sun shone splendidly. I went to the temple of An and made an offering of cattle and goats without blemish. Then, at the shrine of Lugalbanda, I performed the ritual gesture of hand to the face, and felt the god my father stirring within me. And when the midday hour came I went to the place where bricks are made, wearing a head-pad and carrying builders’ tools on my head.


  Priests of the several craftsman-gods stood about me beating their drums as I began my task, working half-naked like any laborer in the sun. First I made a libation, pouring the water of good luck into the frame of the mold. Then I lit a fire of aromatic wood, to drive off impurities and any evil spirits that might be lurking about. I smeared the mold with honey and butter and fine oil of the best quality. Now I took the clay and wet it until it puddled, and mixed the straw with it, and trod upon it; I took the holy hod and scooped up the mixture, and pressed it into the mold; I smoothed the face of the bricks with my hands, and put them out in the drying-place to dry. There was no rain that night; I think I would have flayed my star-watchers alive if there had been. On the morrow, we had the ceremony of the breaking of the mold, when I kindled more aromatic wood, and seized the mold by its handles and drew it away, and lifted out the first brick. I raised it to the sky like a crown.


  “Enlil is satisfied,” I cried.


  Indeed he should have been. The brick was perfect. The gods had accepted my service, which was a sign that the period of trial was past and Uruk would be sustained.


  Throughout those days I worked alongside the others in the making of bricks, and the transporting of them to the canal, and the stacking of them in great rows. Then, when the star-watchers once again announced a propitious day, we carried out the task of closing the flow into the canal. It was not easy; two men lost their lives at it. But we achieved it. In those days I knew no moderation, neither for myself nor for those about me, when there was the work of the city to be done. I stood for an hour in mid-water, in the deepest part, holding my arms outstretched while they wove the fabric of the barrage about me. It was necessary for me to do it, not so much because I was king, but because I was the tallest and the strongest of the men. When we had accomplished the closing, we opened the farther sluices and drained the canal, and set about the job of repairing its lining. I placed the first brick, which was the brick I had made with my own hands on that other ceremonial day. We labored until darkness, and at dawn we returned, and so it was day after day: I would not let them rest, for the time was short and the task urgent. I never tired. When the others grew weary, I went among them, clapping my arm to their shoulders and saying, “Come, fellow, rise up, the gods require our service!” And, weary as they were, they rose up and worked again. I drove them hard—I drove them unsparingly—but I drove myself even harder. Great pyres of aromatic wood purified the place of our toil, and Enlil was pleased, and the work went swiftly and well. All was well with Uruk that winter. When the high waters came in spring, the canals received and stored the flow, and there was no flooding. I rejoiced in my kingship.
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  THEN ON the first day of summer messengers from Agga of Kish appeared, and demanded that I pay tribute to him.


  There were three of them, officers of his court, men known to me from my stay in Kish. I did not realize, when they arrived, that they had come as enemies. I received them warmly and offered a great feast in their honor, and we sat far into the night, talking of times gone by, the feasts in the palace of Agga, wars against the Elamites, the turns of fate that had enmeshed this one and that one whom I had known in Kish. I opened the wine of the cask of Enki for them, and slaughtered three of the oxen of the fields of Enlil. “Tell me,” I said, “how goes it with the lordly Agga, my father, my benefactor?” And they told me that Agga was well, that his love for me was great, that when he spoke with his gods he never failed to ask them to provide for my continued welfare. I gave each of the envoys a choice concubine and sent them into the finest of the chambers of state for the night. The next day they told me they carried a message from Agga the king, and they put before me a tablet of large size, sealed in a jacket of costly white clay that bore the royal seal of Kish. Their eyes, when they put this tablet before me, were flickering swiftly; I should have taken that for a sign.


  “We ask leave to withdraw,” they said, and I dismissed them.


  When they were gone, I broke open the jacket of white clay and drew the tablet forth, and began to read it. And my eyes grew wider and wider with every line I read.


  It began in a routine way, the usual formulas, Agga son of Enmebarragesi, king of Kish, king of kings, lord of the Land by merit of Enlil and An, to his beloved son Gilgamesh son of Lugalbanda, lord of Kullab, lord of Eanna, king of Uruk by merit of Inanna, and so on and so forth, followed by pious expressions of wishes for my continued good health and prosperity, and so on and so forth, followed by expressions of regret that Agga had heard no word lately from his beloved son Gilgamesh, no tidings of the kingdom which Agga had placed into the hands of his beloved son. That was my first hint of impending trouble, this reminder that Agga had helped to make me king of Uruk; it was true, yes, but perhaps it was a little tactless of him to call attention to the point. It was not as though he had raised me up out of utter obscurity to give me my crown: I was the son of a king, and the chosen of the goddess.


  But swiftly I saw what he was after. It was implied right in his formula of greetings: “king of kings, lord of the Land.” That was the ancient title of the king of Kish, which no one ever had formally bothered to challenge. But Agga’s use of it now seemed plainly to say that he regarded me as a vassal. And, indeed, I had sworn an oath of fealty to him when I came as a young fugitive to his city. I read on, feeling a growing uneasiness.


  Now began the demands for tribute.


  He did not quite call it tribute. He spoke of it as the “gift,” the “offering,” the “donation of my love.” But it was tribute, all the same. So many sheep, so many goats, so many barrels of oil, so many jars of honey; this many gur of date-wine, this many mana of silver, this many gu of wool, this many gin of fine linen; so many male slaves, so many female ones, of such-and-such ages. The request was couched in the most bland and pleasant terms, with no hint of ultimatum. He seemed to be saying that it was unnecessary for him to use threatening language, since these gifts and donations were self-evidently owing to him from me, from the loyal son to the benign father, from the vassal to the serene overlord.


  I was thrown into confusion. This letter of Agga’s stole not only my kingship but my manhood from me. Yet I had sworn fealty to him, had I not? By the net of Enlil I had sworn it. And now I was caught in that net. My cheeks blazed; tears of anger came to my eyes. I read his message four times over, and each time the words were the same, and they were damning words. I should have foreseen this, but I had not. Agga had taken me in when I was homeless; Agga had given me rank and privilege in his city; Agga had conspired with Inanna to make me a king. And now he was presenting his bill. But how could I pay his price, and still hold my head up among the kings of the Land, and among the people of Uruk?


  By darkness I went alone to the shrine of Lugalbanda and knelt and whispered, “Father, what shall I do?”


  The aura of the god came upon me and I heard Lugalbanda within me saying calmly, “You owe Agga love and respect, and nothing more than that.”


  “But my oath, father! My oath!”


  “It said nothing of tribute. If you pay him these things, you sell yourself and your city to him forever. He is testing you. He wants to know whether he owns you. Does he own you?”


  “No one owns me but the gods.”


  “Then you know what you must do,” said Lugalbanda within me.


  I passed the night in prayer, before this god and that, wandering restlessly about the city from temple to temple. The only one I did not consult was Inanna, though she was the goddess of the city. For to do that I would have had to confess myself to the priestess Inanna, and I did not want her to know my shame in this matter.


  In the morning, while the envoys of Agga were being diverted with women and singing, I sent out messengers to all the elders of the assembly, telling them to come at once to the palace. In rage and anxiety I strode back and forth before them, corded veins standing out on my neck, sweat on my forehead, until I could bring myself finally to speak.


  Then I said, “We are asked to submit to the house of Kish. We are called upon to pay tribute.” They began to mutter, those old men. I held up the tablet of Agga and shook it angrily and read the list of demands aloud. When I was done I stared about the room and saw their faces: pale, drawn, fear-ridden. “How can we submit to this?” I asked. “Are we vassals? Are we serfs?”


  “Kish is very mighty,” said the landowner Enlil-ennam.


  “The king of Kish is the overlord of the Land,” said old Ali-ellati, of venerable noble lineage.


  “It is not a great amount of tribute,” said the wealthy Lu-Meshlam mildly.


  And they all set up a nodding and a bowing and a murmuring, and I saw that they were dead set against any defiance of Kish.


  “We are a free city!” I cried. “Are we to surrender?”


  “There are wells to dig and canals to dredge,” said Ali-ellati. “Let us pay what Agga demands, and go about our business in peace. War is very expensive.”


  “And Kish is very mighty,” said Enlil-ennam.


  “I call for your pledges,” I said. “I will defy Agga: give me your support.”


  “Peace,” they said. “Tribute,” they said. “There are wells to dig,” they said.


  They would not hear of war. In despair I sent them away, and summoned the younger house of the assembly, the house of men. I read Agga’s lists of demands to them, I spoke to them of my anger and indignation, and the house of men gave me the answers I wished to hear. I knew how to speak to them. I fanned the fires of their tempers, and appealed to their courage; for if they also went against me, I was lost. I had the power of overruling the elders if I must, but I could not make war if both the houses of the assembly were against me.


  The house of men did not fail me. They gave me no talk of having wells to dig and canals to dredge. They shouted their scorn at the idea of tribute. I cried out for war, and they cried it louder back to me. Do not submit, they said. Let us smite the house of Kish with our weapons, they said. You will shatter Kish, they said—you, Gilgamesh, king and hero, conqueror, prince beloved of An. One after another the men of the house of men rose up and called out such ringing words as those. What was there to fear in the coming of Agga? they asked. His army is small, its rear-guard is feeble, its men are afraid to lift up their eyes.


  I put a higher value on the army of Agga than they did, and I had better reason for my opinion. But I rejoiced at their words all the same, and my spirit brightened. For how could I have accepted vassalhood? Whatever Agga thought I might have pledged to him, my strength of kingship was at stake in this, my strength of manhood. I could not reign in Uruk at the sufferance of the king of Kish.


  So, then, it was resolved: we would cast our lot for freedom. We would defy Agga. We would spend the summer preparing for war. Let him come, I said to the house of men. We will be ready for him.


  I went to the palace and came upon the ambassadors of Agga in their debauch, and said to them, cold as stone, “I have read the letter of my father Agga your king. And you may tell him this, that I overflow with boundless love for him, and I feel the highest gratitude for the favor he has shown me. I send him my warmest embrace. That is the only gift I send him: my warmest embrace. There is no need for any other gift-giving between father and son, is there? And Agga is my second father. Tell him, then: I embrace him.”


  That night the envoys departed for Kish, carrying with them my filial embrace, and nothing more.


  Now we began our preparations for war. I will not say that the prospect saddened me. I had not heard that wild hot music in the air since the days when I had fought for Agga in the land of Elam, and that was already several years behind me. A man must make war now and then, especially if he is a king, or he will begin to rust from within: it is a matter of keeping one’s edge, of maintaining the sharpness of one’s spirit, which will go blunt soon enough in any case, but far more swiftly if left unhoned. So it was a time of polishing chariots, of oiling the shafts of javelins and spears, of sharpening blades, of taking the asses from the stables and letting them remember what it is like to run. Although the heavy heat of summer lay upon us, there seemed a crispness in the air of Uruk in those first few days as though it were the finest midwinter day. It was the excitement, the anticipation. The young men were as thirsty for battle as I was. That was why they had shouted down the elders, that was why they had voted for war.


  But there was a surprise for us all. No one in the Land makes war in the summer, if it can be avoided. Why, in those months the air itself will go ablaze, if one moves too swiftly through it. So I was sure we had all the summer long to make ourselves ready for Agga. I was wrong in that. My judgment was altogether confounded. For Agga must have been expecting my defiance, and his armies were ready; surely they must have set forth from Kish on the very day his envoys returned with my message. Trumpets brought me the news as I slept among my women, at dawn on the sultriest morning of the summer. Boats of Kish had come swiftly down the river, months before I expected them. The troops of Agga were at the quay. The waterfront was in their hands; the city was besieged.


  It was the first full testing of my kingship. I had never led the city in war. I stepped out on the terrace of the palace and beat the war-drumming upon the drum that was made from Inanna’s tree. It was the first time I had sounded that drumming in Uruk, though it would not be the last. My heroes gathered about me with darkened faces. They were uncertain of my leadership. Many had fought in the wars of Dumuzi, some had fought in the armies of Lugalbanda, there were even some who might remember Enmerkar; but not one had fought under me.


  “Where is one with heart,” I said, “who will go to Agga and ask him why he trespasses here?”


  That splendid warrior Bir-hurturre stepped forth. His eyes were shining. He had grown tall and strong, and I think there was no man more valiant in all of Uruk. “I am the one to go,” he replied.


  I put troops behind each of the gates of the city wall, the High Gate and the Royal Gate and the North Gate and the Holy Gate, the Ur Gate and the Nippur Gate, and the rest. I sent patrols to move along the perimeter of the wall to guard against the men of Kish, should they try to scale the wall with ladders, or to chop their way through the brick. Then we opened the Water Gate, and Bir-hurturre went out to parley with Agga. But before he had gone ten paces the men of Kish seized him and dragged him away. This was done by the order of Agga son of Enmebaraggesi, he who had told me that heralds were under sacred protection. Perhaps he meant only the heralds of Kish.


  Zabardi-bunugga came running to me with the news. “They are torturing him, my lord! May Enlil eat their livers, they are torturing him!” Zabardi-bunugga was now my third-in-command, a sturdy man, no lovelier of face than he had been in boyhood, but loyal and steadfast. He told me that he had mounted the wall by the lookout post of Lugalbanda’s tower and had seen the men of Kish assaulting Bir-hurturre in plain view, striking him, beating him, kicking him as he lay in the dust. “Enlil will have their livers!” he cried. And he told me that when he had ascended the wall, the men of Kish had called out to him, asking if he were Gilgamesh the king. To which he had shouted back that he was not, that he was nothing in comparison with Gilgamesh the king.


  “Will we ride out to them now?” he asked.


  “Wait a little longer,” I answered him. “I’ll go up on the wall so that I can see what kind of enemy we have.”


  I strode quickly through the streets. Faces peered at me from the rooftops: the ordinary people, frightened, chilled. It was many years since an enemy had come to the gates of Uruk; they did not know what to expect, and they dreaded the worst. At the watchtower of Lugalbanda I ran up the wide brick stairs two and three at a time, carrying a yellow-and-blue banner that I had seized from one of the tower guardsmen, and I stepped out onto the wide platform at the top of the wall.


  My blood sang in my ears as I looked out at that sea of invaders.


  The longboats of Agga crowded our quays. The troops of Kish swaggered along the wharves. I saw the banners of Kish, crimson and emerald. I saw tough tanned faces, men I knew, the warriors with whom I had swept through the forces of Elam as though they were mere fleecy clouds. Under the fierce midsummer sun they wore their coats of thick black felt without show of discomfort; the light gleamed like fire from their shining copper helmets. I saw two of the sons of Agga; I saw six high officers of the Elam campaign; I saw Namhani, my old charioteer, and he saw me and waved and pointed and grinned his snag-toothed grin, and called me by the name by which I had been known in Kish.


  “No,” I roared back. “Gilgamesh! I am Gilgamesh!”


  “Gilgamesh,” they answered me. “Look, it is Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh the king!”


  I carried no shield and I stood exposed against the sky, but I felt no fear. They would not dare aim a shaft at the king of Uruk. I scanned them from south to north, the hundreds of them, perhaps the thousands. They had set up tents; they were here to stay for a lengthy siege.


  “Where is Agga?” I called. “Bring out your king. Or is he afraid to show himself?”


  Agga came. If I was unafraid of showing myself upon the wall, he could do no less. From one of the far tents he emerged, moving slowly, fatter than ever, a mountain of flesh, pink-skinned, freshly shaved from scalp to chin. He carried no weapon; he leaned on a staff of black wood carved in curves and angles that troubled my eye. When he stood close below me I made a gracious sign of reverence to him and said in a calm voice, “I bid you welcome to my city, father Agga. If you had sent word of your visit, I would have been better prepared to entertain you.”


  “You look well, Gilgamesh. I thank you for the embrace you sent me.”


  “It was only my obligation.”


  “I had expected more.”


  “Indeed, so you had. Where is my herald Bir-hurturre, father Agga?”


  “We are discussing matters with him, in one of our tents.”


  “They tell me he was beaten and kicked and thrown down in the dust, and taken off for torture, father Agga. I think I treated your envoys with more kindness.”


  “He was unruly. He lacked politeness. We are teaching him courtesy, my son.”


  “In Uruk I teach such lessons, and no one else,” I said. “Return him to me, and then I will invite you within for the feast that is my obligation to so noble a guest as you.”


  “Ah,” said Agga, “I think I will invite myself within. And I will bring your lackey with me, when I am done with him. Open your gates, Gilgamesh. The king of kings decrees it. The lord of the Land decrees it.”


  “So be it,” I replied. I turned away, and threw down my banner on the side within the wall. It was the signal: we opened every gate at once, and came riding forth upon the men of Kish.


  When an enemy comes to the gate of a walled city, it is often best to wait within, especially if the enemy has been so rash as to arrive in summer. In that dry time there is no food outside the walls, except whatever is stored in the outlying granaries, and when that is gone, there will be nothing left for the besiegers. Within, we had supplies enough to see us through to winter, and fresh water aplenty. They would suffer more keenly than we, and eventually they would withdraw: that is the usual wisdom.


  But the usual wisdom usually does not apply. Agga understood these things as well as I; far better, in fact. If he had chosen to lay siege in summer, plainly he did not mean the siege to be a lengthy one. And so I guessed that he intended a direct attack. The walls of Uruk—Enmerkar built them—were not high, then, as the walls of great cities go. No doubt there were ladders aplenty on those boats of Agga’s, and in a little while warriors of Kish would be scrambling up our walls in a hundred places at once. Meanwhile their axe-wielders would be attempting to breach the ramparts from below: I knew those axes of Kish, which could readily cut through the old bricks of our wall. So it was pointless to sit inside the city waiting for them to attack. I had more men at my command than Agga had brought with him; once they were within the walls, tossing torches about, we would be at their mercy, but if I could defeat them on the quay we would be saved. We had to carry the attack to them.


  We burst forth in chariots out of five gates at once. I think they had not expected us to emerge so soon, or even for us to emerge at all. They were confident and arrogant, and thought I would bow my knee to Agga without a struggle. But we fell upon them with axes high and spears flashing. Zabardi-bunugga’s chariot was in the vanguard, with ten others just behind it, carrying the finest heroes of the city. The men of Kish met that first wave with valor and energy. I knew how well they could fight; I knew them, indeed, better than my own soldiers. But while the first skirmishes were under way I came down from the wall and entered my own chariot, and led the second wave of the assault myself.


  I will be very plain about it: when the men of Kish beheld me, it struck them with terror and froze their souls. They had known me in the Elam wars, but though they remembered me they did not remember me as well as they should have, until they saw me riding into their midst, casting my javelins equally well with my right hand and my left. Only then did they remember.


  “It is the son of Lugalbanda!” they cried, and they began to panic.


  There is no pretending otherwise: I know no finer music than the music that sings through the air of the battlefield. Joy rose in me, and I rode into the enemy like the emissary of death. My charioteer that day was the brave Enkimansi, a narrow-faced man of thirty years who acknowledged no fear whatever. He drove the asses forward, and I stood high behind him, hurling my weapons as though I bore the wrath of Enlil upon Kish. My first cast took the life of a son of Agga; my second and third slew two of his generals; my fourth pierced the throat of one of the envoys who had borne Agga’s message to me. “Lugalbanda!” I cried. “Sky-father! Inanna! Inanna! Inanna!” It was a cry that these men of Kish had heard before. They knew that a god rode among them that day, or at least a godling, with divine keenness to his sight and divine strength to his arm.


  Into the breach made by Zabardi-bunugga and the rest of the front line of chariots I followed, cutting a deep hole in the forces of Kish. Behind me came my footsoldiers, crying out, “Gilgamesh! Inanna! Gilgamesh! Inanna!”


  I give the men of Kish credit for courage. They tried their best to slay me, and only some fast work with my shield and some deft maneuvering by the skillful Enkimansi kept me from harm. But there was no halting me. Terror overcame them despite themselves, and they turned and ran toward the water; but we cut them off from the sides and began to chop them apart.


  It was over far more swiftly than I could have hoped. We sent multitudes of them rolling in the dust. We reached their longboats and took them, and cut their prows off and carried the images of Enlil away as trophies. We got Bir-hurturre free, and found him still well, though he had been shamefully bloodied and bruised. As for Agga, we fought our way through to him—he was no fighter himself, not at his age, but he was surrounded by a ring of a hundred picked guardsmen, who perished to the last man—and took him prisoner. Zabardi-bunugga led him to me as I stood leaning against my chariot, drinking a flask of the beer of Kish that I had taken from one of their stewards.


  Agga was dusty and sweating and flushed, and his eyes were red with weariness and dismay. There was a small wound on his left shoulder, only a scratch, but it shamed me to see that he had been touched. I gestured to one of my field surgeons. “Clean and bind the wound of the king of kings,” I said. Then I went up to Agga and to his amazement I knelt before him. “Father,” I said. “Royal master of the Land.”


  “Don’t mock me, Gilgamesh,” he muttered.


  I shook my head. Rising, I put the flask of beer in his hand, saying, “Take this. It will ease your thirst, father.”


  He regarded me bleakly. Slowly he put his hand to his belly and kneaded the thick rolls of flesh. Rivulets of sweat ran down him, cutting through the dust that lay on his skin. I will not deny it: I savored my triumph, I doted on his discomfiture. It was sweet wine to me.


  “What will you do with me?” he asked.


  “You will be my guest at the palace this evening, and for two days thereafter. Then we will have the rite of the burying of the dead; and then I will send you back to Kish. For are you not my lord, the king of kings, to whom I have sworn my loyalty?”


  He understood me now, and anger flared in his eyes; but then he laughed, and looked sadly about at his warriors and his sons heaped in the blood-soaked dust, and at his mutilated longboats, and he nodded. “Ah, is that it?” he said after a time. “I did not think you were so shrewd.”


  “My debt is paid now, is that the case?”


  “Ah,” he said, “that is the case. Your debt is paid, Gilgamesh.”
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  SO IT was done. I gave a great feast to Agga, and sent him back to Kish with what was left of his army.


  But before he left I had sad news from him: my wife Ama-sukkul his daughter was dead, and both the children she had borne for me. These tidings went through me like blades. Death, there is no place to hide from you! I thought of how on my last day at Kish I had embraced her and patted her swelling belly so lovingly. The child in being born had been the death of her, though, and he perished with her; and then our first-born son had languished for lack of his mother and went quickly from the world. Doubtless the gods had not intended for me to plant my seed in Kish. I have had other sons since, many of them, but I wonder often what those two would have been like had they grown to manhood. And the sweet little Ama-sukkul: she was a gentle person and not the least loved of my wives.


  In the hour of Agga’s departure I insisted on pledging myself once again in fealty to him. This I did of my own free will, as everyone saw. Such a pledge given freely is a sign not of submission but of strength: it is a gift, it is a splendid offering, which loosed me rather than bound me. It was my way of acknowledging what Agga had done for me in years past, when he helped me gain my kingship upon the death of Dumuzi, and it freed me forever from any real sort of vassalage. At last I was king in my own right, through prowess in battle and greatness of soul. It would not be wrong to say that the true beginning of my reign could be dated to the time of the war with Kish.


  But if it was the true beginning of my kingship, it was the end of Agga’s, though he lived on a little while after. He withdrew within the walls of Kish and was not heard from again outside it. When he died it was the end of the dynasty of Kish after thousands of years, for Mesannepadda king of Ur marched north and seized the city. Soon we had reports that Mesannepadda had put to death the last of Agga’s sons and taken the throne for himself; and thereafter he called himself king of Kish instead of king of Ur. I allowed this to happen because I was preoccupied with other matters at that time, as I will duly tell; and later I had my own reckoning to make with the king of Ur and Kish.


  The first thing I did, when the excitement of the war had begun to recede a little into memory, was to rebuild the walls of Uruk. In truth I did not so much rebuild them as build them anew, for the old walls of Uruk were as no walls at all, compared with the ones that I constructed for the city. Perhaps they were good enough for Enmerkar’s time; but I had seen the walls of Kish. I knew what city walls should be.


  A wall must be high, so that the enemy cannot scale it with his ladders. It must be thick, so it cannot easily be breached. It must have a deep and broadly based foundation, so it cannot be undermined and tunnels cannot be dug beneath it. All that is evident enough; but the walls of Uruk were barely adequate in all those respects. We needed, also, more towers from which we could observe the approaches to the city, and a wide parapet along the top of the wall where defenders could take up positions and aim their fire upon the heads of the invaders. In particular there had to be guard-towers and parapets flanking each of the city gates, since the gates are the weak points in any wall.


  All the rest of the summer there was scarcely anything done in Uruk but the making of bricks and the building of the wall that I think will be known until the end of days as the Wall of Gilgamesh. As in the repair of the canals, I worked alongside the common artisans, and I think no one worked as hard as I: I built that wall with my own hands, and that is the truth. Nor was there any artisan more skillful than I in the placing of the bricks as it must be done, on edge, leaning sideways against one another in careful rows, each row leaning in the direction opposite the one below it. That is the only true way to build. We ripped away the old wall of Enmerkar so that the city stood naked, and then, quickly as we could, we put up the new wall, or, rather, the walls, for there are two of them. The seven wise sages themselves could not have designed a better plan. I used only kiln-baked bricks, for what is the use of building with mud, and having to do it all over again five years later? And they were the finest of bricks. The outer wall shines with the brightness of copper, and the inner wall, a gleaming white, is a wall without equal anywhere. The foundation terrace is, I think, the mightiest ever built. The wall of Uruk is famous throughout the world. It will last twelve thousand thousand years, or I am not Lugalbanda’s son.


  I would not have you believe we finished the entire wall in a single summer. In truth, there has been no year of my reign when we have not continued to work on it, strengthening it, increasing its height, adding new parapets and watchtowers. But in that first summer we built the greater part of it, sufficient to defend us against any enemy we could imagine.


  In those early months I was in the fullest flush and most robust joy of my kingship. Scarcely did I even take the time to sleep. I worked all day at the things a king must do, and made my people work as I did. I suppose I made them work too hard; indeed, I drove them to exhaustion, and they began to call me tyrant behind my back. But I did not realize that. My energies were immense, and I did not understand that theirs were not. When their day’s toil was done, they wanted nothing but sleep. But I would feast magnificently with my court by evening, and then at night there were the women. Perhaps I was excessive, with the women, though I did not think so then. My appetite for them was like the unceasing hunger of the gods for meat and drink. I had my concubines, I had the priestesses of the holy cloister, I had the casual women of the town, and even they were not sufficient. You must never forget that I am in part a god, by my descent from Lugalbanda, and also from Enmerkar who called himself the son of the sun; and a god’s force blazes within me. How could I deny that force? How could I stifle it? The god-presence throbbed in me like the beating of a drum, and I marched to its tune.


  Within my joy and vigor, though, I must tell you that there was a hidden melancholy. All Uruk waited upon me, yet I never could forget that I was a man alone, a lofty and isolated figure. Perhaps it is that way with everyone: I do not know. But it seems to me that others are bound in close league with wives, sons, friends, companions. I who had never had a brother, who had scarcely known his father, who had been set apart by size and strength from his playfellows, was now as king cut off as though by colossal walls from the normal flow of human intercourse. There was no one around me who did not fear me and envy me and in some way draw back from me. And I saw no way of altering that; but the toil by day and the feasting by evening and the women by night were my consolations for this pain of separation. Especially the women.


  My chamberlain of the royal concubines was hard pressed to meet my needs. When the wandering tribesfolk of the desert came to Uruk for the market, he brought their girls to me, tawny long-legged girls with dark shadows about their eyes, and wide thin-lipped mouths. When wedding contracts were drawn in the city, the brides were given first to me before their husbands had them, so that I might bring divine grace upon them. If the wife of one of my noblemen pleased me, that man would convey her to the palace for the night without murmur, should I ask for her. No one spoke out against me. No one would; no one could; I was king; my strength was like the strength of the host of heaven. I saw nothing wrong in what I did. Was it not my privilege, as king, as god, as hero, as shepherd of the people? Could I be left in need, when my hungers raged so powerfully? Ah, the wine, the beer, the music, the singing of those nights! And the women, the women, their sweet lips, their smooth thighs, their swaying breasts! I never rested. I never halted. The beating of the drum was unrelenting. By day I led the men in the building of walls or the playing of the games of war, until they were dull-eyed and drooping with fatigue, and by night I swept my way through their women as a raging fire roars through the dry grass of summer.


  I never grew weary. I was making Uruk weary of me, but I did not know that yet.


  Now it was the season of the new year, and once again the time of the Sacred Marriage arrived. I had been king of Uruk a year and some months. Tonight the goddess would open to me for the second time. I performed the rituals of purification, I meditated in darkness and silence in the Dumuzi-house, and when evening came they took me in the traditional way, by boat, toward my union with Inanna.


  And as I debarked at the very quay where I had shattered the forces of Agga, and strode into the city through a gate in the wall I had built with my own hands, I felt a great surge of pride in what I had achieved. I felt like a god, in truth: not like one who merely has some godly blood in his veins, but in truth a god, a wearer of the horned crown, who walks through the bright heavens in splendor. Was I wrong, to feel such pride? I had come from exile to receive the crown; I had repaired the canals; I had crushed the most powerful of foes; I had built the walls of Uruk, and all this before I had reached my twentieth year. Was that not godlike to have done? Did I not have reason for pride?


  And now the goddess awaited me.


  In these months I had had little in the way of dealings with her, only the customary sacrifices and rituals that required both our presences. We had scarcely spoken otherwise. There were times when I could have gone to her to seek counsel or blessing, and I had not. There were times when she might have sought me out, and she did not. I think I understood even then why we were keeping such a wary distance from one another. In Uruk we were like rival kings; she had her zone of power, and I had mine. But already I was extending the reach of my zone. This was not with the intent of provoking her enmity, but simply because I knew no way to be king, other than to exercise power to the fullest. When I had made war on Agga, I had not asked her consent: it seemed too risky, when I had already met the opposition of the house of elders to the war. The war had to be fought; and with Inanna against me I would not be able to levy the army I needed; therefore I did not consult Inanna. I feared the interference her power could create. I was even then concerned with placing myself beyond the range of that power. And, she, seeing the growing strength of my own authority, had drawn back, uncertain of my intentions, unwilling to challenge me before she understood my purposes more completely.


  But on the night of the Sacred Marriage all such dreary considerations of state are set aside. I went to her in the long chamber of the temple and found her glittering in her oils and ornaments. I hailed her as my holy jewel, and she greeted me as royal husband, fountain of life; and we performed the rite of the showing-forth; and when that was done we went within, to the chamber of the sweet-smelling green rushes, and the handmaidens of the goddess undid her sheaths of alabaster and plates of gold and left her naked to me.


  When we were alone I put my hands to her sleek shoulders, and stared deep into the shining mysteries of her eyes, and she smiled at me as she had smiled that first time when we were children, a smile that was in part warm and loving, in part fierce, intense, challenging. I knew she would devour me if she could. But on this night she was mine. She had grown no less beautiful in the twelve months gone by. Her bosom was deep, her waist was narrow, her hips were broad; her fingernails were long as daggers, and painted the color of the moon in eclipse. She beckoned me to the bed with a single small gesture of her hand.


  We glided down to it and embraced. Her skin was like the fabrics they weave in heaven. My body rose over hers. Her back was arched beneath me. Her fingers dug deep into the cords and sinews of my shoulders, and she drew her knees toward her breasts and turned them outward, and her lips parted, her tongue came flickering out, her breathing was a thick heavy hissing. She kept her eyes open all the while, as women rarely do. I saw that. For I kept my eyes open also, throughout every moment of that night.


  At dawn I heard the coming of the new year’s first rain, a faint muffled drumming against the ancient white brick of the temple platform. I slipped from the bed and looked about for my robe, so that I could take my leave. She lay facing me; she was watching me the way a serpent watches its prey.


  “Stay a while longer,” she said softly. “The night is not yet done.”


  “The drum is beating. I must go.”


  “All the city sleeps. Your friends lie sprawled in drunken dreams. What can you do alone at this hour?” She made purring sound. I mistrust serpents that purr. “Come back to my bed, Gilgamesh. The night is not yet done, I tell you.”


  With a smile I said, “You are not yet done, you mean.”


  “And are you, then?”


  I shrugged. “We have performed the rite. And performed it amply, I think.”


  “So the insatiable one is sated, for the moment? Or are you merely bored with me, and ready to begin the search for your next woman of the day?”


  “You speak cruelly, Inanna.”


  “But not without truth, eh, Gilgamesh? You never have enough. Not enough women, not enough wine, not enough toil, not enough warfare. You rage through Uruk like a torrent, sweeping everything before you. You are a burden under which all the city groans. The people cry out for mercy from you, so terribly do you oppress them.”


  That stung me. My eyes went wide with surprise. “I, an oppressor? I am a just and wise king, lady!”


  “Perhaps you are. No doubt you think you are. But you overwhelm and crush your own people. You march the young men up and down the drilling-fields, up and down and up and down, until everything gets black before their eyes and they fall down from exhaustion, and still you have no mercy on them. And the women! No one has ever consumed women as you do. You use them as though they are playthings, five, six, ten a night. I hear the stories.”


  “Not ten,” I said. “Not six, not five.”


  She smiled. “That is not how they tell it. They say that no one can content you, that you are like a wild bull. They look at me and say, ‘Only a goddess can satisfy him.’ Well, there is a goddess within me, and you and I have passed this night together. Are you content, for once? Is that why you are so eager now to leave?”


  I was eager to leave now because I had no defense against this onslaught of hers. But I would not admit that to her. Stiffly I said, “I wish to walk by myself in the rain.”


  “Walk, then, and then come back.” Her eyes flashed. She had the force within her of a snapping whip. I picked up my robe, hesitated, let it fall again and stood naked before her. There was the musky odor of our night’s lovemaking in the chamber. The last of the incense still sputtered in the bowl. Her lips were taut, her nostrils were flaring. In a low harsh voice she said, “Will you come back? For you there are ten women every night, Gilgamesh. For me there is only you, one night a year.”


  Suddenly I feared her less, hearing her trying to wheedle me that way with pity.


  “Ah, is that how it is, Inanna? No one else, all the year long?”


  “Who else but the god may touch the goddess, do you think?”


  I grew more bold. I dared to tease her a little. “Not even in secret?” I asked playfully. “Some lusty slave, summoned in the darkest watch of the night—”


  Fury flared in her. She pulled her hands toward her breasts. Her fingers tightened, so that they looked like claws. “You say such a thing, under the temple’s own roof? Shame, Gilgamesh! Shame!” Then she softened. Cat-like still, she stretched, she purred again, she raised one knee and let her foot slide down the calf of her other leg. More gently she said, “There is only you, one night of the year. I swear it, though it makes me feel soiled that you should require me to take oath on it. There is only you. I am not yet ready to let you leave me. Will you stay? Will you stay just a little while longer? It is only the one night I have, this one night.”


  “Let me cleanse myself first in the rain,” I said.


  I stood some time outside the temple, in the virgin air of the rainswept dawn. Then I went back to her. Cat or serpent, priestess or goddess, I could not refuse her, not if it was the only night of the year that she might know an embrace. And the rain, washing the night’s staleness from me, had reawakened my strength and my desires anyway. I would not refuse her. I wanted her. I went to her and we began the night afresh.
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  EARLY IN the new year a strange dream came to me, and I was unable to make any sense of it. Later that night came a second dream just as strange, just as unreadable.


  I was troubled that I had so little understanding of these dreams. The gods often speak to kings as they sleep, and perhaps I was being given some knowledge important to the welfare of the city. So I went to the temple of An and took my dreams to my mother the wise priestess Ninsun.


  She received me in her chamber, a dark-walled room with heavy pilasters painted crimson. Her cloak was black, bordered below with a broad band of beads of lapis, gold, and carnelian. There was about her, as always, a supreme tranquility and beauty: all might be in turbulence, but she was ever at peace.


  She took my hands between her small cool ones and held them a long while, smiling, waiting for me to speak.


  “Last night,” I said after a time, “I dreamed that a feeling of great happiness came upon me, and I walked full of joy among the other young heroes. Night fell, and the stars appeared in the heavens. And as I stood beneath them one of the stars plunged to earth, a star that bore in itself the essence of Sky-father An. I tried to lift it, but it was too heavy for me. I tried to move it, but I could not. All Uruk gathered around to watch. The common people jostled; the noblemen dropped down and kissed the ground before the star. And I was drawn to it as I would be drawn to a woman. I put a carrying-strap on my forehead and braced myself and with the help of the young heroes I lifted it and carried it to you. And you told me, mother, that the star was my brother. That was the dream. Its meaning baffles me.”


  Ninsun appeared to stare off into some great empty space. Then she said, still smiling, “I know the meaning.”


  “Tell me, then.”


  “This star of heaven, that attracted you as a woman might attract you—it is a strong companion, it is a loyal friend, your rescuer, your comrade who will never forsake you. His strength is like the strength of An, and you will love him as you love yourself.”


  I frowned, thinking of that vast loneliness that I believed was the inescapable price of my kingship, and how weary I was of it.


  “Friend? What friend do you mean, mother?”


  “You will know him when he comes,” she said.


  I said, “Mother, I dreamed a second dream the same night.”


  She nodded. She seemed to know.


  “An axe of a strange shape was lying in the streets of great-walled Uruk,” I said, “an axe unlike any of the axes familiar to us. All the people were gathering around it, staring, whispering. As soon as I saw it, I rejoiced. I loved it: again, I was drawn to it as I would be to a woman. I took it and fastened it at my side. That was the second dream.”


  “The axe you saw is a man. He is the comrade who is destined for you—”


  “The comrade, again!”


  “The comrade again, yes. The brave companion who rescues his friend in a time of need. He will come to you.”


  “May the gods send him swiftly, then,” I said with great fervor.


  And I leaned forward close to her and told her something I had never revealed to anyone before: that I was in terrible need, that a great chilling loneliness assailed me in the midst of all my power and plenty. Those were not easy words to speak. Twice my tongue stuck fast, but I forced it to say the words. My mother Ninsun smiled and nodded. She knew. I think it was she that had induced the gods to fashion a companion for me. When I left her temple that morning I felt a lightness in my soul, as of the lifting of storm-clouds after they have hung heavy in the air for many days.


  About the time these dreams were coming to me a great strangeness—so I was afterward told—was befalling a man I did not know, a certain hunter, Ku-ninda by name. This Ku-ninda was a man of one of the outlying villages, who had his livelihood from trapping wild game; but this time when he went out into the wilderness on the far side of the river to inspect the traps he had set, he found them all torn apart. Whatever beasts might have been snared in them had been set free. And when he went to look into the pits he had dug, he discovered that they had all been filled in.


  This was a great mystery to Ku-ninda. No civilized person will disturb the traps of a hunter or fill in his pits: it is a discourtesy, and an ignoble act. So Ku-ninda searched for the man who had done these things to him; and soon enough he caught sight of him. But he was like no man Ku-ninda had ever seen. He was of huge size, naked, rough and shaggy all over, covered with dark coarse hair everywhere, more like a beast than a man, a wild creature of the hills. He carried himself like an animal, crouching, grunting, snorting, running swiftly on the balls of his feet. The beasts of the wilderness seemed to have no fear of him, but ran freely at his side: Ku-ninda saw the wild man among the gazelles on the high ridges, grazing with them, fondling them, eating grass as they ate grass. Ku-ninda was troubled by the strangeness of what he saw. He made more traps. The wild man sought them out and destroyed them, every one. One day Ku-ninda encountered the wild man at the watering-hole: they stood face to face. “You, wild one: why do you disturb my traps?” Ku-ninda demanded. The wild man made no reply, but only sniffed the air. He growled, he snarled, he bared his teeth, he glared with fiery eyes. A spume of spittle came forth and rolled down into his thick beard. Ku-ninda was no coward, but he shrank back: his face was frozen with fear, and terror numbed his limbs. Again the next day they met at the watering-place, and the day after that, and each time, when the wild man saw Ku-ninda, he growled and snarled, and Ku-ninda did not dare go near him. And at last, seeing that the shaggy stranger was making it impossible for him to hunt, Ku-ninda yielded, and went back empty-handed to his village, greatly downcast.


  He told this tale to his father, who said, “Go you to Uruk, and set yourself before Gilgamesh the king. There is no one more mighty than he: he will find a way to help you.”


  When next it was my audience-day for the common people, there was this Ku-ninda waiting in the audience-hall, a strong and sturdy man of more than middle height, with a lean hard face and keen penetrating eyes. He was clad in black skins, and he had the smell of sinews and blood about him. He put an offering of meat before me and said, “There is a wild fellow in the fields who tears up my traps and frees my catch. He is as strong as the host of heaven and I dare not approach him.”


  It seemed strange to me that this sturdy Ku-ninda could show fear of anyone or anything. I asked him to tell me more, and he spoke of the growling, the snarling, the baring of teeth; he told me how the wild man ran with the gazelles on the high ridges, and grazed beside them in the grass. Something in that stirred me deeply and held me fascinated. My skin crept a little with wonder and amazement, and the hair prickled along my neck. “What a marvel,” I said. “What a mystery!”


  “Will you slay this creature for me, O king?”


  “Slay him? I think not: it would be a pity to slay him for no other reason than being wild. But we can’t let him run loose in the fields, I suppose. We will trap him, I think.”


  “Impossible, majesty!” Ku-ninda cried out. “You have not seen him! His strength is as great as yours! There is no trap that could hold him!”


  “There is one, I think,” I said, with a smile.


  An idea had come to me as Ku-ninda spoke: a notion out of one of the old tales that the harper Ur-kununna had sung in the courtyard of the palace when I was a boy. I think it was the tale of the goddess Nawirtum and the devil-monster Zababa-shum, or perhaps the goddess was Ninshubur and the monster was Lahamu: I do not remember, and the names are I suppose not important. The point of the tale was the power of womanly beauty over the forces of violence and savagery. I sent to the temple cloister for the holy courtesan Abisimti, she of the round breasts and long shining hair who had initiated me into the rites of fleshly love when I was young, and told her what I would have her do. She hesitated not at all. There was true holiness in Abisimti. She was in all ways a servant of heaven, and her way of giving services was to give it without question, which is the only true way.


  So Ku-ninda took Abisimti with him out onto the steppe, out into the hunting-lands, to the watering-hole where Ku-ninda had had his encounters with the wild man, three days’ journey from Uruk. There they waited a day and a second day, and the wild man was among them. “That’s the one,” said Ku-ninda. “Go to him now, use your arts upon him.”


  All unafraid and unashamed, Abisimti went to him and stood before him. He growled, he grunted, he frowned, not knowing what sort of creature she might be; but he did not snarl, he did not bare his teeth. She unfastened her robe and disclosed her breasts to him. I think he must never have seen a woman before, but the power of the goddess is great, and the goddess made the beauty of the holy whore Abisimti manifest to his understanding. She uncovered herself and showed him her soft ripe nakedness, and let him fill his nostrils with the rich perfume of her, and lay down with him and caressed him, and drew him down atop her so that he might possess her.


  It was his initiation. He had been like a beast; by embracing her he became like a man. Or it would be just as true to say that by embracing her he became a god. For that is the way that the divine essence enters into us, through the rite of the life-giving act.


  Six days and seven nights they lay together coupling. I will testify myself to Abisimti’s skills: I could have sent no one to him who was wiser in the ways of the flesh. When she lay with Enkidu—for that was the wild man’s name, Enkidu—she surely must have made use of all her wisdom with him, and after that he could never be the same. In those hot days and nights the wildness was burned from him in the forge of Abisimti’s passion. He softened, he grew more gentle, he gave up his savage grunting and growling. The power of speech came into him; he became like a man.


  But he did not know yet what had befallen him. When he had taken his fill with her, he rose to return to his beasts. But the gazelles ran off in fright as he approached. The smell of mankind was on him now, the smell of civilization. The wild creatures of the steppe no longer knew him, and they drew away from him. As they fled he would have followed them, but his body was held back as though bound with a cord, his knees would not serve him, all his swiftness was gone. Slowly, bewilderedly, he made his way back to Abisimti, who smiled tenderly and drew him down beside her. “You are no longer wild,” she said, with gestures more than with words, for he was not yet good with words. “Why do you still want to roam with the beasts of the steppe?”


  Now she told him of the gods, and of the Land, and of the cities of men, and of great-walled Uruk, and of Gilgamesh its king. “Rise up,” she said. “Come with me to Uruk, where every day is a festive day, where the people are resplendent in wondrous robes. Come to the temple of the goddess, that she may make you welcome in the world of men, and to the temple of the Sky-father, where you will receive heaven’s blessing. And I will show you Gilgamesh, the joyful king, the hero radiant in manhood, strongest of men, who lords it over one and all.” And at those last words his eyes grew bright and his face became hot, and he said, in his thick-tongued way that was still freighted with the sounds of the beasts, that he would indeed go with her to Uruk, and to the temple of Inanna and the temple of An. But chiefly he wished to be shown this Gilgamesh, this king, this so-called strong man. “I mean to challenge him,” Enkidu cried. “I will show him which one of us is the stronger. I will let him feel the might of the man of the steppes. I will change things in Uruk, I will reshape destinies, I who am the strongest of all!” Or such, at any rate, were the words that Abisimti reported to me afterward.


  Thus was it carried out, the snaring of the wild man Enkidu. In accordance with the strategy I had devised, he was caught in the softest and sweetest of traps, and brought away from the fields of beasts into the world of settled folk.


  Abisimti divided her garments, clothing him with one half and herself with the other, and took him by the hand; and like a mother she led him to the place of the sheepfolds close by the city. The shepherds gathered around him: they had never seen anyone like him. When they offered him bread, he did not know what to do with it, and held it in his hand staring at it, confused, embarrassed. He was accustomed to eating only the wild grasses and berries of the fields, and to sucking the milk of wild creatures. They gave him wine, and it bewildered him, and when he tasted it it made him gag and choke, and he spat it out.


  Abisimti said, “This is bread, Enkidu: it is the staff of life. This is wine. Eat the bread, drink the wine: it is the custom of the land.”


  Cautiously he nibbled, cautiously he sipped. His fear went from him; he smiled, he ate more gladly, he gobbled bread until he was full, he drank down seven goblets of strong wine. His face glowed, his heart exulted; he leaped about, he danced a merry dance. Then they took him and they groomed him, they rubbed the tangles out of his matted hair, they trimmed him and clipped him and anointed him with oil, and gave him decent clothing, so that he came to look more like a human being, although one who was of more than usual size and more than usual hairiness.


  He lived some while among the shepherds. Not only did he learn to eat the food of men and drink the drink of men and wear the clothes of men; Enkidu learned to work as men must do. The shepherds taught him how to use weapons, and made him the watchman of their flocks. By night, while the herdsmen slept peacefully, he patrolled the fields, driving away the beasts that came to raid the sheepfold. He chased lions, he caught wolves, he was the tireless guardian of the sheep—he who had been as a wild beast himself. No word of any of this was brought to me. I confess that I had forgotten all about the wild man of the steppes, so busy was I with the tasks of kingship and with the pleasures by which I eased my heart’s ache.


  One day at this time Enkidu and Abisimti were sitting in a tavern that the herdsmen were fond of frequenting, when a wayfarer came in, a man of Uruk, and called for a beaker of beer. The stranger, seeing the courtesan Abisimti, recognized her, and he nodded to her and said, “Count yourself fortunate that you are not living in Uruk these days.”


  “Why, is life so unlucky in the city?” she asked.


  “Gilgamesh oppresses us all,” said the stranger. “The city groans beneath him. There is no containing the force of him, and he exhausts us. And he practices abominations: the king defiles the Land.”


  At that, Enkidu looked up and said, “How so? Tell me what you mean.”


  The stranger replied, “There is a house of assembly in the city that is set aside for the people, where they celebrate their marriages. The king ought not to intrude there; but he enters it, even while the wedding drums are beating, he seizes the bride, he demands to be first with her, before the husband. He says that this right was ordained by the gods at the time of his birth, from the time the cord that bound him to his mother was cut. Are such things right? Are such things proper? The wedding drums roll, but then Gilgamesh appears to claim the bride. And all the city groans.”


  Enkidu grew pale on hearing this, and great anger came over him. “It must not be!” he shouted. And to Abisimti he cried, “Come, take me to Uruk, show me this Gilgamesh!”


  Abisimti and Enkidu set out at once for the city. When they came within the walls he caused a considerable stir, so broad were his shoulders, so powerful his arms. Crowds gathered about him, and when they heard from Abisimti that this was the famous wild man who had been setting trapped animals free on the plains, they pressed close, gawking, whispering. The bravest of them touched him to feel the strength of him. “He is the equal of Gilgamesh!” someone cried. “No, he is not as tall,” said another, and a third said, “Yes, but he is broader in the shoulders, his bones are stronger.” And they said, “A hero has arrived! He is one that was suckled on the milk of wild beasts! Finally Gilgamesh has met his match! At last! At last!”


  This was the man, this Enkidu, whose coming had been foretold in my two dreams. He was the companion whom the gods had provided to lift me from my loneliness, to be the brother I had never had, the comrade with whom I would share all things. To the people of Uruk he was also a godsend for whom they long had prayed, but for a different reason. For it was indeed the case—though I did not know it—that they had been groaning under the burden of my reign, that they feared my surging energies and condemned me for arrogance. So the people of Uruk had asked the gods to create my equal and send him to their city: my double, my second self, matching me stormy heart for stormy heart, in order that we would contend with one another, and leave Uruk in peace. And now that man had come.
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  IT WAS the day of the wedding of the nobleman Lugal-annemundu and the maiden Ishhara. The wedding drums were beating, the bridal bed had been laid out. The maiden was desirable to me, and at nightfall I made my way to the assembly-house of the people to take her to the palace.


  But as I was crossing the marketplace known as the Market-of-the-Land, which lies just across the street from the assembly-house of the people, a burly figure rose up out of the shadows and blocked my path. He was a man almost of my own height, no more than a finger’s breadth or two shorter: I had never seen anyone else so tall before. His chest was deep and heavy, his shoulders were wide, wider even than mine, his arms were as thick as an ordinary man’s thighs. By the flickering light of my servants’ torches I stared close into his face. His chin thrust boldly forward, his mouth was broad, his brow was strong and dark; and there was something fierce and smoldering in his eyes. His beard was thick, his hair was shaggy. And how calm he was, how self-assured! Look at him standing in my way! Did he not know I was Gilgamesh the king?


  I said quietly, “Step aside, fellow.”


  “That I will not do.”


  It amazed me to hear such words. I will not say that I felt fear, but I was put on my guard, for I knew this could be no common citizen. My yeomen stirred uneasily and began to draw their weapons. I beckoned them to hold back. Going closer to the stranger, I said, “Do you know me?”


  “I think you are the king.”


  “So I am. It is not wise to bar my way like this.”


  “Do you know me?” he asked. His voice was rough and deep, his accent uncouth.


  I said, “Not at all.”


  “I am Enkidu.”


  “Ah, the wild man! I should have guessed as much. So you have come to Uruk, now? Well, what do you want with me, wild man? This is not the hour for presenting petitions to the king.”


  Bluntly he said, “Where are you going, Gilgamesh?”


  “Am I answerable to you, then?”


  “Tell me where you are going.”


  Again my yeomen stirred. I think they would gladly have speared him dead, but I held them back.


  In some irritation I answered, waving beyond him to the assembly-house, “Over there. To attend a wedding. From which you delay me, wild man.”


  “You may not go,” he said. “Do you mean to take the bride for yourself? You may not have her!”


  “I may not? I may not? What strange words to offer a king, wild man!” With a shrug I said, “This ceases to amuse me. Once more I tell you: step aside, fellow.”


  I moved forward. But instead of yielding the way, he put out his foot to prevent me, and then he laid hold of me with his hands.


  It is death to touch the king in such a fashion. I left no space, however, for my yeomen to strike him down; for as he touched me a sudden terrible rage sprang up in me, and I grabbed him as if I meant to hurl him to the far side of the marketplace. Instantly we were grappling in a tight embrace, and the spearmen could not have struck him without wounding me; so they stepped back and let us go at it, not knowing what else to do.


  In the first moments I saw that he was my equal in strength, or nearly so. That was something new to me. In my boyhood, in my days of military training in Kish, in the roistering frolics with the young heroes of my court after I had become king, I had wrestled often, purely for the sport of it, and I had always sensed in the first laying-on of hands that the man with whom I had contended was at my mercy: I could throw him whenever I chose. That was satisfying only when I was a child. When I grew older I lamented it, since it robbed the wrestling of sport, to know that the power of victory was mine for the taking, at any moment, always. This was different. I had no assurance. When I tried to move him, he did not budge. When he tried to move me, it took all my strength to resist. I felt as though I had crossed over into some strange other world where Gilgamesh was no longer Gilgamesh. What I tasted was not fear—I do not think it was fear—but something almost as unfamiliar. Doubt? Uncertainty? Unease?


  We fought like maddened bulls, snorting, lurching up and down, never once releasing one another. We shattered doorposts and made the walls of the buildings shake. Neither of us was able to prevail. Because he was of my height, or nearly so, we stared eye to eye as we contended; his eyes were deep-set and reddened with strain, and they gleamed with an astonishing wildness. We grunted; we bellowed; we roared. I shouted out defiance in the language of Uruk and the language of the desert folk and any other language I could think of; and he muttered and stormed at me in the language of the beasts, the harsh growling of the lion of the plains.


  I yearned to kill him. I prayed that it be given to me to break his back, to hear the sharp snapping sound of his spine, to toss him like a worn-out cloak into the trash-heap. Such hatred went through me as made me dizzy. You must understand that no one had ever stood up to me in this way before. He was like a mountain that had risen in the night across my highway. How could I have felt, if not enraged: I the king, I the invincible hero? But I could not defeat him, nor he me. I cannot tell you how long we strained and struggled, and my strength and his were in equal measures.


  But there is godhood in me, and Enkidu was altogether mortal. In the end it was inevitable that I would prevail. I felt my strength holding, while his was beginning to wane. At last I planted my foot firmly on the ground and bent my knee, and was able to catch him and pull him down, so that his feet flew up beneath him and he lost his balance.


  In that moment every vestige of hatred for him went from me. Why should I hate him? He was splendid in his strength. He was close to being my equal. As a river batters down a dam, so did love for him sweep away all my anger. It was a sudden love so deep that it swept upon me like the fullest torrents of springtime and entirely conquered me. I bethought me of my dream—of that piece of star-stuff which had fallen from the heavens and which I had been unable to budge. In the dream I had braced myself and with the greatest of efforts I had lifted it and taken it to my mother, who had told me, “This is your brother, this is your great comrade.” Yes. I had never known a man so much my equal in so many ways, so fitted to me as though joined by a master carpenter. I clove to him in that moment as if we were of one flesh in two bodies, long sundered, now united. That was what I had felt, while my strength was being tested by his. That was what had passed between us as we struggled. I went to Enkidu and raised him from the ground and embraced him a second time, not in strife now, but in love. Great sobs shook me, and him also; for we both knew in the same moment what had passed between us.


  “Ah, Gilgamesh!” he cried out. “There is not another one like you in all the world! Glory to the mother who bore you!”


  “There is one other,” I said, “who is like me. But only one.”


  “No: for Enlil has given you the kingship.”


  “But you are my brother,” I said.


  He looked at me, dazed like one who is roused too soon from sleep. “I came here meaning to do you injury.”


  “And I the same to you. When I saw you would block my way, I imagined myself cracking you in half, and throwing the pieces of you aside like gnawed bones.”


  He laughed. “You could not have done it, Gilgamesh!”


  “No. I could not. But I meant to try.”


  “And I to cast you down from your high place. I could have done that, if the luck had gone with me.”


  “Yes,” I said. “I think you could. Try it again, if you will. I will be ready for you.”


  He shook his head. “No. If I cast you down, if I do you grave injury, I will lose you. I will be alone again. No, I would rather have you for a friend than an enemy. That is the word I mean. Friend. Friend. Is that not the word?”


  “A friend, yes. We are too much alike to be enemies.”


  “Ah,” said Enkidu, frowning. “Are we alike? How so? You are the king, and I am only—I am—” He faltered. “A shepherd’s watchman is all I am.”


  “No. You are the king’s friend. The king’s brother.”


  I had never thought I would be able to say those words to anyone. Yet I knew them to be true.


  “Is it so?” he asked. “Shall we not fight again, then?”


  With a grin I said, “Of course we’ll fight! But it will be as brothers fight. Eh, Enkidu? Eh?” And I took him by the hand. Forgotten now was the wedding, forgotten was the maiden Ishhara. “Come with me, Enkidu. To Ninsun my mother, the priestess of An. I would have her meet her other son. Come, Enkidu. Come now!” And we went to the temple of the Sky-father, and knelt in the darkness before Ninsun; and it was very strange and wonderful for us both. I had thought the loneliness would be with me forever; and here it was gone, suddenly, vanished like a thief in the night at the moment of the coming of Enkidu.


  That was the beginning of that great friendship, the like of which I had never known before, and will never know again. He was to me my other half; he filled a place in me where there had been an emptiness.


  But it has been whispered that we were lovers as men and women are. I would not have you believe that. That was not the case at all. I know that there are certain men in whom the gods have mixed manhood and womanhood so that they have no need or liking for women, but I am not one of them, nor was Enkidu. For me the union of man and woman is the great holy thing, which it is not possible for a man to experience with another man: they say that they do experience it, those men, but I think they deceive themselves. It is not the true union. I have had that union, in the Sacred Marriage with the priestess Inanna, in whom the goddess resides. Inanna too is my other half, though a dark and troubled half. But a man may have several halves, or so it seems to me, and he may love a man in a way that is altogether different from the way in which he finds union with a woman.


  That kind of love that exists between man and man existed between Enkidu and me. It sprang to life in the moment of our wrestling, and it never faded thereafter. We did not speak of it with one another. We did not need to speak of it. But we knew its presence. We were one soul in two bodies. We scarcely had to voice our thoughts, because we could hear them unspoken in one another. We were well matched. There is a god within me; there was the earth within him. I come from the heavens downward; he came from the ground upward. Our meeting-place was the place between, which is the world of mortal men.


  I gave him rooms in the palace, the grand white-walled suite along the southwestern wall that previously had been reserved for the use of visiting governors and kings of other cities. I provided robes of the finest white linen and wool for him, and gave him maidens to bathe and oil him, and sent him my barbers and my surgeons to trim and polish the last traces of wildness out of him. I awoke in him a love of fine roasted meats, and sweet strong wines and rich foaming beer. I gave him the skins of leopards and lions to bedeck himself and his rooms. I shared all my concubines with him, holding back none for myself alone. I had a bronze shield made for him engraved with portrayals of the campaigns of Lugalbanda, and a sword that gleamed like the eye of the sun, and a richly ornamented red and gold helmet, and spears of the most exquisite balance. I taught him myself the arts of the chariot, and the casting of the javelin.


  Though there remained always something rough and earthy at the core of him, nevertheless he quickly came to take on the outer look and manner of a noble of the court, dignified, accomplished, handsome. I tried even to have him taught to read and write, but he drew the line at attempting that. Well, there are many great men of the court who lack that skill also, and few who have mastered it.


  If there was jealousy of him at court, I suppose I did not notice it. Perhaps there were some in the inner circle of heroes and warriors who turned away bitterly, saying behind his back and mine, “There is the king’s favorite, the wild man. Why was he chosen, and not me?” But if they did, they hid their scowls and mutterings very well. I prefer to think that no such envious feelings existed. It was not as though Enkidu had displaced some earlier favorite. I had never had a favorite before, not even such old comrades as Bir-hurturre or Zabardi-bunugga; I had never allowed anyone so close. They saw at once that the companionship I enjoyed with Enkidu was of a different sort from anything I had known with them, just as his strength was of a different sort from theirs. There was no one like him in the world; and there was nothing like our friendship.


  I took him completely into my confidence. I made every aspect of myself open to him. I even allowed him to watch me when I went into seclusion to beat the drum made of the huluppu-tree in the special way that put me into the trance. He crouched beside me as I disappeared into that other realm of blue light; and when I came out of it I found myself lying with my head cradled against his knees. He was staring at me as though he had seen the god emanating from me: he touched my cheekbones, he made holy signs with his fingertips. “Can you show me how to go to that place?” he asked. And I replied, “I will, Enkidu,” but he never could reach it, try as he would. I think it was that he had not been touched in an inward way by the god as I had been; he had never felt the fluttering of the great wings in his soul, he had not heard the droning and the buzzing, or seen the crackling aura, that are the first signs of being possessed. But often I let him sit beside me as I drummed, and he guarded me when I rolled about on the floor and thrashed and lashed my arms and legs in the ecstatic fit.


  When there was work to do—the construction of canals, the strengthening of the wall, whatever labor the gods decreed for me—Enkidu was by my side. At the rituals he stood near me, and handed me the sacred vessels, or lifted the offerings of oxen and sheep to the altar as easily as if they were birds. When it was the season of hunting, we hunted together, and in that he was my superior, since he knew the wild beasts with a brother’s knowledge. He stood with his head thrown back and sniffed the air, and said, pointing, “That way is lion. That way is elephant.” He was never wrong. We went time and again into the marshes or the steppes or the other places where the great beasts dwelled, and there was no beast that did not fall to us. Together we killed three strong male elephants in the great bend of the river, and we carried their hides and teeth to Uruk and hung them up for a show on the facade of the palace. Another time he built a pit covered with branches and we captured an elephant alive, and brought it to the city also, where it stood bellowing and snorting in an enclosure for the whole winter until we offered it to Enlil. We hunted lions of the two kinds, the black-maned ones and those without manes, from our chariot: like me, Enkidu cast his javelins with the right hand or the left, with equal accuracy. I tell you, we were one soul in two bodies.


  He was different from me, of course, in many ways. He was louder and far more boisterous, especially when he had had overmuch wine, and he had a low taste in wit, roaring endlessly with laughter over jokes that would make a child’s nose wrinkle with distaste. Well, he was a man who had been reared among beasts. He had a dignity, a natural one, but it was not the dignity of one who has grown up in a palace with a king for a father. It was good for me to have Enkidu booming and roistering at my side, for I am too serious a man for my own good, and he lightened my hours, not as a court jester does with his carefully devised jollities, but in an easy and natural way, like a cool crisp breeze on a sultry sweltering day.


  He spoke out with complete honesty. When I took him into the Enmerkar temple, thinking he would be overwhelmed by its beauty and majesty, he said at once, “It is very small and ugly, is it not?” I had not expected that. Afterward I began to see my grandfather’s great temple through Enkidu’s eyes, and indeed it did appear small and ugly to me, and old, and in bad need of repair. Instead of repairing it I tore it down and built a splendid new one, five times its size, atop the White Platform: that is the temple that stands there now, which I think will win me fame through the thousands of years to come.


  It cost me some little trouble with the priestess Inanna, when I tore the Enmerkar temple down. I told her what I meant to do, and she looked at me as if I had spat upon the altars and replied, “But it is the greatest of temples!”


  “The one that was there before it, that Meskiaggasher built, was also the greatest of temples, in its day. No one remembers it now. It is in the nature of kings to replace temples with greater temples. Enmerkar built well, but I will build better.”


  She glared at me sourly. “And where will the goddess live, while you are building your temple?”


  “The goddess inhabits all of Uruk. She’ll live in every house and in every street and in the air about us, as she does now.”


  Inanna was furious. She summoned the assembly of elders and the house of men to declare her protest; but no one could not stop me from building the temple. It is in the province of the king to enhance the grandeur of the goddess by offering temples to her. So we swept the Enmerkar temple away, down to its foundations, although we left intact those demon-haunted ancient underground passageways beneath it: I did not want to meddle with those. I brought in limestone blocks from the limestone country to be the new foundations of my temple, and laid it out on a scale that no one in Uruk had ever imagined before. The citizens gasped in surprise when they came to watch the work and saw the length and breadth of what I intended to build.


  In building the new temple I made use of everything I had learned of the craft. I raised the height of the White Platform until it towered halfway to heaven, and put my temple high on its foundations above that, as the temples are in Kish. I made the walls thicker than anyone had ever thought to make walls, and I supported them on immense columns as sturdy as the thighs of the gods. By way of ornament for the walls and columns I devised a new thing so wondrous that I should be remembered for it alone, even if all my other achievements are forgotten. This was, to drive thousands of long pointed cones of baked clay into the mud-plaster that covered the walls and columns, before it had hardened. Only the heads of these cones were allowed to remain visible, and they were painted in red or yellow or black, and placed one next to the other to form dazzling colorful patterns in diagonals and zigzags and lozenges and chevrons and triangles. The result is that wherever the eye looks within my temple, it is delighted by vividness and complexity: it is like seeing a vast tapestry, woven not with colored wools but of an uncountable number of small bright roundels of painted clay.


  Enkidu thought also that the small shrine to Lugalbanda that Dumuzi had erected years ago by the military barracks in the Lion district was unworthy of my father. I had to agree; and I tore that down too, and built a far more appropriate one, with arches and pilasters of great size all covered over with my cone-mosaic decorations in brilliant colors. At the center of it I put the old image of Lugalbanda in black stone that Dumuzi had erected, for it was a noble enough representation, and I would not lightly discard anything made of a material so rare as the black stone; but I surrounded it by tripod-mounted lamps against mirrors of bright copper, so that a dazzling light filled the shrine at every hour. We painted the walls with pictures and leopards and bulls, as offerings to Enlil of the storms, whom Lugalbanda loved. At the dedication I poured the blood of lions and elephants over the tiles of the floor. Can anyone say that the hero Lugalbanda merited anything less?


  There were no wars in those years. The Elamites were quiet, the Martu desert tribesmen went marauding elsewhere, the collapse of the dynasty of Agga of Kish removed a powerful menace to our north. That the king of Ur had made himself king of Kish did not trouble me; Ur and Kish are far apart, and I saw no way that he could combine the power of the two cities in league against us. So we lived a calm and easy life in Uruk, growing rich in peace, fattening ourselves with trade instead of going forth to seek the booty of warfare.


  In those years the merchants and emissaries of Uruk went everywhere at my bidding, to the great enhancement of the city. From the mountains in the east they brought beams of cedar-wood fifty and even sixty cubits in length, and logs of urkarinnu-wood to the length of twenty-five cubits, which we used for the beams of the new temple. From the town of Ursu in the mountain of Ibla they fetched zabalu-wood, great beams of ashukhu-wood, and the timber of plane-trees. From Umanu, a mountain in the land of Menua, and from Basalla, a mountain of the land of Amurru, my envoys returned with great blocks of the rare black stone, out of which the craftsmen fashioned new images of the gods for all the older temples. I imported copper from Kagalad, a mountain of Kimash, and with my own hands I made a great mace-head out of it. Out of Gubin, the mountain of huluppu-trees, I brought huluppu-wood, and from Madga came asphalt to use in the platform of the temple, and from the mountain of Barshib I fetched blocks of the sumptuous nalua-stone by boat. I laid plans to send expeditions even farther, to Magan, to Meluhha, to Dilmun. The city thrived. It grew daily in splendor. I took a wife, and she bore me a son; and I took a second wife, as was my right. There was peace. On the night of the new year I went to the temple I had built, and lay with fiery Inanna in the rite of the Sacred Marriage: each year she clung more fiercely to me, and her body moved with greater abandon, as she received in a single night the whole year’s fulfillment of her hungers. I had the love of Enkidu to buoy me through my days. The wine flowed freely; the smoke of burning meat rose each day to the gods, and all was well. This was how I thought my reign would be forever and ever. But the gods do not grant such ease forever and ever: it is a miracle when they grant it at all.
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  ONE DAY I came upon Enkidu and found him in a bleak and downcast mood, scowling and sighing and well-nigh close to tears. I asked him what troubled him, though I was fairly sure that I knew; and he said, “You will think me a fool if I tell you.”


  “Perhaps I will, and what of it? Come, speak it forth.”


  “It is foolishness, Gilgamesh!”


  “I think not,” I said. I gave him a close look and said, “Allow me a guess. You grow restless in our civilized life of ease, is that not it? You’ve become weary of dallying here in idleness.”


  His face reddened and he replied, startled, “By the gods, how did you know that?”


  “It takes no great wisdom to see it, Enkidu.”


  “I would not have you think that I want to return to my old life and run naked on the steppe.”


  “No. I doubt that you do.”


  “But I tell you, I’m becoming soft here. The edge of my strength is going from me. My arms are limp, my breath comes short.”


  “And the hunting trips we make? And the games we play on the jousting-field? Not enough, are they, Enkidu?”


  In a low voice I could barely hear he said, “I am ashamed to say it. But they are not enough.”


  I put my hand to his arm. “Well, they are not enough for me either.”


  He blinked in surprise. “What is that you say?”


  “That I feel the same restlessness you do. My kingship binds and confines me. The tranquility that I’ve labored to achieve for the city has become my enemy. My soul is troubled even as yours is. I yearn as much as you for adventure, Enkidu, for danger, for mighty deeds that will raise up my name before mankind. I chafe here. I long to take a great journey.”


  It was the truth. All was so serene in Uruk that being the king did not seem much different to me from being a shopkeeper. I could not accept a shopkeeper’s lot, for the gods had put divinity in me, and the divine part of me was and is unsleeping, forever questing, forever unsatisfied. That is the jest the gods have played on me—that I yearn for peace but am not satisfied when I attain it; but I think I have solved the riddle of that jest now, as I will tell you in its proper time.


  “Ah, is it so?” he said. “You suffer as I do?”


  “Exactly as you do.”


  He laughed. “We are like two overgrown boys, casting about for new diversions. But what will we do, then, Gilgamesh? Where can we go?”


  I gave him a long steady look. Slowly I said, “There is a place known as the Land of Cedars. For some time now I have been thinking of undertaking an expedition to that place.” That was not the truth: the idea had leaped into my mind that moment. “Do you know of it, Enkidu?”


  With a frown he said, speaking somewhat darkly and grimly, “I know of it, yes.”


  “Would it cure your restlessness, do you think, to go there with me?”


  He moistened his lips. “Why that place, Gilgamesh?”


  “We have need of cedar. It is a splendid wood. There is none of it in the Land.” I was not being devious with him. It was the truth. But also I had chosen the Land of Cedars for its sharp and bracing air, which I thought would bring Enkidu out of his melancholy. And above and beyond that, there was talk of late that the Elamites were staking claim to all the land around the cedar forest. I could not permit that.


  “There are other places where you can obtain cedar.”


  “Perhaps. But I mean to go to the Land of Cedars for it. They say it’s wondrous country there, high and green and cool, very beautiful.”


  “And very dangerous,” said Enkidu.


  “Is it?” I shrugged. “Better and better! You said you were growing restless dallying here in civilized ease—that you are hungry for challenge, for peril—”


  He said, looking as abashed as I had ever seen him, “Possibly you offer more than I bargain for.”


  “What? Too much peril, is that it? Did those words come from Enkidu’s lips? I never thought to hear you speak in a cowardly way.”


  His eyes flashed; but with an effort he kept himself in check. “There is a fine line, brother, between cowardice and common sense.”


  “And is it common sense to fear a skirmish with a few Elamites?”


  “No, not with Elamites, Gilgamesh.”


  “Then what—”


  “Are you not aware that the Lord Enlil placed the demon Huwawa at the gateway to the Land of Cedars to guard the holy trees?”


  I nearly laughed out loud at that. Indeed I had heard tales of the demon of the forest; every forest has its demon or two, and terrifying tales abound. But generally demons can be propitiated or otherwise turned aside; and I had not expected Enkidu to care a rat’s eyelash for beings of that sort in any case.


  I said lightly, “Well, there is some such story. But perhaps the demon will be busy elsewhere when we get there. Or perhaps the demon isn’t as ferocious as the tales make him out to be. Or perhaps, Enkidu, there’s no demon in the forest at all.”


  Quietly Enkidu said, “I have looked upon Huwawa with my own eyes.”


  His words had the force of a blow in the belly, so hushed was his voice, so taut with conviction. Now it was my turn to blink with amazement. “What?” I blurted. “You have actually seen him?”


  “When I was still ranging through the wilderness with the wild beasts,” he said, “I wandered once far to the east, and came into the forest where the cedars grow. It extends ten thousand leagues in every direction; and Huwawa is everywhere in it. There is no hiding from him. He rose up before me and roared, and I thought I would die of fright; and I am no coward, Gilgamesh.” He looked at me very closely. “Am I a coward, do you think? But Huwawa rose up and roared, and when he roars it is like the roaring of the storms that bring the great floods. I thought I would die of fright. His mouth is fire itself, his breath is death.”


  I still could not believe it. “You say that you saw the face of the demon?” I asked.


  “I saw it. There is nothing more frightening in this world. This Huwawa is a monster beyond belief. His teeth are like the fangs of a dragon. His face is a lion’s face.” Enkidu was trembling. His eyes were gleaming with the recollection of terror. “When he charges, it is like the onrushing waters of the river. He devours trees and reeds as though they are grass.”


  Dully I said yet again, “You saw the demon!”


  “I saw him, Gilgamesh. I was lucky to get away. He turned aside; he forgot me. I would not get away a second time. He will slay us. I tell you this: if we go to the Land of Cedars, he will slay us. He perceives everything that happens in that forest. He can hear the sound of the wild heifers roaming in the woods, even if they are sixty leagues away. There’s no escaping him. The contest is unequal.” He shook his head. “Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh, I am as hungry for some great exploit as you are: but are you hungry for death?”


  “Do you think that I am?”


  “You mean to go to the Land of Cedars.”


  “For the sake of adventure, yes. For the sake of making my heart beat faster in my breast. But I have no hunger for death. It is the love of life that draws me to the Land of Cedars, not any craving for dying. You know that.”


  “Yet to enter the lair of Huwawa—”


  “No, Enkidu. I have seen the corpses floating on the river, and it weighs heavy on my soul, seeing them and knowing that that is our fate too. I abhor death. Death is my enemy.”


  “Then why go—”


  “Because we must.”


  “Ah, why must we? We can go north! We can go south! We can go—”


  “No,” I said. The fire was upon me now. It pained me to see Enkidu languishing in such fear. His soul had softened in Uruk; he would die of it if I did not pull him forth. For his sake we must undertake this thing, no matter the risks. “There is only one place we can go, and that is the Land of Cedars.”


  “Where we will most certainly die.”


  “I am not so certain of that. But consider this, friend: only the gods live forever under the sun, and even they taste death now and then. As for mortals like us, what we attempt is nothing but empty air, the blowing of the wind. Yet we must attempt it, I think, even so.”


  “And die. I have never known you so eager for death, Gilgamesh. No matter what you say, that is how you seem.”


  “No! No! I mean to fend off death as long as I can. But I will not live in fear. How can it be, Enkidu, that you are afraid?”


  This time my jeering roused no anger in him. He looked away, scowling, bleak-faced.


  “I have seen Huwawa,” he said sullenly.


  Now I grew angry myself. This was not the Enkidu I knew.


  “Well, then,” I cried, “fear him! But I will not. Stay back where it is safe, then. Come with me to the Land of Cedars, yes. The journey will refresh you; the keen air will awaken your soul. But when we are in the forest, I will let you walk behind me. What if he slays me? If I fall to him, well, at the least of it I will have left behind me a name to last forever. They will say of me, ‘Gilgamesh has fallen to fierce Huwawa.’ That is no disgrace, eh? Where can there be any disgrace, in falling to a demon so dreadful that he frightens even the hero Enkidu?”


  His eyes met mine. He grinned fiercely, and his nostrils flared. “How sly you are, Gilgamesh!”


  “Am I? How so?”


  “To tell me you’ll let me walk behind you.”


  “It will be safer for you there, Enkidu.”


  “Do you think so? And have everyone in Uruk say afterward, ‘That is Enkidu, he walked behind his brother in the forest of the demon’!”


  “But if the demon frightens you—”


  “You know I will walk at your side when we come into Huwawa’s domain.”


  “Ah, I would not require that of you—you who have seen the dreadful Huwawa.”


  “Spare me your mockery,” said Enkidu wearily. “I will stand beside you. You know that, Gilgamesh. You have known it from the beginning.”


  “If you are unwilling to go—”


  “I tell you, I will stand beside you!” he bellowed. And we laughed and seized each other in a great hug, and made an end to all this talk: and I let the word go out that I soon would set forth from Uruk to the Land of Cedars.


  I cannot tell you how many times, as we made our preparations for the journey, I asked Enkidu to describe the demon for me. Each time he offered the same words. He spoke of the roaring, the mouth like fire, the vast outpouring of storm-force. Well, I could not give him the lie: there was no artifice in Enkidu, he had not the slightest trace of the skills of deception. Plainly he had seen the demon, and plainly the demon was no trifling foe. From time to time we all see demons, for they are everywhere about, lurking behind the doors, in the air, on the rooftops, under bushes; I had seen demons often enough myself; but I had never seen one to match Huwawa. Still, I felt no fear. The very fear Enkidu had voiced only sharpened my resolve to fetch cedars from Huwawa’s forest.


  I chose fifty men to go with us, among them Bir-hurturre, but not Zabardi-bunugga, for I told him that he must remain to command the army of the city while I was away. I had great adzes cast for felling the trees, of a weight of three talents each, with handles of willow and box-wood; and my artisans made for us swords worthy of heroes, with blades of two talents’ weight each, and golden sheaths, and pommels on the hilts that only a big man’s hand could grasp. We gathered together our finest axes, our hunting-bows, our spears. Even before the day of departure I heard the war-song humming in my ears, which I had not heard in too long a time, and I felt like a boy again, I felt fresh blood coursing hot in my veins.


  Of course the elders were gloomy. They formed a delegation on the quay and marched into town through the Gate of Seven Bolts, chanting prayers in their dour long-faced way. The people gathered around them in the Market-of-the-Land and began to chant and weep too, and I saw there was going to be trouble; so I went to the marketplace and presented myself before the elders. It was not hard to predict what they would say: “You are still young, Gilgamesh, your courage is greater than your wisdom, your heart leads you into something rash. You take a road you have never traveled, and you will be lost. You are strong, but you will never prevail against Huwawa. He is a being of a monstrous kind; his roaring is like that of the storm-flood, his mouth is fire itself, his breath is the breath of death.” And so on and so forth. Which was exactly what they said. I heard them out; and then I replied, smiling, that I would seek the protection of the gods and that I was confident the gods would protect me, as they always had in the past. “It is a road I have never traveled, I admit,” I said, “but I go without fear. I go with joyful heart.”


  When they saw there was no changing my mind, they altered their tune. Now they warned me simply not to be too sure of my own strength. Let Enkidu go first, they said. Let him lead the way, let him protect the king. To this advice I listened calmly, smiling still, not entering into any dispute with them. They told me also to place myself under the mercy of Utu of the sun, who is the god who guards those in danger, and I swore to go that very day to the temple of Utu and offer him two kids, a white one without blemish and a brown one. I would beg the aid of Utu, and I would promise him a glorious offering of praise and gifts if he granted me a safe return. And on my journey to the Land of Cedars I would perform this rite and that one, this observance and that, to insure myself against all harm. I promised these things in all sincerity. I was not unaware, after all, of the perils.


  When the elders were done plaguing me, it was the turn of the priestess Inanna, who summoned me to the temple I had built for her and said angrily, “What is this madness, Gilgamesh? Where are you going?”


  “Are you my mother, to speak to me this way?”


  “Hardly. But you are king of Uruk, and if you die in this venture, who will be king after you?”


  Shrugging, I said, “That is for the goddess to determine, is it not, and not I. But have no fear, Inanna. I will not die on this journey.”


  “And if you do?”


  “I will not die,” I said again.


  “Is it so important to attempt this thing?”


  “We must have the cedar.”


  “Send your troops, then, and let them fight with the demons.”


  “Ah, and would you have me tell them that I am afraid of Huwawa, and send them in my place, while I sit here comfortably at home all the rest of my days? I will go, Inanna. That much is settled.”


  She stared at me furiously. I felt, as I always did, the power of her beauty, which was in its fullest ripeness now; and I felt also the force of her love for me, which had raged within her like the fire of the heavens since we were children; and I felt, beyond that, the anger that she had for me because she was unable in any way to fulfill that love as women and men ordinarily do.


  I thought also of those times, one night a year, when she and I had come together in the bed of the goddess, when she had lain naked in my arms with her breasts heaving and her thighs parted and her fingers clawing the skin of my back, and I wondered whether I would live to embrace her that way again. For in my way I loved her also, though my love was always mixed with a certain mistrust and more than a little dread of her wiles. We were silent a time. Then she said, “I will make offerings for your safety. And go, get you to your mother the old queen, and ask her to do the same.”


  “I mean to go to her next,” I said.


  It was true. Enkidu and I crossed the city to the wise and great Ninsun, and I knelt before her and told her that I was setting out on an uncertain road, with a strange battle to fight. She sighed, and asked why it was that the gods, having given her Gilgamesh for a son, had endowed him with such a restless heart; but she made no attempt to dissuade me from going. Instead she rose and cloaked herself in her holy crimson robe, and donned her breastplate of gold and her necklaces of lapis and carnelian, and put her tiara on her head, and went to the altar of Utu on the roof of her dwelling. She lit incense to him and spoke to the god for a time; and then she returned to us, and turned to Enkidu, saying, “You are not the child of my flesh, strong Enkidu, but I adopt you as my son. Before all my priestesses and votaries I adopt you.” She hung an amulet about Enkidu’s neck, and embraced him, and said to him, “I entrust him to you. Guard him. Protect him. Bring him back safely. He is the king, Enkidu. And he is my son.”


  The praying and discussion were done with at last; and I led my men forth out of Uruk the city, to the Land of Cedars.
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  SWIFTLY WE went up out of the warm lowlands, leaving behind us the groves of date-palms and the golden breast of the desert, and rose into the cool green high country to the east. We traveled in forced marches from dawn to dusk, crossing seven mountains one after the other without pausing, until at last the forests of cedar stood before us, uncountable legions of trees ranging along the slopes of the rough land ahead. It was strange for us seeing so many trees, the Land having scarcely any. They made the jagged hills look almost black. They seemed like a hostile army, waiting calmly for our onslaught.


  There was another great strangeness in those fanged ridges and rocky gullies: the fires of the outcast gods and demons that rose out of the stone here and there, and their thick black oily outpourings, which came rolling down toward us like the sluggish snakes of the nether world. For we were entering the land that is known as the Rebel Lands, into which the gods who rose up against Enlil were exiled. Here did the victorious warriors Enlil and Ninurta and Ningirsu cast their banished enemies in that great battle of gods long ago; and here they still sulked, still rumbling and growling and shaking the earth, still giving off their great blasts of smoke and fire and letting their serpents of oil seep from the depths of the ground. With each step we took we penetrated deeper into this dark realm, knowing all the time that sinister deities with angry red eyes snorted and puffed beneath our feet.


  Yet we allowed ourselves no fear. We paused at the proper times and made the proper observances to Utu, to An, to Enlil, to Inanna. When we camped at night we dug wells and let the holy waters rise to the surface as offerings. At the last, before sleep, I invoked Lugalbanda and took counsel with him, for he had been in these lands himself, and had suffered greatly from the noxious fumes and blasts of the rebel gods. His presence was a strong comfort within me.


  Enkidu knew this country well. Like the wild creature he once had been, he guided us through the unending trackless leagues without fail. He took us around the places that had been burned and blackened by the hot breath of dangerous spirits. He led us past the regions where the land had slipped and broken and heaved upward and was impassable. He brought us past thick deep oily slicks that lay like black lakes upon the breast of the earth. Nearer and nearer did we draw to the inner forest itself, to the domain of the demon Huwawa.


  Now we were amidst the first outlying cedar trees. If we had come only for wood, I suppose we could have chopped down twenty or sixty of the trees and returned happily with them to Uruk, claiming triumph. But we had not come only for wood.


  Enkidu said, “There is a great gate here, sealing off the sacred groves within. We are very near it now.”


  “And Huwawa?” I asked.


  “On the other side of the gate, not far.”


  I peered close at him. His voice was strong and steady, but yet I was not entirely sure of him. I had no desire to injure his pride; but after a moment I asked, “Is all well with you thus far, Enkidu?”


  He smiled and said, “Do I look pale? Do you see me quaking with fear, Gilgamesh?”


  “In Uruk I heard you speak with great respect of Huwawa. There is no escaping him, you said. He is a monster beyond belief, you said. When he roared, you thought you would die of the fright of it. You said those things.”


  Enkidu shrugged. “I said those things in Uruk, perhaps. In cities men grow soft. Here I feel my strength returning. There is nothing to fear, my friend. Follow me: I know where Huwawa dwells, and the road he travels.” And he put his hand to my arm and squeezed it, and locked his arm hard around mine.


  A day later we came to the wall of the forest, and to the great gate.


  I had wondered about that wall since Enkidu first told me of it. The Land of Cedars lies in the unsettled borderland between the Land and the country of the Elamites, and ownership of it has been in dispute at least since the days of Meskiaggasher, the first king of Uruk. Since it is a territory that cannot be farmed, we have never tried to take formal possession of it, but whenever we found need of cedar-wood we have freely entered into it and collected all that we wanted. It was a serious business if someone was building walls through the forest. It is one thing if Enlil chooses to post some dread fire-demon here to guard the trees in his name: I have no say in what Enlil does. But I would not tolerate the setting-up of walls here by any black-bearded Elamitish mountain king who meant to try to claim the whole forest for his dirty ragged tribesfolk.


  The moment I saw the wall I knew that Elamites and not Huwawa or any other spirit had built it. It had the mark of men all over it, and not very skillful men at that. Cedar logs, roughly squared and indifferently bound with withes, were piled in a helter-skelter fashion along a crudely slashed track that stretched off in both directions as far as the eye could see: the pink heartwood of the trees was sadly exposed, as if the timber had been flayed rather than planed. Anger rose in me at the sight of this huge clumsy wall. I looked about at my men and said, “Well, shall we knock the thing apart and go into the forest?”


  “You should see the gate first,” said Enkidu.


  The gate lay half a league around to the south. Even before I reached it I gasped in surprise. It rose high above the wall, more a tower than a gate, and it was superb in every aspect. That gate would have been no disgrace to the walls of Uruk. It too was of cedar, trimmed and cut by a master’s hand, and framed and joined with high skill. Its pivot and rod were wondrously smooth and its great jamb was superbly fitted.


  “A gate of the gods!” Bir-hurturre cried. “A gate put up by Enlil himself!”


  “A gate that no Elamite could have built, at any rate,” I said, going close to inspect it.


  Indeed it was perfection. Not only was it flawlessly built, it was magnificently adorned: carved upon the finely seasoned wood of its face were monsters and serpents and gods and goddesses, in Elamitish designs that I remembered having seen on the shields of the warriors I slew in my campaigns for Agga of Kish. Mounted high at the top of the gate were three huge horns set close together, much like the massive horns that the Elamites carve and place on the facades of their temples. And down the sides of the wall were inscriptions in the barbaric Elamitish script, which is awkwardly patterned after our own: pictures of beasts, vases, jugs, stars, mountains, and many other things, tumbling together in some sort of declaration indecipherable to me. The carvings were nicely done, but it seemed a foolish way to write, this silly making of pictures.


  Then I saw something that angered me, low down on the left hand side of the gate. It was an inscription in the wedge-shaped characters of the Land, clear and unmistakable, saying, Utu-ragaba the great craftsman of Nippur built this gate for Zinuba king of kings, king of Hatamti.


  “Ah, the traitor!” I exclaimed. “Better that he had stayed in Nippur than to come here and render such excellent service to an Elamite lord.” And I lifted my axe to smash the face of the gate.


  But Enkidu caught my arm and stayed me. I looked about at him, frowning.


  “What is it?”


  His eyes were aglow. “The gate is very beautiful, Gilgamesh.”


  “So it is. But see, here, this writing? A man of my own nation constructed it for our enemies.”


  “That may be,” said Enkidu indifferently. “All the same, beauty is beauty, and ought not to be desecrated. Beauty comes from the gods, does it not? I think you should not shatter the gate. Step aside, brother, and let me force it instead. What does it matter if a traitor built it, so long as his work was righteously accomplished? The gods clearly guided his hand. Do you not see that?”


  It amazed me to hear him reason in this fashion; but I saw the wisdom in his words, which humbled me, and I yielded to him. I wish now that I had not. Enkidu stepped boldly forward and pushed the edge of his axe against the bolt, and thrust at the gate with all his strength, so that cords and sinews stood out all over his body. He grunted mightily under the strain and the gate swung open before him; but in that moment he cried out in a strange choking way and dropped his axe, and slapped his left hand to his right arm, which suddenly was dangling down as limp as a length of rope. He fell to his knees, moaning, desperately rubbing his arm.


  I knelt beside him. “What is it, friend? What has happened to you?”


  In a thick voice he muttered, “There must have been a demon in the gate. Look, I have hurt my arm! All strength is gone from my hand! It is torn within, Gilgamesh. It is ruined, it is useless. Come, see for yourself.” And indeed his hand was fearfully cold to the touch, and swung like a dead thing, and the skin looked strangely blotched and mottled. He was trembling as if some ague had come into him. I heard the chattering of his teeth.


  “Wine!” I called. “Bring wine for Enkidu!”


  The wine warmed him, and his shivering ceased; but his hand remained lame, though we heated it and rubbed it for hours. Indeed he did not begin to recover the use of it for many days, nor was it ever fully the same again. That was a sad thing, that such a hero as Enkidu should lose a part of his strength, especially when it had been for the sake of preserving something of beauty. What was worse, the fear of Huwawa returned to him when he injured himself, for he was convinced that the demon had put a curse on the gate; now he drew back, unwilling to pass through the gate that he himself had opened for us.


  It grieved me that he felt fear again, and that our comrades should see him in such a state. But he would not go through the gate, and I could hardly leave him behind. So we made camp in that place and stayed there some time, until he ceased to writhe in anguish and said he felt the power of his hand returning. Even then he was reluctant to go forward. He sat in dismal bleak silence, lost in brooding. Fear was upon him like a dreadful bird of night that clung with terrible talons to his shoulder. I went to him and said, “Come, dear friend, it is time to move on.”


  He shook his head. “Go without me, Gilgamesh!”


  Sharply I said, “It makes me ache to hear you speak like a weakling. Have we traveled so far, and come through so many dangers, only to turn back at the gate?”


  Just as sharply he replied, “When did I ask you to turn back?”


  “No, you never did.”


  “Then go on without me!”


  “That I will not do. Nor am I willing to go back empty-handed to Uruk.”


  “If that is so, you leave me no choice. Must I come with you, then? Am I to be swept along by whatever you wish?”


  “I would not force you,” I said in no little distress. “But we are brothers, Enkidu. We should face all perils side by side.”


  He gave me a bitter jaundiced look. “We should, should we? And if I am unwilling?”


  I stared. “This is not like you.”


  “No,” he said gloomily, with a sigh. “This is not like me. But what can I do? What can we do? When I hurt my hand a great terror entered me, Gilgamesh. I am afraid. Do you understand that word? I am afraid, Gilgamesh!” There was a look in his eyes I had never seen there before: terror, shame, self-reproach, anger, fifty somber things gleaming there at once. His face was glossy with sweat. He looked around as if fearing that the others had overheard us. In a low anguished voice he said, “What can we do?”


  I shook my head. “There is a way. Here: stand close by me, take hold of my robe. My strength will go into you. Your weakness will pass. The trembling will leave your hand. And then let us go down into the forest together. Will you do that?”


  He hesitated. Then he said, “Do you think I am a coward, Gilgamesh?”


  “No. You are no coward, Enkidu.”


  “You called me a weakling.”


  “I said it pained me to hear you speak like a weakling. It is because you are not a weakling that it pained me. Do you understand that, brother?”


  “I understand.”


  “Come, then. Let me heal you.”


  “Can you do that?”


  “I think I can.”


  “Do it, then.”


  He came to me and stood close; he reached for my robe and held it a moment; then I embraced him so tightly that my arms quivered. After a moment he grasped me with equal strength. We did not speak, but I could feel his fear leaving him. I could feel his courage returning. He seemed to be becoming Enkidu again, and I knew that he would journey onward with me into the forest.


  “Go,” I said. “Make yourself ready. Huwawa awaits us. The heat of combat will warm your blood and strengthen your resolve. I think there is no demon that can harm us, if we stand side by side. But if we fall in the struggle, why, we will leave a name that will last forever.”


  He listened without replying. After a time he nodded and rose and touched his hand to mine, and trampled out our campfire, and went off to oil his weapons. In the morning we passed through the gate and into the forest of cedars, not in any foolhardy way, but with boldness and determination.


  It was an awesome place. It was almost like a temple: I felt the presence of gods all about me, though I did not know which gods they were. The cedars were the loftiest trees I had ever seen, rising like spears into the heavens, with clear open space between them; but so dense were their crowns that the sunlight could scarcely penetrate the cover they made. It was a green and silent world, cool, full of delight. Ahead of us lay a single mountain, beyond doubt an abode of the gods, a fitting throne for the highest of them. But also about us lay the presence of Huwawa: we felt him, and we saw the traces of him, for there were certain zones of the forest where the underground gases and fires had broken through, and that was the mark of the demon.


  Yet there was no immediate sign of him. We went deeper, until darkness halted us. As the sun began to descend I dug a well and made the water-offering, and scattered three handfuls of fine meal before the mountain, and asked the gods of the mountain to send me a favorable dream. Then I lay down beside Enkidu and entrusted myself to sleep.


  In the middle hour of the night I woke suddenly, and sat bolt upright, utterly awake. By the smoldering light of our fire I saw Enkidu’s gleaming eyes.


  “What troubles you, brother?”


  “Was it you that awakened me?”


  “Not I,” he said. “You must have had a dream.”


  “A dream, yes. Yes.”


  “Tell me.”


  I looked inward and saw the mists lying heavy on my mind, like thick white fleece; but behind them I caught sight of my dream, or of some part of it. We were crossing a deep gorge of the cedar mountain, Enkidu and I, in that dream; against the great bulk of the mountain we seemed no larger than the little black flies that buzz among the swamp-reeds; and then the mountain heaved like a ship tossed on the bosom of the sea and began to fall. That was all I could remember. I told the dream to Enkidu, hoping he would be able to read it for me; but he shrugged and said it was an unfinished vision, and urged me to return to it. I doubted I would sleep again that night, but I was wrong, for as soon as I closed my eyes I was dreaming once more. And it was the same dream: the mountain was toppling upon me. A rumbling rockslide swept my feet from under me, and a terrible light glared and blazed intolerably. But then a man appeared, or a god, I think, of such grace and beauty as is not found in this world. He pulled me out from under the mountain and gave me water to drink, and my heart took comfort; he raised me and set my feet on the ground.


  I woke Enkidu and told him my second dream. He said at once, “It is a favorable dream, it is an excellent dream. The mountain you saw, my friend, is Huwawa. Even if he falls on us, we will defeat him, do you see? The gods stand by you: tomorrow we will seize him. We will kill him. We will cast his body on the plain.”


  “You sound very certain of that.”


  “I am certain,” he said. “Now sleep again, brother. Sleep.”


  Once more we slept. This time the cedar mountain devised a dream for Enkidu, and not a cheering one: cold rain-showers fell upon him, and he huddled and shivered like the mountain barley in a winter storm. I heard him cry out, and awakened, and he told me his dream. We did not search for its meaning. There are times when it is best not to probe a dream too deeply. One more time in that dream-thronged night I let my chin rest upon my knees and gave myself up to sleep; and yet again I dreamed, and again I woke amazed from it, startled, trembling.


  “Another?” Enkidu asked.


  “Look how I shake!” I whispered. “What awakened me? Did some god pass by? Why is my flesh so numb?”


  “Tell me, did you dream again?”


  “Yes. I dreamed a third dream, more frightful even than the others.”


  “Tell it.”


  “What did we eat, that gave us such dreams tonight?”


  “Until you tell it, it will burden your soul.”


  “Yes. Yes,” I said. But still I held back from it, though its horrendous images still blazed in my mind. He was right: one must tell dreams, one must bring them into the light, or they will bore your soul like maggots. After a moment I took a deep breath and said, speaking in a slow halting way, “This is what it was. The day was calm, the air was still. And then suddenly the heavens shrieked, the earth cried out in booming roars. Daylight failed; darkness came. Lightning flashed, and fires blazed on the horizon. The clouds grew heavy and death came raining down from them. Then the brightness vanished. The fire went out, and everything about us was turned to ashes.”


  Enkidu shivered. “I think we should not sleep again tonight,” he said.


  “But the dream? What of the dream?”


  “Come, rise, walk with me, brother. Forget the dream.”


  “Forget it? How?”


  “It is only a dream, Gilgamesh.”


  I looked at him, puzzled. Then I smiled. “When the omens are favorable, you say the dream is excellent. When the omens are grim, you say it is only a dream. Do you not see—”


  “I see that the morning is near,” he said. “Come, walk with me in the forest. We have heavy work to do at dawn.”


  Yes, I thought. Perhaps he was right. Perhaps the dream did not bear close inspection. The morning would bring great challenges: we needed all our courage about us.


  By first light I roused my men. We donned our breastplates and swords and grasped our axes, and set out down the slope into the valley that lay before the cedar-covered mountain. This was the place, said Enkidu, where he had encountered Huwawa that other time he had been here. The demon had risen up without warning from the ground, he said: he had been lucky to escape.


  “Today,” I said, “it will be Huwawa who is lucky to escape. And when we have done with him, we will see to these Elamites who build walls around a forest, eh, brother?” And I laughed. It felt good to be going to war. No matter that our enemy was a demon. No matter that my last dream and Enkidu’s had been full of dark omens. There is a joy in going to war: there is poetry in it, there is music. It is what we were meant to do on this world, those of us who are warriors. You will not understand this, you who sit at home in cities and grow fat. But true warfare is not mere mindless destruction: it is the setting to rights of those things which must be set to rights, and that is a holy task.


  As we went forward I felt a rumbling in the earth, distant but unmistakable. It seemed perhaps as though one of the horn-crowned gods might be stirring and walking to and fro down there. That gave me some pause. I will do battle against demons with a glad heart, but what hope is there in contending against the gods? I prayed to Lugalbanda that I was mistaken, that the far-off underground thundering that I felt did not portend the anger of Enlil. Let it merely be Huwawa awakening, I prayed. Let it be just the demon, and not the god.


  Behind me I heard my men murmuring uneasily. “What is this demon like?” asked one, and another said, “Dragon’s fangs, lion’s face,” and another said, “He roars like the whirlwind,” and yet another said, “Feet with claws, eyes of death.” I looked back at them and laughed out loud and cried, “Yes, go on, frighten yourselves! Make him really awesome! Three heads, ten arms!” And I cupped my hand to my lips and called into the mist-shrouded forest, “Huwawa! Come! Come, Huwawa!”


  The earth trembled again, more vehemently.


  I rushed onward, Enkidu beside me and the others keeping close pace just behind. There was a single great cedar that stood like a mast before us, higher than all the others, and I thought, this is the way to summon Huwawa. So I unslung my axe and set to work at it with all my might, and Enkidu worked on its other side, cutting the lesser notch to guide it in its falling. I felt a great heat entering the air, which was strange, this still being the coolest part of the morning. A third time there were tremors beneath my feet. Something was awakening, no question of it, something vast and fierce, hot and furious. In the distance I saw the treetops swaying. I heard the tearing and crackling of branches. With stroke upon stroke we cut away at that great cedar, until it was on the verge of toppling.


  Then to my horror I became aware of the droning and buzzing that told me the god-presence was surging within me. My fit was coming upon me as surely as though I had drummed it into wakefulness. Not now, I begged desperately. Not now! But it would have been easier to hold back the eight winds. The veins of my neck swelled up and beat with a hard pulsation. My eyeballs throbbed as if they meant to leap from their sockets. My hands tingled. Each stroke of the axe against the wood sent fire through my veins.


  “Chop, brother, chop!” Enkidu called from the far side of the cedar. He did not understand what was happening to me. “We have it, now. Another four strokes—three—”


  I felt ecstasy and terror both at once. The air about me was blue and sizzling. A river of black water was rising from the earth. A golden aura surrounded everything I could see. The god was seizing my mind.


  The earth shook and bucked and heaved wildly. I called out to Lugalbanda three times.


  Then I heard Enkidu’s voice roaring above all the confusion: “Huwawa! Huwawa! Huwawa!”


  The demon came, but I did not see him just then. The blackness overtook me; the god swallowed me up.
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  WHEN NEXT I perceived anything that made sense to me I found myself lying on the ground with my head in Enkidu’s lap. He was rubbing my forehead and shoulders, which was most soothing. I ached everywhere, but most especially in my face and neck. The great cedar was down; indeed, most of the trees around us were toppled or partly toppled, as if half the forest had been thrown over in the earthquake. Dark fissures furrowed the ground in a dozen places. Directly in front of us the earth had split wide open and a horrendous column of smoke, black with fiery streaks in it, was belching forth straight up to the sky, making a noise like that of the bellowing of the Bull of Heaven upon the last day of the world.


  “What is that thing?” I said to Enkidu, pointing at the roaring column of smoke.


  “It is Huwawa,” he said.


  “That? Is Huwawa nothing but smoke and flame?”


  “That is the form he has taken today.”


  “Did he have another form, that time you were here?”


  “He is a demon,” said Enkidu with a shrug. “Demons take whatever appearance they please. He is afraid to strike, for he feels the god in you. He hovers there, pouring himself forth. This is the moment to slay him.”


  “Help me to my feet.”


  He lifted me as though I were a child, and set me aright. I felt dizzy, and swayed, but he steadied me, and then the dizziness passed. I planted my feet on the ground. The earth beneath me was thrumming from the force of the outrush of Huwawa from his subterranean lair, but otherwise it was firm again. Whatever had stirred down there before the quake, whether it had been horned Enlil or only his minion Huwawa, was no longer troubling the pillars and foundations that uphold the world.


  I stepped forward and looked upon Huwawa.


  It was difficult to get close. The air in the vicinity of that smoky column was foul and oily, and lay upon my lungs like something slimy. My head pounded, and not only from the aftermath of my fit. I bethought me of the time of which they tell when Lugalbanda, traveling in these eastern parts, was overcome by a smoke-demon much like this on the slopes of Mount Hurum, and was left for dead by his comrades. “We must be careful,” I told the others, “to keep the demon-stuff from entering into our nostrils.” We cut apart the hems of our robes and wrapped them over our faces, and took care to breathe the smallest of breaths while we peered into that noxious smoke.


  The crevice that had opened in the earth to release Huwawa was not large: I could span the width of it between my two hands. Out of it, though, the demon came boiling upward with enormous force. I looked, trying to see the face and eyes, but I saw nothing but smoke. I cried out, “I conjure you, Huwawa, show yourself as you are!” But still I saw nothing but smoke.


  Enkidu said, “How can we slay him, if he is only smoke?”


  “By drowning him,” I replied. “And by smothering him.”


  I pointed toward the side, where the earthquake had set free some underground spring. A little rivulet now was running toward the bottom of the valley: the water was warm, from the breath of the god beneath the earth, I suppose, and steam was rising from it. We drew ourselves together and formed a plan. I put thirty of my men to work digging a channel to guide the stream sideways toward the mouth through which Huwawa raged into the air; and I assigned the others the task of trimming the trunk of the great cedar, cutting a length about twice the length of a man from it and giving it the form of a pointed stake. We worked swiftly, lest the demon take on its solid form and attack us; but the god-presence in me still seemed to hold it at bay. To be certain of safety I set three men at work chanting and making signs without pause.


  When we were ready I called out, “Huwawa? Do you hear my voice, demon? It is Gilgamesh king of Uruk who slays you now!” I looked to Enkidu, and for an instant, I tell you in truth, I felt fear and doubt. It is no little thing to slay a demon who is in the service of Enlil. Also I wondered after all whether there was need to slay him—whether it might not be sufficient only to seal his hole and leave him bound in there. I tell you my heart was moved with compassion for the demon. Does that sound strange? But it is what I felt.


  Enkidu, who knew my soul as he did his own, saw me waver. He said to me, “Hurry, now, Gilgamesh! This is no moment for hesitating. The demon must die, brother, if you have any hope of leaving this place. There is no arguing it. Spare him and you will never make it back to your own city and to the mother who bore you. He will block the mountain road against you. He will make the pathways impassable.”


  I saw the wisdom of that. I raised my hand and gave the signal.


  In that moment my men chopped an opening in the earthen dam that they had built across the rivulet, and let its waters pour forth into the new channel that ran toward Huwawa’s blowhole. I watched the cascade of steaming water flow swiftly to its home: and when it reached the crevice and tumbled in, there arose such a wailing and howling from the depths that I could scarcely believe it. A white jet of hot cloud rose up in the heart of the black cloud, and I heard thunder and roaring. The ground trembled as though it would begin to heave and upsurge all over again. But it held fast. The crevice drank the stream, and the stream poured onward, giving it all it could drink. The red sparks dimmed within the black column; the foul smoke wavered and came in choked spurts.


  “Now,” I said, and we raised the cedar stake.


  I bore the brunt of the weight, though Enkidu with his one good hand offered more force than any other man could have provided whole and healthy, and seven or eight of my other men ran alongside us, giving support. We carried that tremendous stake at a dead trot until we were poised over the smoking hole, as close to it as we could manage, with our eyes running tears and our faces red from holding our breaths; and then we rose up on the tips of our feet and we thrust the stake forward and downward and rammed it into the opening.


  We leaped back, thinking the earth might erupt. But no: the demon was weakened or drowned by the water, and he could not force the wooden plug. I saw some coiling strands of smoke break from the earth a little distance away; but then they were gone, and we heard nothing more.


  All was deathly still. The blaze and the glory that had been Huwawa was quenched. There was no smoke, there was no fire, only the afterstench that stained the air and assailed our nostrils, and even that was quickly beginning to dissipate in the cool sweet cedar forest. I think they will say of Enkidu and me, when the tellings and retellings of the story begin to change it as these stories always are changed with time, that we rushed upon Huwawa and cut off his head; for the harpers of the days to come will not understand how we could slay a demon with nothing more than a dammed stream and a sharpened stake. So be it; but that was what we did, whatever they may tell you when I am not here to testify to the truth.


  “He is dead,” I said. “Come, let us purify the site, and get ourselves onward.”


  We cut cedar boughs and laid them over the demon’s tomb, and made the offerings, and said the words. Afterward we chose fifty fine cedar logs to bring back with us to Uruk, and we stripped them and loaded them; and when we were done with that, we returned to the wall that the Elamites had built and scattered it apart as though it had been made of straws, though for beauty’s sake we left intact the splendorous gate that the traitor Utu-ragaba had fashioned for the mountain king.


  When we were taking our leave of the place, a hundred Elamitish warriors came upon us, and asked us in the name of their king why we were trespassing here. To which I replied that we were not trespassing at all, but merely coming to gather a little wood for our temple, which had required us to slay the demon of the place. They found this insolent of me. “Who are you, man?” their leader demanded.


  “Who am I?” I asked of Enkidu. “Tell him.”


  “Why, you are Gilgamesh king of Uruk, greatest of heroes, the wild bull who plunders the mountains as he pleases: Gilgamesh the king, Gilgamesh the god. And I am Enkidu your brother.” He clapped his belly and laughed and said to the Elamite, “Do you know the name of Gilgamesh, fellow?” But the Elamites were already in flight. We followed after them and slew about half, and let the others go, so that they could bring word back to their king that it was unwise to build walls about the forest of cedars. I think he came to see the wisdom of that, for I heard no more of such walls, nor of Huwawa the dreadful, and in years afterward we had all the cedar we required from that forest without hindrance.
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  IT WAS a triumphant time. We marched into Uruk as joyous as though we had conquered six kingdoms. There was a kind of madness in our pride, I think, but I think it was a pardonable pride. One does not kill a demon every day, after all.


  So we celebrated our exploits in the Land of Cedars and our safe return with feasting and laughter. But there was a touch of discord at the outset of that night of glorious revelry, and there was another before it ended.


  As we approached the city walls in late afternoon with our booty the Royal Gate swung open, and through it rode a welcoming party of many chariots, led by Zabardi-bunugga. Trumpets sounded, banners waved; I heard my name shouted over and over. We halted and waited. Zabardi-bunugga, riding up to me, hailed me with upraised hands and presented me with the bundle of barley-sheaves that is the customary salute to a returning king. He made his thanksgiving offering for my safety, and then together we poured out a libation to the divine ones. Good loyal flat-faced Zabardi-bunugga: what a worthy prince!


  When these ceremonies were done we embraced in a less formal way. He nodded graciously also to Enkidu, and smiled his greetings to Bir-hurturre. If there was any envy about Zabardi-bunugga because he had not taken part in our grand adventure, I did not see it. I told him how the journey had gone; but he already knew that, for runners had gone ahead bearing news of our victory. Then I asked how things had fared in Uruk during my absence, and a shadow passed across his eyes, and he looked away as he said, “The city prospers, O Gilgamesh.”


  It was not hard to perceive the uneasiness about him, the hesitation, the discomfort. I said, “Does it, in all truth?”


  In a restless way he replied, “May I ride with you into the city?”


  I beckoned him into my chariot. He glanced toward Enkidu, who rode beside me; but I shrugged as though to say, whatever you have to say to me, it is fitting that my brother hear it as well. Which Zabardi-bunugga understood without my needing to say it. Lightly he stepped up into the chariot, and Enkidu gave the signal for the procession to continue through the city’s great gate.


  “Well?” I said. “There is trouble, is there? Tell me.”


  In a low voice Zabardi-bunugga said, “The goddess stirs. I think there is danger, Gilgamesh.”


  “How so?”


  “She broods. She frets. She feels that you have cast her into eclipse, that you overreach yourself. She says that you ignore her, that you fail to consult her, that you go your own way as though this is not at all the city of Inanna, but has become only the city of Gilgamesh.”


  “I am king,” I said. “I bear the burden.”


  “She would remind you, I think, that you are king by grace of the goddess.”


  “So I am, and I never forget it. But she must remember that she is not the goddess, but only the goddess’ voice.” Then I laughed. “Do you think I speak blasphemy, Zabardi-bunugga? No. No. It is the truth: we must all remember it. The goddess speaks through her; but she is only a priestess. And I bear the burden of the city each day.” As we came near the gate of the city I said, “What evidence do you have of this wrath of hers?”


  “I have it from my father, who says she visited him in the temple of An to consult ancient tablets, writings from the time of Enmerkar, the annals of your grandfather’s reign, the record of his dealings with the priestess of his time. She has been to the archives of the priests of Enlil also. And several times she summoned the assembly of elders to meet with her while you were away.”


  Lightly I said, “Perhaps she is writing a book of history, eh?”


  “I think not, Gilgamesh. She seeks ways of bringing you in check: she looks for precedent, she searches for trustworthy strategies.”


  “Do you merely suspect this or do you know?”


  “It is certain knowledge. She has been speaking out, and many have heard her. Your journey angered her. She said so to your mother, to my father Gungunum, to some of the assembly of elders, even to her acolytes: she made no secret of her fury. She says it was presumptuous of you to undertake the venture without first seeking her blessing.”


  “Ah, was it? But we needed the cedar. The Elamites had built a wall in the forest. It was not only a sacred quest, Zabardi-bunugga: it was a war. Decisions concerning warfare lie in the province of the king.”


  “She sees it otherwise, I think.”


  “I will educate her, then.”


  “Be wary. She is a troublesome woman.”


  I laid my hand upon his wrist and smiled. “You tell me nothing new, old friend, when you tell me that. But I will be on my guard. And you have my thanks.”


  We rode through the gate. I turned from him and lifted my shield high, so that it caught the last glow of the waning day and sent lances of golden light into the crowd that lined the grand processional highway. Half the city had turned out to welcome me. “Gilgamesh!” they cried, till their voices were hoarse. “Gilgamesh! Gilgamesh!” And they used the word that means divine, which is not used ordinarily of a king while he still lives. “Gilgamesh the god! Gilgamesh the god!” I felt abashed; but only a little, for it would have been folly to deny the godhood within me.


  Zabardi-bunugga’s warnings had darkened my homecoming somewhat. But I had not been greatly surprised to hear them: Inanna had been quiescent too long, and I had for some while been expecting difficulties from her. Well, we would see; but I chose not to brood on these matters just now. It was the night of my homecoming; it was the night of my triumph.


  At the palace I oiled and polished my weapons and put them in their storehouse, and said the laying-to-rest prayers over them. Then I went to the palace baths and opened my braid so that my hair streamed down my back, and the handmaidens rinsed the grime of the journey from it. Afterward I chose to leave my hair loose and long. I wrapped a fine fringed cloak about me and fastened a scarlet sash at my middle and even put on my royal tiara, which I did not wear often. When all that was done I called my fifty heroes about me, and Enkidu, and we gathered in the great hall of the palace for a feast of roasted calves and lambs, and cakes of flour mixed with honey, and beer both of the strong and the mild kinds, and royal palm-wine, the thickest and the richest in the Land. We even drank the wine made of grapes, which we bring in from the territories in the north, dark purple stuff that makes the soul soar upward. We sang and told tales of the warriors of old, and we stripped and wrestled by firelight, and we enjoyed the maidens of the palace until we felt sated; and then we bathed and dressed ourselves in our finery again and paraded out into the town, playing on fifes and trumpets and clapping our hands as we strutted about. Ah, it was a fine time, a splendid time! I will never know another like it.


  In the silver-gray hours of the dawn slumbering heroes lay sprawled in heaps all about the palace, snoring forth their wine. I felt no need of sleep; and so I went to bathe at the palace fountain. Enkidu was with me. His robes reeked of drink and the juice of meat, and I suppose mine must have been no better. Bits of straw and charred twigs from the fire were in our beards and hair. But the cool fresh water refreshed and cleansed us as though it were a font of the gods. As I emerged I looked about me for a slave to bring us clean robes, and I caught sight of a slender figure at the far side of the courtyard, a woman, wearing an ashen-hued robe of some thin shimmering fabric, and a shawl pulled up around her face so that her features could not be seen. She appeared to be heading in my direction.


  “You, there!” I called. “Come here and do us a service, will you?”


  She turned to me and lowered the shawl, and I saw her face. But I did not believe what I saw.


  “Gilgamesh?” she said softly.


  My breath went from me in astonishment. This could only be some apparition. “A demon!” I whispered. “Look, Enkidu, she wears Inanna’s face! It must be Lilitu come to haunt us, or is it the ghost Utukku?” Fear and awe struck me like the clangor of a brazen bell, and I shuddered, and groped in my discarded clothes for the little amulet of the goddess that the young priestess Inanna had given me so long ago.


  In the same soft voice she said, “Have no fear, Gilgamesh. I am Inanna.”


  “Here? In the palace? The priestess never leaves the temple to see the king: she calls the king to wait on her in her own domain.”


  “This night it is I who comes to you,” she said. She was close beside me, now, and it seemed to me she was telling the truth: if this was some demon, it had more skill at mimicry than any demon I knew. And what demon, anyway, would dare to put on the guise of the goddess within the walls of the goddess’ own city? Yet I could not understand the presence of Inanna in the palace precinct. It was not right. It was not done. My loins grew cold and there was a chill at the back of my neck, and I picked up my robe and draped it about me, soiled and sweaty though it was. Enkidu was staring at her as though she were some ravening beast of the fields, all fangs and teeth, making ready to spring.


  I said hoarsely, “What do you want with me?”


  “Some words. Only some words.”


  My throat was dry, my lips were cracking. “Speak, then!”


  “What I have to say, I would rather say in privacy.”


  I glanced at Enkidu, who was scowling now. It displeased me to send him away; but I knew Inanna well enough to realize she would not be moved on this point. Sadly I said, “I ask you to leave us, friend.”


  “Must I go?”


  “This time you must,” I said, and slowly he went from the courtyard, looking back several times, as if he feared the priestess would pounce on me the moment he was gone.


  She said then, “I saw you from the temple portico, when you paraded through the town this evening with your heroes. You have never looked more beautiful, Gilgamesh. You were as radiant as a god.”


  “The joy of my victory put that glow upon me. We slew the demon; we obtained the wood; we cast down the wall the Elamites had raised.”


  “So I have heard. It was a wondrous victory. You are a hero beyond compare: they will sing of you in ages yet to come.”


  I stared into her eyes. At this hour, by this pale gray dawn-light, they seemed a color I had never seen before, darker even than black. I studied the flawless arches of her eyebrows; I made scrutiny of her fine straight nose and the fullness of her lips. There was heat coming from her, but it was a cold heat. I could not tell whether she stood before me as goddess or as woman; the two seemed mixed in her even more than usual. I thought of the warnings I had had from Zabardi-bunugga, and I knew from what he had said that she was my enemy; but she did not appear to be an enemy at this moment.


  “Why are you here, Inanna?”


  “I could not help myself. When I saw you in the evening I said, I will go to him when his feast is done, I will come to him before the dawn comes, I will offer myself.”


  “Offer yourself? What are you saying?”


  Her eyes were shining strangely, like silvery suns rising at midnight. “Marry me, Gilgamesh. Be my husband.”


  I was altogether dumbfounded at that.


  In a halting way I said, “But it is not the proper season, Inanna! The new year festival is still some months away, and—”


  “I am not speaking now of the Sacred Marriage,” she said crisply. “I speak of the marriage between man and wife, who live under the same roof, and bring forth children, and grow old together in the manner of husbands and wives.”


  Had she spoken in the language of the people of the moon I could not have been more bewildered.


  “But such a thing is impossible,” I said, when I found the use of my tongue again. “The king—the priestess—never since the founding of the city—never in all the time of the Land—”


  “I have spoken with the goddess. She gives consent. It can be done. I know that it is new and strange. But it can be done.” She took a step toward me, and put her hands to my hands. “Hear me, Gilgamesh. Be my husband, give me the gift of the seed of your body, not one night out of the year but every night. Be my husband and I will be your wife. Listen, I will bring splendid gifts to you: I will harness for you a chariot of lapis lazuli and gold, with wheels of gold, and brazen horns. You will have storm-demons to draw it for you, in place of mules. Our dwelling will be fragrant of cedars, and when you enter it, the threshold and dais will kiss your feet.”


  “Inanna—”


  There was no halting her. As though chanting in a trance she went on: “Kings and lords and princes will bow down before you! All the yield of mountains and plains will they bring you as tribute! Your goats will bear triplets, your sheep will drop twins! The ass that carries burdens for you will outrun the swiftest of mules; your chariots will prevail in every race; your oxen will be without rivals, if only you let me bring my blessings upon you, Gilgamesh!”


  “The people would not allow it,” I said numbly.


  “The people! The people!” Her face became harsh and dark; her eyes turned cold. “The people could not prevent us!” Her grip on my hand grew tighter: I imagined I could feel my bones moving about. In a low strange tone she said, “The gods are angered with you, Gilgamesh, for the killing of Huwawa. Do you know that? They mean to take revenge on you.”


  “It is not so, Inanna.”


  “Ah, do you walk with the gods as I walk with the gods? I tell you, Enlil grieves for the guardian of his forest. They will have a blood-price from you for the death. They will make you grieve as Enlil grieves. But I can shield you from that. I can intercede. Give yourself to me, Gilgamesh! Take me as your wife! I am your only hope of peace.”


  Her words fell upon me like an icy torrent that knew no mercy. I wanted to run from her; I wanted to bury my head in some soft dark place and sleep. All this was madness. Marry her? There was no way that could be. I thought for a wild moment of what it would be like to share her bed night after night, to feel the fire of her breath against my cheek, to taste the sweetness of her mouth. Yes, of course, what man would refuse such joys? But marriage? To the priestess, to the goddess? She could not marry; I could not marry her. Even if the city would permit it—and the city would not, the city would rise up instantly against us and give our corpses to the wolves—I could not bear it. To go humbly to the temple with my wedding gifts, kneeling before my own wife because she was also the goddess, the Queen of Heaven—no, no, it would be my ruin. I am the king. The king must not kneel. I shook my head as though to sweep away a gathering fog that grew thick in my spirit. I began to understand the truth. Her scheme became clear to me: a compound of greed and lust and envy. Her aim was to ensnare me in her trap, and bring me down. If she could not break the power of the king any other way, she would break him through marriage. Because she was a goddess she would make me kneel for her as no man, certainly no king, ever kneels to his wife. The people would laugh at me in the streets. The dogs themselves would howl at my heels. But I would not let her make me subservient to her. I would not let her buy me into this slavery with her body. And all her talk of the anger of gods, which she alone could avert from me—no, that must be some silly lie meant to frighten me. I would not let myself be threatened, either.


  As these things became clear to me, a hot rage rose in me like fire on a summer mountain. Perhaps it was from having been awake all the night, perhaps it was the wine, perhaps it was some dark floating demon of the dawn air that entered into my spirit; or maybe it was simply that I was full of the overweening pride that came of my victory over Huwawa; but I grew intemperately fierce. I pulled my hand free of hers and loomed high above her and cried, “You are my only hope, you say? What hope do you offer me, except the hope of pain and humiliation? What could I expect, if I were so foolish as to take you in marriage? You bring only peril and torment.” The angry words poured from me. I would not and could not halt. “What are you? A brazier that goes out in the cold. A back door which keeps out neither wind nor rain. A leaky waterskin that wets its bearer. A sandal that trips its wearer?”


  She gaped at me, amazed, as I had been amazed when she had come to me with this talk of marriage.


  I went on and on. “What are you? A shoe that pinches its owner’s foot. A stone that falls from a parapet. Pitch that defiles the hand, a palace that collapses on its inhabitants, a turban that does not cover the head. Marry you? Marry you? Ah, Inanna, Inanna, what folly, what madness!”


  “Gilgamesh—”


  “Where is there any hope for a man who falls into Inanna’s snare? The gardener Ishullanu—I know that story. He came to you with baskets of dates, and you looked at him and smiled your smile, and said, ‘Ishullanu, come close to me, let me enjoy you, touch me here and touch me there.’ And he shrank back in terror of you, saying, ‘What do you want with me? I am only a gardener. You will freeze me as the frosts freeze the young rushes.’ And when you heard that you changed him into a mole and cast him down to tunnel in the earth.”


  She said, astounded, “Gilgamesh, that is only a tale of the goddess! That was not my doing, but the goddess’ long ago!”


  “It is all the same. You are the goddess, the goddess is you. Her sins are yours. Her crimes are yours. What has befallen the lovers of Inanna? The shepherd who heaped up meal-cakes for you, and slaughtered the tender kids: he wearied you and you struck him and turned him into a wolf, and now his own herd-boys drive him away, and his own dogs bite his thighs—”


  “A fable, Gilgamesh, a story!”


  “The lion you loved: seven pits you dug for him, and seven more. The bird of many colors: you broke his wing, and he sits in the grove now, crying, ‘My wing, my wing!’ The stallion so noble in battle: you ordained the whip and the spur and the thong for him, and made him gallop seven leagues, and ordered him to drink from muddied water—”


  “Are you mad? What are you saying? These are old tales the harpers tell, tales of the goddess!”


  I suppose I was in a kind of madness. But I would not relent. “Have you ever kept faith with one of your lovers? And will you not treat me as you treated them?” She opened her mouth to speak, but nothing came forth, and into her silence I said, “What of Dumuzi? Tell me of him! You sent him down into hell.”


  “Why do you throw ancient fables in my face? Why do you keep reproaching me with things that have nothing to do with me?”


  I ignored her. I was in a madness. “Not Dumuzi the god,” I said. “Dumuzi the king, who ruled in this city, and died before his years. Yes, tell me of Dumuzi! Dumuzi the god, Dumuzi the king, Inanna the goddess, Inanna the priestess—it is all the same. Every child knows the tale. She snares him and uses him and has her triumph over him. You will not do that with me.” Then I caught my breath and wiped my brow and in another voice entirely said, very coldly, “This is the royal palace. You have no business being here. Go. Go!”


  She reached for words and again no words came, only little wrathful stammering sounds. She gaped and stammered and backed away, her eyes hot, her face flaming. At the door she halted a moment and gave me a long chilling look. Then she said in a quiet calm voice that seemed to rise from the depths of the nether world, “You will suffer, Gilgamesh. That I promise. You will feel pain beyond any pain you have ever imagined. So the goddess pledges.” And she was gone.
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  THAT YEAR at the time of the new year festival the heat of the summer did not break, the moist wind called the Cheat did not blow from the south, and there was no sign of rain in the northern sky. These things gave me great fear, but I kept my uneasiness to myself, saying nothing even to Enkidu. After all, there had been other dry autumns in the past, and the rains had always come sooner or later. If this year it was later rather than sooner, nevertheless they would come. Or so I believed: so I hoped. But my fear was great, for I knew that Inanna was my enemy.


  On the night of the ceremony of the Sacred Marriage she and I stood face to face for the first time since the visit she had paid to the palace that time at dawn. But when I came to the long chamber of the temple to greet her, her eyes were like polished stones, and she greeted me with the silence of a stone, and when I said, “Hail, Inanna,” she did not reply, as Inanna must, with the words, “Hail, royal husband, fountain of life.” I knew then that a doom had come to lie upon Uruk, a doom of her making.


  I did not know what to do. We performed the showing-forth on the temple portico, we carried out the rites of the barley and honey, we went to the bedchamber and stood before the bed of ebony inlaid with ivory and gold. All this while she said not a single word to me, but I knew from her eyes that her hatred for me was unabated. The handmaiden-priestesses took her beads and breastplates from her, and lifted the latch of her loin-covering, and left her naked before me, and uncovered my body to her, and went from the room. She was as beautiful as ever, but yet there was no glow of desire upon her: her nipples were soft, her skin did not have the sheen of fleshly fire. This was not the Inanna I had known so long, the woman of unquenchable passion. She stood beside the bed with folded arms and said, “You may stay here or not, as you wish. But you will not have me tonight.”


  “It is the night of the Sacred Marriage. I am the god. You are the goddess.”


  “I will not have the king of Uruk enter my body this night. The wrath of Enlil falls upon Uruk and its king. The Bull of Heaven will be loosed.”


  “Will you destroy your own people?”


  “I will destroy your arrogance,” she said. “I have gone to my knees before Father Enlil—I, the goddess! Father, I said, turn loose the Bull of Heaven to bring down Gilgamesh for me, for Gilgamesh has scorned me. And I said to Enlil that if he did not do this thing, I would smash the door of the nether world and shatter its bolts, I would throw open the gate of hell and raise up the dead to devour the food of the living, and the hosts of the dead in the world would be greater than the number of the living. He yielded to me: he said he would loose the Bull.”


  “Out of anger at me, you bring down years of drought upon Uruk? The people will starve!”


  “There is grain in my warehouses, Gilgamesh. The people have paid their tithes to the goddess, and I have stored grain enough to last through seven years of seedless husks. I have fodder set aside for the cattle. When the hunger strikes, Inanna will be ready to aid her people. But you will already have fallen, Gilgamesh. They will have cast you from your high place, for bringing the wrath of the gods upon them.” Her voice was very calm. She stood naked before me as if it was nothing at all to reveal her body, as if she were only a statue of herself, or I a eunuch. I looked at her and there was nothing I could say or do. If the goddess did not embrace the god in the Sacred Marriage there would be no rain; but how could I force her? It would have been worse, if I had forced her. She told me again, “You may stay or not, as you wish.” But I had no wish to spend the night shivering in the cold gale of her wrath. I gathered my splendid kingly robes and draped them about me and made my way from the temple in sorrow and in fear.


  In the palace I found Enkidu with three concubines, celebrating the night of the Sacred Marriage in his own way. Rivers of dark wine ran across the floor and half-eaten joints of roasted meat were on the table. In great surprise he said, “Why are you back so soon, Gilgamesh?”


  “Let me be, brother. This is a sad night for Uruk.”


  He did not seem to hear me. “Are you done with your goddess so soon? Why, then, have a goddess or two of mine!” And he laughed; but his laughter died away in a moment, when he saw the wintry bleakness of my face. He shook himself free of the girls who were twined all over him, and came to me and put his hands on my shoulders, and said, “What is this, brother? Tell me what has happened!”


  I told him; and he said, “If this Bull of hers is to be set loose in the city, why, we will have to catch it and put it back in its pen, will we not? Is that not so, Gilgamesh? How can we allow a wild bull to run free in Uruk?” And he laughed again, and threw his arms around me in his great bearish embrace. For the first time that evening my heart rose, and I thought, perhaps we will withstand this: perhaps we can contend successfully with her, Enkidu and I.


  But there was no rain. Day upon day the sky was a sheet of brilliant blue in which Utu’s great eye stared remorselessly down on us. The scorching wind was a knife slicing into the earth, hurling aloft the dry mud of the riverbanks and the sand of the gray and yellow desert beyond. Suffocating dust-clouds fell upon us like shrouds. The barley withered in the fields. The fronds of the palms grew black with dust, and drooped like the wings of crippled birds. Thunder came, and lightning, and dreadful flares of light covered the land like a cloth; but the storms were dry storms, and still there was no rain. Enlil was our enemy. Inanna was our enemy. An ignored us. Utu would not hear us. The people gathered in the streets and cried out, “Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh, where is the rain?” and what could I tell them, what could I tell them?


  Then far to the east the earth shook and the hills roared and there came such a belching of flame and foul gas as to make the outpouring of Huwawa seem like a sweet gentle breeze. I had an army of a thousand men in that territory, searching out the places where the Elamites were descending to our domain, and of those thousand men scarce half returned to Uruk. “It was the Bull of Heaven breaking loose,” they told me. “The sky grew dark and black smoke arose, and there was a landslide that roared, and we saw the Bull in the air over our heads. Three times he snorted; and with his first snort he slew a hundred men, and a hundred more with the second, and with the third snort two hundred more. The earth shook, the hills roared, the Bull of Heaven breathed foulness upon us. The smell of it is in our nostrils still. And now the Bull marches upon Uruk.”


  What was I to do? Where could I turn?


  “It is the Bull,” the people cried. “The Bull is upon us!”


  “The Bull still grazes in the temple pasture,” I said. “All will be well. These tribulations soon shall end.”


  And I looked toward the blazing sky, and said inwardly to Lugalbanda, Father, father, go to Enlil, ask him for rain. But there was no rain.


  Inanna kept to her temple. She accepted no petitions, she performed no rites. When the people gathered before the White Platform and begged for mercy, she sent her maidens out with word that they had come to the wrong place, that they should go to Gilgamesh for mercy, for it was Gilgamesh who had brought this evil upon the land. Again, they came to me. But what could I tell them? What could I do?


  The wind grew more fierce. A story arose in the town that this wind that blew was the wind of the nether world, a demon-wind that carried the seeds of death and decay up to us out of the House of Dust and Darkness. I said it was not. It was whispered in the town that there was a curse upon the wells, and they soon would fill with blood, so that the vineyards and palm groves would run red with it. I told them it would not happen. The rumor spread in the town that an army of locusts was flying toward us out of the north, and soon the sky would darken under their wings. They will not come, I said.


  I gave the people grain from my storehouses. I provided fodder for the cattle. But there was not enough, not nearly enough. It is not the province of the king to provide the grain in time of drought and famine; it is the province of Inanna. And Inanna withheld herself from the people, and withheld her grain. Nor did the people hate her for it: she let it be known in the town that Uruk must first be purified, and then she would open her granaries to the needy. They understood. I understood. She meant to bring me down.


  And at the last she loosed the Bull within the confines of the city. I mean the bull that grazed in the temple pasture, the one that embodied in himself the might and majesty of the gods. For twenty thousand years, or twice twenty, there have been bulls in the pasture of Inanna’s temple, great bulls, mighty bulls, giant bulls without equal in the Land; they grow fat and huge on the grain of the temple offerings, and wear garlands of fresh flowers in every season of the land, and heifers are brought to them daily for their pleasure, and when they die—for they do die, even they, these bulls who play the part of the Bull of Heaven—they are buried in the temple grounds with rites worthy of a god. I cannot tell you how many bulls have been buried there in the years of Uruk, but I think that if that pasture were to be ploughed, the ploughman would turn up a sea of horns.


  Never once does the bull leave the pasture of the temple, once he has taken up residence there. Guards are posted night and day to see that that does not happen; and though he snort like Enlil himself, and paw the ground and crash with all his force against the gate, he cannot go free. But on the holy midwinter day, when the drought stood at its worst and the sky was gray with swirling dust and those of us whose senses were most keen could smell the reek of the deadly black outpourings that were rushing into the air from the vents of the Rebel Lands far to the east—on that day when calamity was already rife in Uruk, Inanna turned loose the Bull of Heaven into the streets of the city.


  The outcry of grief and terror that arose was like nothing that had ever been heard in Uruk before. I think that cry must have resounded in Kish; I think they must have heard it in Nippur; perhaps even in the Elamite lands they looked up and said, “What is that awful cry out of the west?”


  In my palace I trembled with dismay and woe. It seemed to me now that I must go to Inanna, and kneel to her, and yield to her, and deliver up the city to her; for otherwise the people all would perish, or else I would be cast down from my high place. It had begun to seem to me that I must after all be responsible for this ruin that had come upon Uruk, that it was I and not Inanna who had brought these evils to the city, even as she was saying. Perhaps the gods were indeed taking their vengeance for the death of Huwawa. Perhaps I had erred in refusing to make the priestess my queen. Perhaps—perhaps—perhaps—


  I had never known such despair as on that day when Inanna’s bull pranced and snorted in the streets of Uruk. It was Enkidu who lifted me from it. He found me grieving in the palace, and drew me up and embraced me and said, “Come, brother, why do you weep? Deliverance is at hand!”


  “Do you not know that the Bull of Heaven is loose in the city?” I asked him.


  “Yes, Gilgamesh, yes, the bull is loose! And this is our moment. Can we turn back the dry winds? Can we call rain from the heavens? Can we turn sand into water? No, no, no, none of those things can we do: but we can kill a bull, brother. We can surely kill a bull. Now at last Inanna has poured all of her fury into a single vessel. Let us go out there, Gilgamesh: let us break that vessel.” His eyes were glittering with excitement. His body throbbed with strength. I took heart from his vigor. I smiled for the first time in I cannot tell you how many days, and I embraced him until he grunted with the force of my embrace. “Come, brother,” he said, and we went out into the dry and dusty streets to seek the Bull of Heaven.


  It was the noon hour. The streets were empty in that terrible heat. But I did not need to ask the way to the bull. Its presence announced itself in the city like the heat of a heated anvil: I felt the red glow of it hot against my cheeks. As did Enkidu, in whom the wisdom of the wilderness still lived. He held his face to the wind, he flared his nostrils wide, he turned his head so that his ears gathered in all sounds; and he pointed, and we went forward. In the district known as the Lion we saw the dung of the bull fresh in the streets, with a golden aura about it, and blue-headed flies buzzing above it but not daring to touch it. In the district known as the Reed we found the carts of the merchants overturned, and their merchandise strewn in the path, for the bull had come this way. And in the district known as the Hive, where the streets press close upon one another and there is scarcely room to walk, we saw bricks ripped loose from the buildings where the bull had run between them.


  A little while on, we came upon something worse: the cobblestones stained bright with blood, the sounds of bitter sobbing and wailing, and a man and a woman standing like statues, blank-eyed. The man held a child’s broken body in his arms. A boy, I think, four or five years old, who must have darted into the bull’s path. I prayed that Enlil had granted the child a swift death; but what mercy would the god grant the mother and the father? As we ran past, the woman recognized us. Without saying a word she held her hand out toward me, as though to beg me, O king, give me back my son. I could not do that for her. I could give her nothing to ease her sorrow but the blood of the bull, and I did not think that would be enough.


  This little death, I thought, must be tallied to Inanna’s account. Is that how she serves her people, by killing their innocent children with her furious vengeful beast?


  Enkidu and I sped onward, grim-faced, intent. A few moments more and we turned into the great open space known as the Place of Ningal: and there we came upon the bull himself, prancing wildly like a playful calf.


  He was white—all the bulls of the temple are white—and he was huge, and his eyes were rimmed with red, and his horns were long and sharp as spears, but they curved in a strange wicked way almost like the frame of a lyre. I saw splashes of the child’s blood on the hooves of his forelegs, and on his pastern. When we came upon him he smelled our sweat, and halted and turned and glared at us out of eyes that blazed like coals; and he snorted, he stamped, he lowered his head, he seemed to be making ready to charge. Enkidu looked at me, and I at Enkidu. Together we had slain elephants and we had slain lions and we had slain wolves. We had even slain a demon that came belching out of the ground like a column of fire. But we had never slain a bull, and this was a bull enjoying the first heady measure of freedom after too long a captivity. He was full of his own power, and the power of Father Enlil was in him besides; for I did not doubt that this bull was the Bull of Heaven today, just as at certain times Inanna the priestess is Inanna the goddess, and the king of Uruk is Dumuzi the god of the fields. So we caught our breaths and we made ready to meet his thrust, knowing it would not be an easy combat.


  I beckoned him with my hand. “Come to us,” I said, whispering it, making my voice seductive. “Come here. Come. Come. Come. I am Gilgamesh: this is Enkidu my brother.”


  The bull stamped. The bull snorted. The bull lifted his great head and tossed his horns. And then he charged, running with great grace and majesty. He appeared almost to float, as he came across the worn brick pavement of the Place of Ningal.


  Enkidu, laughing, cried out to me, “What sport this will be, brother! Play him! Play him, brother! We have nothing to fear!”


  He ran to one side, and I to the other. The bull stopped in mid-stride and pivoted and whirled and charged again, and halted a second time and pivoted and whirled, kicking up dust. He seemed almost to frown as we darted back and forth around him, laughing, slapping each other on the shoulders. The bull cast his foam in our faces and brushed us with the thick of his tail. But he could not run us down; he could not bring us to earth.


  Five times the bull charged, and five times we skipped past him, until he was angry and perplexed. Then he charged once more, feinting with demonic intelligence and feinting again, changing his course as lithely as any dancing-boy of the temple, going now this way, now that. Fiercely he sprang at Enkidu with lowered horns, and I feared that my brother would be gored: but no, as the bull drew near Enkidu reached out and clamped one hand to each of his horns and swung himself up in a single swift leap, twisting in midair so that when he landed he was astride the bull’s back, still grasping the horns.


  Now began such a combat as I think the world had never seen before. Enkidu atop the Bull of Heaven grappled with him by the horns, twisting his head this way and that. The bull in rage reared high on his hind legs to throw him off, but could not do it. I stood before them watching in joy and delight. It seemed to me that my friend must now have fully recovered the strength of his hand, for he held so tight against so great a power; but even if he were not fully recovered, his strength was still sufficient to maintain his grip. The bull could not rid himself of Enkidu. He roared, he stamped, he hurled flecks of spittle about, and still Enkidu held on. Enkidu turned all his enormous strength to the breaking of the bull, forcing him into weariness, making him lower his mighty head. I heard Enkidu’s booming laughter, and rejoiced; I saw Enkidu’s massive arms bulging with the strain, and took pleasure in the sight. I watched the bull grow sullen and downcast. But then the combat took a different turn. The bull, having rested a moment, summoned new strength, and plunged and leaped and plunged and leaped again, striving with renewed ferocity to hurl Enkidu to the ground. I feared for him; but Enkidu showed no fear at all. He clung, he held, he twisted the great head from side to side; once again he forced the bull’s muzzle toward the ground.


  “Now, brother!” Enkidu called. “Strike, strike now! Thrust in your sword!”


  It was the moment. I rushed forward and took the hilt of my sword in both my hands, and rose to my greatest height, and drove the sword downward. I thrust it in between the nape and the horns, forcing it deep. The bull made a sound like the sound of the going out of the sea when the tide is dwindling, and a film came over the blazing fury of his eyes. For a moment he stood entirely still, and then his legs turned to water beneath him. As he fell, Enkidu sprang clear, landing beside me, and we laughed and embraced and rested a little time beside the dying bull until he was dead. Then we cut out his heart and made an offering of it on the spot to Utu of the sun.


  When that was done I looked about me, and when I looked toward the west, toward the rampart of the city, I saw figures upon the wall. I touched Enkidu’s arm and pointed.


  “It is your goddess,” he said.


  In truth it was. Inanna and her handmaidens were on the wall. She must have watched the battle with the bull; I could feel the heat and the force of her wrath even at this distance. I cupped my hands and called out to her, “See, priestess! We have slain your bull: the rains soon will come, I think!”


  “Woe to you,” she replied in a voice like a voice out of hell. And to her maidens and the other onlookers she cried, “Woe to Gilgamesh! Woe to him who dares to hold me in contempt! Woe to the slayer of the Bull of Heaven!”


  To which Enkidu cried back, “And woe to you, croaking bird of doom! Here: I make my offering to you!”


  Boldly he ripped loose the private parts of the dead bull and flung them with all his might, so that the bloody flesh landed on the rampart almost at her feet. He laughed his rumbling laugh and called to her, “There, goddess! Does that appease you? If I could get hold of you, I’d drape you in the bull’s own guts!” At that blasphemy she cursed us again, both Enkidu and me; and the women beside her on the wall, the priestesses, the handmaidens, the temple courtesans, the votaries of all sorts who had come with her to see us destroyed by the bull that now lay dead at our feet, set up a great wailing and a lamentation.


  25


  
    
      
        	
          
            

          

        

        	25
      

    

  


  I WOULD not even let her have the carcass of the bull to bury at the temple grounds: I meant to deny her everything. I summoned the butchers and had the meat cut into strips and given freely to the dogs of the town, to show my contempt for Inanna and her bull. But the horns of the bull I took for myself. I turned them over to my craftsmen and my armorers, who were wonderstruck by the length of the horns, and their thickness. I commanded them to plate the horns with lapis lazuli to a thickness of two fingers, for I meant to hang them on the wall of the palace. So great were they that they had a capacity of six measures of oil: I filled them with the finest of ointments, and then I poured the oil out at the shrine of Lugalbanda, in honor of the god my father who had brought me this triumph.


  When all this was done we washed our hands in the waters of the river and rode together through the streets of Uruk to the palace. The people crept forth one by one from their houses to see us, and after the first had come out the others took heart, until a great multitude lined our path. Heroes and warriors of Uruk were there, and girls playing lyres, and many more. Boastfulness took hold of me, and I called out to them, “Who is the most glorious of the heroes? Who is the greatest among men?” They called back, “Gilgamesh is the most glorious of the heroes! Gilgamesh is the greatest among men!” Why should I not have been boastful? Inanna had set loose the Bull of Heaven; and I had slain it—Enkidu and I. Did we not have the right to boast?


  There was feasting and celebration at the palace that night. We sang and danced and drank until we could revel no more, and we went to our beds. In that night the wind called the Cheat began to blow; and the air grew soft and moist. Before morning the first rain that had fallen all that winter began to fall upon Uruk.


  That day was the peak of my glory. That day was the height of my triumph. I felt that there was nothing I could not achieve. I had increased the wealth of my city and made it preeminent in the land; I had slain Huwawa; I had slain the Bull of Heaven; I had brought rain to Uruk; I had been a good shepherd to my people. Nevertheless after that day I knew little joy and much sadness, which I suppose is the lot that the gods had intended for me even while they permitted me my moments of triumph. That is the way of life: there is grandeur, and there is sorrow, and we learn in time that the darkness follows upon the light whether or not we choose to have it that way.


  In the morning Enkidu came to me, looking somber and weary, as though some great darkness of the soul had visited him while he slept. I said, “Why is it you carry yourself so mournfully, brother, when the bull lies dead and the rains have come to Uruk?” He sat down by the side of my couch and sighed and said, “My friend, why are the great gods in council?” I did not understand; but then he said, “I have had a dream that lies heavy on me, brother. Shall I tell you my dream?”


  He had dreamed that the gods were sitting in their council-chamber: An was there, and Enlil, and heavenly Utu, and the wise Enki. And Sky-father An said to Enlil, “They have killed the Bull of Heaven, and they have killed Huwawa also. Therefore one of the two must die: let it be the one who stripped the cedar from the mountains.”


  Then Enlil spoke up and said, “No, Gilgamesh must not die, for he is king. It is Enkidu who must die.” At this Utu raised his voice to declare, “They sought my protection when they went to slay Huwawa, and I granted it. When they slew the Bull, they made an offering of his heart to me. They have done no wrong. Enkidu is innocent: why should he die?” Which enraged Enlil, and he turned angrily to heavenly Utu, saying, “You speak of them as though they are your comrades! But sins have been committed; and Enkidu is the one who must die.” And so the argument raged until Enkidu awakened.


  I was quiet for a time when he had finished, and I kept my face a mask. Such a dire dream! It filled me with fear. I did not want him to see that. I did not want to face that fear myself. Fear gives dreams power they might otherwise not have. I resolved to let this dream have no power, to sweep it aside as one would sweep aside a dry reed.


  At length I said, “I think you ought not take this too close to heart, brother. Often the true meaning of a dream is less obvious than it seems.”


  Enkidu stared in a dismal way at the floor. “A dream portending death is a dream portending death,” he said sulkily. “All the sages will agree on that. I am a dead man already, Gilgamesh.”


  I thought that was nonsense, and I told him so. I said he was not dead so long as he lived, and he looked full of life to me. I said also that it is folly to take any dream so literally that you let it govern your waking life. I will not pretend that I fully believed that, even as I said it: I know as well as anyone that dreams are whispered into our souls at night by the gods, and that they often carry messages worth heeding. But I found nothing in this dream that Enkidu might do well to heed, and much that would be harmful if brooded upon. And so I urged him to put all gloomy thoughts behind him and go about his business as if he had heard nothing but the chattering of birds in his dream, or the murmuring of the winds.


  That seemed to hearten him. Gradually his face brightened, and he nodded and said, “Yes, perhaps I take this thing too seriously.”


  “Too seriously by half, Enkidu.”


  “Yes. Yes. It is my great fault. But you always bring me back to my right senses, old friend.” He smiled and gripped my arm. Then, rising, he dropped into a wrestler’s crouch and beckoned to me. “Come: what do you say to a little sport to lighten the day?”


  “A fine idea!” I answered. I laughed to see him turn less doleful. For an hour we wrestled, and then we bathed; and then it was time for me to attend to the meeting of the assembly. By midday I had put Enkidu’s dream behind me, and I think so had he. For a moment it had darkened our lives; but it had passed like a shadow across the ground. Or so I believed.


  A few days later, as an act of thanksgiving for the lifting of the Bull of Heaven from the city, I decreed that we would perform the rite of purification known as the Closing of the Gate. That was something which had not been done in Uruk for so long that not even the oldest priests remembered the exact details of it. I set six scholars to work for three days searching through the library of the Temple of An for an account of the rite, and the best they could find was a tablet written in such an antique way that they could hardly make out the picture-writing it bore. “Never mind,” I said. “I will ask Lugalbanda for guidance. He will show me what must be done.”


  I meant to make certain that the passageway which runs downward from Uruk into the nether world was properly sealed, since Inanna had threatened to open it as part of the loosing of the Bull of Heaven. In her wrath she could actually have done some harm to the gate, so that evil spirits or perhaps the ghosts of the dead might be able to drift up through it into the city. So I must be sure the gate is shut, I thought, and I devised a rite intended to accomplish that. I drew the procedure out of the hazy memories of the oldest priests and the writing on that ancient tablet and my own sense of what would be fitting. It was a proper rite, I think. Yet if I had it to do over again, I would let the gate of hell stand open for a thousand years, rather than have what happened that day befall me.


  The gate is one of the oldest structures in Uruk—some say even older than the White Platform, and that, of course, was built by the gods themselves. The gate lies a hundred twenty paces east of the White Platform. It is nothing more than a ring of weather-beaten kiln-baked bricks of a very old-fashioned shape, surrounding a stout round door of flaked and rusted copper that lies flat on the ground, like a trapdoor. A ring is set in the middle of that door, fashioned of some black metal that no one can identify. Two or three strong men pulling on that ring with all their might can raise the door out of the ground. When the door is lifted it reveals a dark hole that is the mouth of a tunnel, scarcely wider than the shoulders of a sturdy man, which slopes down under the earth. If one goes down into it one comes after a short time to a second gate which is nothing more than some metal bars mounted from floor to ceiling of the tunnel like the bars of a cage. On the far side of that the angle of the tunnel’s descent becomes much steeper, and if one were mad enough to follow it one would come eventually to the first of the seven walls of the underworld itself. Each of those walls has its gate; the demon Neti, gatekeeper of the nether world, guards them; and behind the seventh wall is the lair of Ereshkigal, Queen of Hell, sister of Inanna.


  Until the ill-starred day when I chose to do the rite of the Closing of the Gate no one had passed through that gate for thousands of years. The last to do it, so far as I knew, was the goddess Inanna long ago, when she made her unhappy descent into hell to challenge the power of Ereshkigal. Since then the dread tunnel surely had gone unentered. Although we pull the door from the ground once every twelve years for the rite known as the Opening of the Gate, in which we cast libations into the tunnel to propitiate Ereshkigal and her demon hordes, no one in his right mind would step as much as half a stride across its threshold.


  We commenced the Closing of the Gate at the noon hour sharp, when it is the middle of the night in the nether world and I thought it likely most of the demons would be at rest. The day was warm and bright, though it had rained in the dark hours. Enkidu was at my side, and my mother Ninsun just behind me; arrayed in a circle about me were the chief priests of all the temples of the city and the high members of the royal court. The only great personage of Uruk who did not attend was Inanna. She remained brooding behind the walls of the temple I had built for her. Beyond the circle of dignitaries were lesser priests by the double dozen, and hundreds of musicians ready to make a fierce outcry with drums and fifes and trumpets if spirits should begin coming forth through the gate when we opened it. And behind them were all the common citizens of Uruk.


  I nodded to Enkidu. He put his left hand to the ring in the door, and I my right, and we lifted it. Though it was said to be a mighty task to raise that door, we pulled it from the ground as easily as if it had been a feather. Out of the pit came the stale, sour odor of old air. My hands were cold. My face was set hard and tight. I felt the chill of death coming from the nether world. I stared downward, but I saw nothing but darkness after the first few steps.


  I held my spirit tautly in check. There are some places that arouse such fear we dare not think of the peril; we act without giving thought, for to think is to be lost. That was how I acted then. I gave the signal, and we began the ceremony.


  The rite that I had devised began with an offering of aromatic barley seed, which I tossed into the opening myself. If any dark beings were lurking just within the tunnel, perhaps they would busy themselves down there quarreling over the barley, and would not emerge even though the gateway was open. Then the priests of An and Enlil and Utu and Enki came forward and made libations of honey, milk, beer, wine, and oil. That insured us the good will of the high gods. A small child, the daughter of a priest, led a white sheep forth, and I sacrificed it with one quick clean stroke of my blade at a sacrificial stand that Enkidu had erected at the edge of the passageway. Blood of a startling brightness spurted as if from a fountain and ran down along the little creature’s slender white throat, and it quivered and sighed and looked at me sadly and died. That was intended as a gift to the gatekeeper Neti, so that he would prevent spirits and demons from emerging into our world. I drew a band of the blood across my forehead and another down my left cheek as a protection for myself.


  When these things were done, the priests and I knelt at the rim of the tunnel and chanted spells of sealing, to weave a band of magic across the opening as our final line of defense. I knew that neither the lower gate nor the trapdoor would have any real effect on a spirit that was determined to come forth. The gate and the door were useful merely in keeping living folk from straying into the underworld; but it was by incantations alone that the dwellers beneath could be made to stay where they belonged.


  I was frightened. What man would not be, however brave a face he offered to the world? The nether world itself stood open before me. I heard the black waters of its hidden rivers lapping at unseen shores. The pungent acrid smoke of its deadly vapors rose and coiled like hungry serpents about me. But yet, fearful though I was, I was excited also, and filled with a high boldness of purpose. For I was Gilgamesh who had said, even as a boy, Death, I will conquer you! Death, you are no match for me!


  So we wove our spells. “All you who would do us harm, whoever you may be, you whose heart conceives our misfortune, whose tongue utters mischief against us, whose lips poison us, in whose footsteps death stands: I ban you!” I cried. “I ban your mouth, I ban your tongue, I ban your glittering eyes, I ban your swift feet, I ban your toiling knees, I ban your laden hands. By these conjurings I bind your hands behind your back. Whether you are a ghost unburied, or a ghost that none cares for, or a ghost with none to make offerings to it, or a ghost that has none to pour libations to it, or a ghost that has no descendants, whatever cause leads you to wander, nevertheless I compel you to remain below. By Ereshkigal and Gugalanna, by Nergal and Namtaru, I conjure you never to pass these gates. By the might of Enlil that is in me—by An and Utu, by Enki and Ninazu, by Allatu, by Irkalla, by Belit-seri, by Apsu, Tiamat, Lahmu, Lahamu—”


  That was the chant I chanted. I bound the beings below by every name that they might hold holy, except for one; I did not bind them in the name of Inanna. Though she was the patron goddess of the city, I would not bind them in her name. I knew that such a binding would be of no avail so long as Inanna’s priestess was my enemy.


  And because I had not bound them by Inanna’s name, I was not certain that any of my spells would be of value. So I had with me at the ceremony my sacred drum, which the craftsman Ur-nangar had made for me out of the wood of the huluppu-tree. I meant to beat on it in my special way and put myself into my trance in front of all the people of Uruk, a thing I had never done before; and then I would send my spirit down into the tunnel, I would venture even to the gates of the underworld, for when I was in my trance there was no barrier to my roving. In that way I would be able to see for myself whether our spells had truly sealed the passage against those terrible creatures of black smoke and dank musty vapor.


  I said to Enkidu, “There should be revelry and dancing while I do this. Give the order: have the musicians strike up.”


  Almost at once the sound of trumpets and fifes filled the air. I bent low over my drum and began the slow quiet tapping I knew so well. I felt myself in the presence of the great mystery of mysteries, which is the life beyond life that the gods alone can know. All awareness of the solid world about me faded. There was only my drum and my drumstick, and the steady subtle rhythm of my drumming. It took possession of my soul. It seized me, it lifted me. I saw an aura coming out of the tunnel, rising like flame, cool and blue. There was a buzzing in my ears, a droning, a crackling. I felt a stirring within my body, as though some wild thing were moving about inside me. My breath came fast; my vision dimmed. I was overflowing; a sea was rising out of me and engulfing me.


  But then just as the full ecstasy was about to come upon me, and I was making ready to launch myself from my body, there came a shriek from behind me that cut through my soul as an axe cuts through wood, and ripped me from my trance; a shrill harsh outcry, piercing and fierce, over and over.


  “Utu! Utu! Utu!”


  Gods, what a scream! The unearthly sound jolted me and shook me and stunned me. I went numb and pitched forward, all but insensible, as though I had been struck between the shoulders. Enkidu caught me by the shoulders and held me, or I would have toppled down the tunnel; but my drum and my drumstick fell from my frozen hands. I watched with horror as I saw them disappear into the dark mouth of the nether world.


  At once almost without thinking I started to scramble down after them. But Enkidu, still gripping my shoulders, hauled me roughly back and flung me to one side as though I were a sack of barley. “Not you!” he cried angrily. “You must not go into that place, Gilgamesh!” And before I could say or do anything he ran down the steps that led into the earth, and vanished entirely from sight in that black pit.


  Dazed, I peered after him. I could not speak. There was an overwhelming silence all about me: the musicians were motionless, the dancers were still. Out of that silence rose a single sound, a muffled sobbing or whimpering that came from a girl of eight or ten years who lay writhing on the ground not far away, held down by one of the priests. It was she who had screamed in that terrible way and had broken my trance; I saw that the beating of my drum must have worked on her soul much as it did on mine, but even more powerfully. The drumming had driven her not into the trance of ecstasy but into a terrible fit, under the force of which her mind had given way. Her convulsions still continued. They were frightful to behold.


  And Enkidu? Where was Enkidu? Trembling, I stared into the tunnel, and saw only blackness. I found my voice and called his name, or croaked it, rather, and heard nothing. I called again, more loudly. Silence. Silence. “Enkidu!” I cried, and it was a great wail of pain and loss. I was sure he had been set upon by the minions of Ereshkigal; perhaps they had already carried him off to hell. “Wait!” I shouted. “I’m coming after you!”


  “You must not,” said my mother sharply, and suddenly three or four men were at my elbows ready to hold me back. If they had tried to restrain me I would have hurled them over the city wall into the river. But there was no need of that, for just then I heard the sound of a choking cough close by in the tunnel, and Enkidu came slowly up out of it. He was holding my drum and my drumstick in his hand.


  He looked ghostly. He was like one who had returned from the dead. All color was gone from his skin: his face seemed bleached, so pale was it. His hair and beard were gray with dust, and his white robe was badly soiled. Great tangles of cobwebs were snarled about his body, and even over his mouth; he was trying to brush at them with his shoulders as he emerged into the light. He stood there a moment dazzled and blinking. There was a look in his eyes of such wildness, such strangeness, that I scarcely knew him to be my friend. Those who had been standing near me backed away. I felt almost like backing away from him myself.


  “I have brought back your drum and your drumstick, Gilgamesh,” he said in a voice like cinders and ashes. “They fell a long way: they were beyond the second gate. But I went on my hands and knees until I touched them in the dark.”


  I stared at him, appalled. “It was madness. You should not have gone into that tunnel.”


  “But you had dropped your drum,” he said, in that same strange whisper. He shivered and rubbed his shoulder against his face again, and coughed and sneezed from the dust. “I had to try to bring it back. I know how important it is to you.”


  “But the dangers—the evils—”


  Enkidu shrugged. “Here is your drum, Gilgamesh. Here is your drumstick.”


  I took them from him. They did not feel right; it was as if they had lost eleven parts out of twelve of their weight. They were so light I thought they might float out of my grasp. Enkidu nodded. “Yes,” he said. “They are different now. I think the god-strength must have gone out of them. It is a terrible place, down there.” He shuddered once more. “I could not see anything. But as I crawled, I felt bones breaking beneath me. Old dry bones. There is a carpet of bones in that tunnel, Gilgamesh. People have gone down into it before me. But I think I may have been the first one to come out.”


  Something hung in the air between us like a curtain. The strangeness that had come upon him in that other world now screened his soul from mine. I felt I could not reach him; I felt almost as though I did not know him any longer. A sense of irretrievable loss choked my soul. The Enkidu I had known had vanished. He had been to a place I dared not enter and he had returned with knowledge that I would never be able to comprehend.


  “Tell me what you saw there,” I said. “Were there demons?”


  “I told you: it was dark. I saw nothing. But I felt their presence. I felt them all around me.” He gestured toward the gaping tunnel. “You should close up that pit, brother, and never open it again. Seal the door, and seal it again and seven times over.”


  I thought I would burst with rage, to see him so shattered for the sake of my drum. How could I call back the moment? Cling to the drum lest it fall into that hole, cling to Enkidu lest he go rushing off after it? But all that was engraved forever in the book of time. Bitterly I said, “I will seal it, yes. But it is too late, Enkidu! If only you had not gone down there—!”


  He smiled a faint wan smile. “I would do it for you again, if I had to. But I hope I will not have to.” Then he came close to me. I could smell the dry smell of the dust and cobwebs that were on him. In a voice like a torch that has gone out he said, “I saw nothing while I was in the underworld because everything was black there. But there was one thing I saw that I saw with my heart and not with my eyes, and it was myself, Gilgamesh, my own body, which the vermin were devouring as though it were an old cloak. Those were my own bones I crawled on in that tunnel. And now I am frightened, old friend. I am very frightened.” He put his arms lightly to my shoulders and gave me a dusty embrace. Gently he said, “I am sorry that your drum has lost its god-strength. I would have brought it back to you as it was, if I could have done it. You know that: I would have brought it back to you as it was.”
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  I THINK it was the next day that Enkidu’s illness began. He complained that his hand, the one he had injured when forcing the gate in the forest of cedars, felt chilled. An hour or two later he spoke of a stiffness and a soreness in that arm. Then he said he was feverish, and took to his bed.


  “It is as it was in my dream,” he said gloomily to me. “The gods have met in council, and they have decreed that I am the one who must die, because you are king.”


  “You will not die,” I said with a loving anger in my voice. “No one dies of a soreness in the arm! You must have hurt it again while you were crawling about in that foul tunnel. I have sent for the healers: they will set you aright before nightfall.”


  He shook his head. “I tell you I am dying, Gilgamesh.”


  It frightened and maddened me to hear him so weary and faint. He was yielding to whatever demon had seized him, and that was not like him. “I will not have it!” I cried. “I will not let you die!” I knelt beside his bed. He was flushed and his forehead was shiny with sweat. Urgently I said, “Brother, I cannot abide losing you. I beg you: speak no more of dying. The healers are on their way, and they will make you well again.”


  I watched over him as a lioness watches over her cub. He muttered, he moaned, his eyes were veiled by a film. He said that his head hurt him and his mouth pricked him, his eyes troubled him, his ears were singing. His throat choked him, his neck muscles hurt. His breast, his shoulders, and his loins hurt him; his fingers were cramped; his stomach was inflamed; his bowels were hot. His hands, his feet, and his knees were aching. There was no part of his body that did not trouble him. He lay trembling, gripped by death or the fear of death, and I felt for his sake that fear as well. Seeing him in mortal terror I was reminded of my own mortality, which tormented me like a knife in my flesh. It was the old enemy, and though he was coming to call not on me but on my friend, he could not but awaken my own fear of him. But I was determined: I had already resolved not to yield to death myself, nor would I allow him to have Enkidu.


  I did whatever seemed useful. Perhaps it was the presence of the drum in the palace that was afflicting him, I thought, by carrying some taint of the nether world. I did not know, but I would not take the chance. The drum was hateful to me now. I ordered priests to take it outside the city walls and burn it, using such rites as will dispel those spirits. Greatly did I lament its loss, but I would not keep it by me if it made Enkidu ill. So the drum was burned. Yet Enkidu did not recover.


  The healers came, the most skilled diviners and exorcists in the city. The first who viewed him was old Namennaduma, the royal baru-priest, the great diviner. His consultation was lengthy; for several hours he studied Enkidu, consulting the omens so that he could make a preliminary diagnosis and prognosis. Then he summoned me to the sickroom and said, “There is great danger.”


  “Drive it away, seer, or you will find yourself in danger even greater,” I said.


  Namennaduma must have heard such threats before: my harsh words did not seem to trouble him. Calmly he replied, “We will treat him. But we must know more. Tonight we will consult the stars, and tomorrow we will do the divination by sheep’s-liver. And then the treatment can begin.”


  “Why wait so long? Do your divining today!”


  “Today is not auspicious,” the baru-priest said. “It is an unlucky time of the month, and the moon is unfavorable.” I could not argue with that. So off he went to study the stars, and into the room came the azu, the water-knower, the man of medicines. This doctor touched his hand to Enkidu’s breast and to his cheek, and nodded and scowled, and took certain powders from his pouch. Then he said to me, as though I were some sort of azu myself, “We will give him the powder of anadishsha and the ground seeds of duashbur, mixed into beer and water. That will cool the fever. And for his pain, the lees of the dried vine and the oil of the pine tree, made into a poultice. And to help him sleep, the powdered seeds of nigmi, and an extract of the roots and trunk of arina, combined with myrrh and thyme, in beer.”


  Hope made my breath come short. “And will he be healed, then?” I asked.


  With some irritation the water-knower replied, “He will be in less pain, and his fever will relent. Healing must come afterward, if it comes at all.”


  That night Enkidu slept only a little, and I none at all.


  In the morning Namennaduma returned. His face was grim, but he refused to speak of what he had learned in the stars, and when I commanded him to tell me he simply peered at me as if I were a madman. “It is not a simple prognosis,” he said, and shrugged. “We must do the liver-divination now.”


  A statue of the healing-god Ninib, son of Enlil, was brought into the room. A small white sheep was tethered in front of it. I stared at that little sad-eyed animal as though it held the power of life and death over Enkidu itself. Namennaduma performed prayers and purifications and libations, and slaughtered the sheep. Then with brisk swift strokes he cut open its belly and drew forth the steaming liver, which he examined with the skill of his sixty years of this art. He studied the position it had held within the belly of the sheep—“the palace of the liver,” he called it—and then he pored over the liver itself, its lobes and veins, its curves and indentations, its little fingerlike projections. At length he looked up at me and said, “The shanu is double and so is the niru. That is an evil omen, king.”


  “Find a better one,” I said.


  “See, king, this: there is a lump of flesh at the bottom of the na.”


  I felt my anger rising. “So? What of it?”


  Namennaduma grew uneasy. He sensed the stirring and heating of my wrath, and knew what it could mean for him. But if I had hoped to frighten him into finding an answer that would comfort me, I did not succeed. Straightaway he replied, “It means that a curse lies on the sick one. He will die.”


  His voice fell upon my ears like mallets. Now I was enraged. There was thunder in my brain. I came close to striking him. “We will all die!” I roared. “But not yet, not so soon! A curse on you, for your foul omens! Look again, baru-priest! Find the true truth!”


  “Shall I deceive you with the words you prefer to hear, then?”


  He delivered those blunt words in so quiet and unflinching a tone that my fury at once went from me: I realized I was in the presence of a man of strength and majesty, who would not bend the truth of his art even if it were to cost him his life. I brought myself into check and when I could speak in a normal voice again I said, “The truth is what I want. I have no liking for the truth you offer me: but at the least I admire the way you tell it. You are a man of honor, Namennaduma.”


  “I am an old man. If I anger you and you slay me, what is that to me? But I will not lie to please you.”


  “Are all the omens bad?” I asked, speaking softly, cajolingly, almost begging him.


  “They are not good. But he is a man of immense strength. That may yet save him, if we follow the right procedures. I promise nothing: but there is a chance. It is a very small chance, king.”


  “Do what can be done. Save him.”


  The baru-priest laid his hand gently on my arm. “You understand it is forbidden to physicians to treat one whose case is hopeless. That is a defiance of the gods: we may not do it.”


  “I’m aware of that. But you have just said there is a chance to save him.”


  “A very small one. Another diviner might say the case is hopeless, and refuse to continue. I tell you this, king, because I want you to remember that there are perils in going against the wishes of the gods.”


  With an impatient sigh I said, “So there are. Now call in the exorcist and the water-knower, and set them to the task of healing my brother!”


  And so they went to their work.


  An army of healers surrounded Enkidu’s bed. Some busied themselves with sacrifices and libations, pouring out milk, beer, wine, bread, fruit, enough to feed a legion of gods, and killing any number of lambs and goats and suckling pigs. While that was going on the ashiptu, the exorcist, began his incantations. “Seven are they, seven are they, in the Ocean Deep seven are they,” he chanted. “Ashakku unto the man, bringing fever. Namtaru unto the man, bringing disease. The evil spirit Utukku unto the man, against his neck. The evil demon Alu unto the man, against his breast. The evil ghost Ekimmu unto the man, against his belly. The evil devil Gallu unto the man, against his hand. The evil god Ilu unto the man, against his foot. Seven are they; evil are they. These seven together have seized upon him: they devour his body like a consuming fire. Against them I will conjure.”


  As he chanted, I paced the room, counting my steps a thousand times from wall to wall. I felt the god closing his fist on Enkidu: it was an agony for me. He lay with clouded eyes and thickened breath, scarcely seeming to understand what was taking place. The rituals proceeded for hours. When the healers left, I remained by the bedside. “Brother?” I murmured. “Brother, do you hear me?” He heard nothing. “The gods have chosen to spare my life, but you are the price I must pay! Is that it? Is that it? Ah, it is too much, Enkidu!” He said nothing. I began to speak the words of the great lamentation over him, slowly, haltingly, but I got no more than a little way. It was too soon to speak those words for Enkidu: I could not do it. “Brother, will you go from me?” I asked. “Will I ever see you again?” He did not hear me; he was lost in a fevered dream.


  During the night he awakened and began to speak. His voice was clear and his mind seemed clear, but he showed no sign of knowing that I was there. He spoke of that time he had hurt his hand in the forest of cedars, in order to spare the beautiful gate; and he said aloud that if he had known then that any such affliction as this would come upon him as a result, he would have raised his axe and split that gate like a curtain of reeds. Then he spoke bitterly of the trapper Ku-ninda, who had discovered him on the steppe. “I call curses down on him, for putting me in the hands of the city people!” Enkidu cried, in a hoarse crazed way that frightened me. “Let him lose all his wealth! Let the beasts he would trap escape from his snares! Let him be denied the joy of his heart!” He was silent a time, calmer, and I thought he had returned to sleep. But suddenly he sat up and raved again, this time speaking of the sacred harlot Abisimti: “I curse the woman too!” He had been wild and simple, he said, and she had forced him to see things as men see them. He had not felt sorrow, or loneliness, or the fear of death, until she had caused him to understand that such things existed. Even the joy she had brought him was tainted, said Enkidu: for now that he was dying he felt a stabbing pain at the thought of the loss of that joy. But for her he would have remained ignorant and innocent. Bitterly he said, “Let this be her doom for all time to come: she will wander the streets forever! Let her stand in the shadow of the wall! Let drunken men strike her and use her foully!” He rolled over toward the wall, coughing, growling, muttering. Then once more he subsided.


  I waited, fearful that the next he would curse would be Gilgamesh. I dreaded that, even if his mind was in disarray. But he did not curse me. When next he opened his eyes he looked straight at me and said, in his normal voice, “Why, brother, is it the middle of the night?”


  “I think it is.”


  “The fever is easing, perhaps. Have I been dreaming?”


  “Dreaming, yes, and raving, and talking aloud. But the medicines must be having their effect.”


  “Raving? What sort of things have I said?”


  I told him that he had spoken of the gate at which he had injured himself, and of the trapper, and of the harlot Abisimti, and that he had cursed them all, for leading him to this pass.


  He nodded. His brow darkened. For a troubled moment he did not speak. Then he said, “And did I curse you too, brother?”


  Shaking my head I answered, “No. Not me.”


  His relief was immense. “Ah. Ah. How afraid I was that I might have done it!”


  “You did not.”


  “But if I had, it would have been the fever speaking, not Enkidu. You know that.”


  “Yes. I know that.”


  He smiled. “I have been too harsh, brother. It was not the gate’s fault that I hurt myself. Nor Ku-ninda’s, that I was snared. Nor Abisimti’s. Is it possible to call back curses, do you think?”


  “I think it can be done, brother.”


  “Then I call back mine. If it were not for the trapper and the woman, I would never have known you. I’d not have learned to eat bread fit for gods, and drink the wine of kings. I’d not have been clothed with noble garments, and had glorious Gilgamesh for my brother. So let the trapper prosper. Yes, and the woman, why, let no man scorn her. Let kings and princes and nobles love her, and heap up carnelian and lapis and gold for her, and forsake their wives for her. Let her enter into the presence of the gods. There! I call back my curses!” He looked at me strangely and in a different voice said, “Gilgamesh, am I going to die soon?”


  “You will not. The healers are doing their work on you. A little while longer, and you will be your old self again.”


  “Ah. Ah. How good it will be to rise from this bed, and run and hunt beside you, brother! A little while longer, you say?”


  “Just a little while.” What else could I say? Why not let him have an hour of peace amid his pain? And hope was rising in me for his return to health. “Sleep now, Enkidu. Rest. Rest.”


  He nodded and closed his eyes. I watched him nearly until dawn, when I fell asleep myself. I was awakened by the healers returning, bringing beasts for the morning sacrifices. Quickly I looked toward Enkidu. He had not sustained the night’s recovery. He seemed feverish again, and wandering in delirium. But I suppose there will be many relapses, I told myself, before this thing is lifted from him.


  That day they did the divination by oil-bubble and water, gathering around in a little circle to observe the patterns the oil made as it floated in the cup. “Look,” said one, “the oil sinks and rises again!” And another said, “It moves in an easterly direction. It disperses and covers the cup.” I did not trouble to ask what these omens meant. I had become certain of Enkidu’s restoration.


  They performed the incantation of Eridu on him. The priests fashioned a figure of Enkidu out of dough, and sprinkled the water of the incantation on it: water the life-giver, water the all-cleansing. By prayer and ritual they drew a demon from him into a pot of water, which they broke, spilling the demon into the fireplace. They took another demon out in a piece of string, which they tied in knots. They peeled an onion, throwing the peels one by one into the fire, demon after demon. There were many more such spells.


  Meanwhile the physician went about his work also, setting out his potions of cassia and myrtle and asafoetida and thyme, his bark of willow and fig and pear, his ground turtle-shell and powdered snake-skin, and the rest. Both salt and saltpeter figured in his healing draughts, and beer and wine, and honey, and milk. I noticed the exorcists looking sourly toward the doctor as he mixed his medicines, and he at them: no doubt there is some rivalry between them, each thinking that he alone is the true worker of the cure. But I know that one is useless without the other. The medicines ease pain and make swellings go down and soothe the chilled brow, but unless the demons be driven out as well, what good are the potions? It is the demons who bring the sickness in the first place.


  Because I knew that the illness of Enkidu came by decree of the gods, to punish us for our pride in killing Huwawa and destroying the Bull of Heaven, I felt I should take the medicines too. Perhaps the same disease lurked in me as in Enkidu, though I had been spared its effects by divine command; and perhaps Enkidu would not be rid of his affliction until I too had been purified. So whatever potion Enkidu drank I swallowed also, and foul-tasting stuff it was, most of it. I gagged and choked and retched over it, but I drank it all down, though often it left me dizzy the better part of an hour afterward. Did I achieve anything by doing that? Who knows? The ways of the gods are beyond our comprehension. The thoughts of a god are like deep waters: who can fathom them?


  Some days Enkidu seemed stronger. Some days he seemed weaker. For three days running he lay with his eyes closed, moaning and making no sense. Then he awakened and sent for me. He looked pale and strange. The fever had ravaged his flesh: he was hollow-cheeked and his skin hung loosely on his frame. He stared at me. His eyes were dark glowing stars ablaze in the caverns of his face. Suddenly I saw the unmistakable hand of death resting on his shoulder, and I wanted to weep.


  I felt utterly helpless. I the son of divine Lugalbanda, I the king, I the hero, I the god: for all my power, helpless. Helpless.


  He said, “I dreamed again last night, Gilgamesh.”


  “Tell me.”


  His voice was calm. He spoke as though he were twelve thousand leagues away. “I heard the heavens moan,” he said, “and I heard the earth respond. I stood alone and there was an awful being before me. His face was as dark as that of the black bird of the storm, and his talons were the talons of an eagle. He seized me and held me fast in his claws: I was crushed up against him, and I was smothering. Then he changed me, brother, he turned my arms to wings covered with feathers like a bird’s. He looked at me, and led me away, down to the House of Darkness, down to the dwelling of Ereshkigal the queen of hell: along the road from which there is no way back, down to the house which no one leaves. He took me into that dark place where the dwellers sit in darkness, and have dust for their bread and clay for their meat.”


  I stared at him. I could say nothing.


  “I saw the dead ones. They are clad like birds, with wings for garments. They see no light, they dwell in darkness. I went into the House of Dust and I saw the kings of the earth, Gilgamesh, the masters, the high rulers, and they were without their crowns. They were waiting on the demons like servants, bringing them baked meats, pouring cool water from the waterskins. I saw the priests and priestesses, the seers, the chanters, all the holy ones: what good had their holiness done them? They were servants.” His eyes were hard and glittering, like gleaming bits of obsidian. “Do you know who I saw? I saw Etana of Kish, who flew in heaven: there he was, down below! I saw gods there: they had horns on their crowns, they were preceded by thunder as they walked. And I saw Ereshkigal the queen of hell, and her recorder Belit-seri, who knelt down before her, marking the tally of the dead on a tablet. When she saw me she lifted her head and said, ‘Who has brought this one here?’ Then I awoke, and I felt like a man who wanders alone in a terrible wasteland, or like one who has been arrested and seized and whose heart pounds with fright. O brother, brother, let some god come to your gate, and strike out my name and write his own in its place!”


  I was all pain, everywhere in my soul, and I think in my breast also, as I listened to this. I said, “I will pray to the great gods for you. It is a dire dream.”


  “I will die soon, Gilgamesh. You will be alone again.”


  What could I say? What could I do? Sorrow froze me. Alone again, yes. I had not forgotten those days of bleakness before the coming of my friend and brother. Alone again, as I had been before. Those words were like a knell to all my joy. I was chilled; I had no strength.


  He said, “How strange it will be for you, brother. You will journey here and you will journey there, and the time will come when you turn to me to say, Enkidu, do you see the elephant in the marsh, Enkidu, shall we scale that city’s walls? And I will not answer you. I will not be beside you. You will have to do those things without me.”


  There was a hand at my throat. “It will be very strange, yes.”


  He sat up a little way and turned his head toward me. “Your eyes look different today. Are you crying? I don’t think I’ve ever seen you cry before, brother.” He smiled. “I feel very little pain now.”


  I nodded. I knew why that was. Sorrow bent me like a weight of stone.


  Then the smile faded and in a harsh somber voice he said, “Do you know what I regret most, brother, apart from leaving you to be alone? I regret that because of the curse of the great goddess I must die in this shameful way, in my bed, wasting slowly away. The man who falls in battle dies a happy death: but I must die in shame.”


  That did not matter to me as it did to him. The thing that I struggled with then had nothing to do with such delicate matters as shame and pride. I was already bereaved while he still lived; I suffered his loss. It made no difference to me how or where that loss had been inflicted.


  “Death is death, however it may come,” I said, shrugging.


  “I would have had it come in a different way,” said Enkidu.


  I could say nothing. He was in the grip of death and we both knew it, and words would not alter anything now. The baru-priest Namennaduma had known it from the first, and had tried to tell me, but in my blindness I would not see the truth. Enkidu’s death had come to him; and Gilgamesh the king was helpless against it.
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  HE LINGERED eleven days more. His suffering increased each day, until I could barely bring myself to look upon him. But I stayed by his side until the end.


  At dawn on the twelfth day I saw his life leave him. At the last moment it seemed to me in the darkness that there was a faint red haze about him; the haze rose and drifted away, and all was dark. That was how I knew he was dead. I sat in silence, feeling the solitude come rolling in upon me. At first I did not weep, though I remember thinking that the wild ass and the gazelle must be weeping, now. All the wild creatures of the steppes were mourning Enkidu, I thought: even the bear, even the hyena, even the panther. The paths in the forests where he used to dwell would weep for him. The rivers, the streams, the hills.


  I reached out and touched him. Was he growing cold already? I could not tell. He seemed merely to be sleeping, but I knew this was not sleep. The fevers that had burned through him had left their mark on his features in these twelve days, making him gaunt and shrunken; but now he looked almost like his old self, calm, his face at ease. I put my hand to his heart. I could not feel it beating. I rose and drew the linen bedcloth over him, tenderly, as a husband might veil his bride. But I knew that this was no veil, it was a shroud. And then I wept. The tears came slowly at first, tears being very odd to me: I made a little sniveling sound, I felt a warmth at the corners of my eyes, my lips clamped themselves tight together. After a moment of this it was easier. Some dam within me broke, and my grief came freely. I paced back and forth before the couch like a lioness who has been deprived of her cubs. I tore at my hair. I ripped at my fine robes and flung them down as though they were unclean. I raged, I stormed, I roared. No one dared approach me. I was left alone with my terrible grief. I stayed beside the body all that day, and another, and another after that, until I saw that the servants of Ereshkigal were claiming him. I knew then that I had to give him up for burial.


  Therefore I gathered myself together. There was much that I needed to do.


  The parting-ritual, first. I went to the cabinet where such things are kept and brought forth a table made from elammaqu-wood, upon which I set a bowl of lapis and a bowl of carnelian. Into one I poured curds, into the other I poured honey; and I carried the table to the terrace of Utu and put it out into the sunlight as an offering. I said the proper words. When I spoke the great lamentation now it was without faltering.


  Then I called the elders of Uruk to me. They knew, of course, what had happened, and they wore the colors of mourning on their arms. They looked somber, but it was only on account of my loss, not for any loss of their own: Enkidu had meant nothing to them. That angered me some, that they had not perceived Enkidu’s virtues as I had perceived them. But they were only ordinary men: how could they have known, how could they have understood anything. They were ill at ease, seeing how great my grief was. They did not expect that of me, precisely because I was not an ordinary man. They had thought of me as a being beyond mere mortal things like grief: a god dwelling among them, or some such thing. Probably I had done much to foster that belief. But now my eyes were rimmed with red, my face was pale and swollen. They could not comprehend such a show of humanity in me. Gilgamesh the king, Gilgamesh the god—well, yes, but I was also Gilgamesh the man. I had suffered greatly in the splendid isolation of my kingship, though no one about me had realized that I suffered; and then I had found a friend; and now that friend had been stolen from me by the demons. Therefore I wept. What did they expect?


  I said, “I weep for my friend Enkidu. He was the axe at my side, the dagger in my belt, the shield I held before me. He was my brother. The loss is great. The pain cuts deep.”


  “All Uruk mourns your brother,” they told me. “The warriors weep. The people in the streets weep. The ploughmen and the harvesters weep, Gilgamesh.” But their words rang hollow to me. It was the old story: they were telling me what they thought I wanted to hear.


  “We will bury him as though he had been a king,” I said, so they would better comprehend what Enkidu had been.


  They looked startled at that, thinking perhaps that I might have it in mind to send my household staff, or even a few of the elders themselves, into the grave to keep Enkidu company. But I had no such thought. I understood death better now than I had on that day when the household of Lugalbanda had gone one by one under the earth into his tomb; I saw no merit in causing other brothers to weep, and sons and wives, for Enkidu’s sake. So I told them only to prepare for a ceremony of great splendor.


  I called out the finest of the city’s craftsmen, the coppersmiths, the goldsmiths, the lapidaries. I ordered them to make a statue of my friend—the body of gold, the breast of lapis. I had the grave-makers dig a shaft in the open place beside the White Platform and line its walls with bricks of baked clay. I gathered together Enkidu’s weapons and the skins of the animals he had slain, to be buried with him; and also I provided rich treasure to be put beside him, cups and rings and alabaster goblets and jewels and such.


  I went to each temple in turn and formally asked the high priest to take part in the burial of Enkidu. The one temple that I did not visit was the one that I had built for the goddess. In truth it was proper and necessary for Inanna to be present at the funeral of any great man of Uruk; but I did not want her there. I held her responsible for Enkidu’s death: I was certain she had called his doom down upon him with her curses, in her anger at my overshadowing her power in the city. I would not have her at the funeral of the friend she had ripped from me; I would not give her the chance to gloat over the great wound she had inflicted on me. Let her stay huddled in her temple, I thought. No one but her handmaidens had seen her since the day of the loosing of the Bull of Heaven. That was how I preferred it to be.


  But it was not how she preferred it to be. On the day of the funeral I led the march from the palace to the grave-shaft, weeping all the while, and stood beside the priests and my mother as we made the sacrifices of oxen and goats and poured out the libations of milk and honey. The hunter Ku-ninda was with me; the sacred harlot Abisimti was with me also. They had known Enkidu even longer than I, and they mourned him nearly as deeply. Abisimti’s eyes were reddened with weeping, her garments were torn; Ku-ninda, stark and silent, stood with clenched fists and lips clamped tight, holding back fierce sorrow. I had them both aid me in performing the rites. Just as we were coming to the point in the service where the pure cool water is poured as a refreshment for the dead man as he goes to the House of Dust and Darkness, there was a stirring behind me, and I turned and saw Inanna amidst a little group of her priestesses.


  She looked more like hell’s queen than heaven’s. Her face was painted ghostly white, and her eyelids and even her lips were blackened with kohl. She wore a dark stark robe falling straight from her shoulders and her only ornament was a dagger of polished green stone that dangled between her breasts from a lanyard of woven straw about her neck. Her priestesses were clad in the same fashion.


  The ceremony came to a halt. There was a hard crackling silence all about me.


  She looked toward me in the coldest hatred and said, “A funeral, Gilgamesh, without asking the consent of the goddess?”


  “I do as I please today. He was my friend.”


  “Inanna still rules, nevertheless.”


  My glance rested unwaveringly on her eyes. I returned hatred for hatred, frost for frost. In clear measured tones I said, “I will bury my friend without Inanna’s help. Go back to your temple.”


  “I speak for the goddess in Uruk.”


  “And I am king in Uruk. I speak for the gods.” I raised my arm and swept it about broadly. “See, the priests of An and Enlil are here, and the priests of Enki, and the priests of Utu. The gods have given their blessing to the laying to rest of Enkidu. If the goddess is absent today, well, it does not matter so much, I think.”


  She glared at me and for a long moment did not speak, did not even vent breath. She seemed to be swelling up; I thought she would explode. The fury in her face was awesome.


  Then she said, “Beware, Gilgamesh! Your defiance goes beyond the bounds. You have seen already what my curse can do: I would not want to place it on the king of Uruk. But I will if I must, Gilgamesh. I will if I must.”


  In a low cold voice I replied, “You beware also, priestess! Your curse may be dangerous, but so is my sword. I tell you, take yourself away from here this moment, or I will make a libation to Enkidu’s shade with your blood. I tell you: before everyone, Inanna, I will split your belly open.”


  It was a frightful moment. Had anyone ever spoken to the priestess of the goddess in such a way? I was swept by an excitement that was almost like a high drunkenness. I felt giddy. My breath came in quick hard gusts; my heart hammered at the cage of my ribs.


  She stared. “Are you mad?”


  I put my hand to the hilt of my sword. “I will if I must, Inanna. I will if I must. Go, now.”


  I think I would have slain her in front of all Uruk, if she had defied me then. I think she knew that, too. For she gave me one final glare, like the cold fiery glare of that serpent whose eyes breathe poison. But I did not fall; I did not flinch; I returned her glare, fire for fire, chill for chill. And then at last she swung about and went sweeping back with her women toward her temple.


  When she was out of sight I let my arms hang limp and my breath come soft, for I was strung tight as a bow. When I was calm again I turned to the priest who still held the beaker of water and said, “Come, let us continue.”


  He handed me the water, and I poured it out into the grave, and said the words. Afterward I pulled my headband off, and tore my garments, and broke my bracelets and my necklace. My body ached in twenty places; there was a pressure against my eyes, and a heaviness in my breast, and the hand at my throat had tightened until I could scarcely breathe. This was the end of the rite: now Enkidu’s journey into darkness was complete and I had no way to hide from my bereavement. He was gone. I was alone. The pain rose up within me like a fountain and flooded me. I threw myself on the ground and wept for Enkidu for the last time. Then it was done. I grew calm; I lay still; after a while I arose, saying nothing to anyone. With my own hands I sealed the shaft with bricks, and the other priests covered it over with earth.


  I returned to the palace alone. I sat in silence all that day in my innermost chamber, seeing no one. I listened to hear Enkidu’s laughter tumbling in torrents through the halls. Silence. I listened for the sound of his hands slapping against the door to summon me. Silence. I thought of going out to hunt, and imagined myself turning to him to take a javelin from him: he would not be beside me. I felt a hunger for him that I knew could never be eased. Why, I wondered, had I been singled out for such a loss? Because I was king? Because my life had gone only from triumph to triumph, and the gods themselves were jealous of me? Perhaps I had been given Enkidu only so that he might be taken away; perhaps this was all the design of the gods, to let me taste happiness so that I could learn the true taste of grief afterward.


  I was alone. Well, I had been alone before. But it seemed to me, that day of the burial of my friend, that I had never been alone in the way that I was alone now.
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  THEY SAY that all wounds heal in time. I suppose they do, in one way or another, though often they leave thick raised scars in their place. One day flowed into another and I waited for the scars to form over the place where Enkidu had been ripped away. I wandered the halls of my palace and did not hear his laughter, and I did not see his great burly form swaggering about the terraces, and I thought that soon I would become accustomed to his absence; but that did not seem to happen. Every day I was reminded by some little thing that he was no longer here.


  I could not bear it. I had to take myself away from Uruk. Wherever I looked in Uruk I saw the shadow of Enkidu falling across the streets. I heard the echoes of Enkidu’s voice in the jabber of the crowds. There was no place to hide from memory. It was a kind of madness, I think: a pain beyond reason. It invaded every corner of my soul and rendered everything meaningless that once had mattered to me. At first what gnawed at me and ached in my gut was only the loss of Enkidu, but then I came to see that the real source of my pain lay even deeper: it was not so much the death of Enkidu that tormented me, as it was my awareness of the fact of death itself. For I knew that I would, in time, reconcile myself even to the departure of Enkidu: I was not so great a fool as to think that wound would never heal. But how could I reconcile myself to the loss of all the world? How could I reconcile myself to the loss of myself? Again and again in my life I had begun to wrestle with that question, and had stepped aside from it; but the death of Enkidu raised it once more, and this time it could not be avoided. Death will come, Gilgamesh, even for you. That is the thing I saw in the air before my face, the black mocking mask of death. And the knowledge of the inevitability of that death robbed my life of all its joy.


  As on that day of the funeral of my father Lugalbanda long ago I fell into such a sharp terror of dying that I could hardly breathe. I sat upon my high throne, thinking, Enkidu has died and shuffles about now within that place of dust, cloaked like a bird in gloomy feathers, making his evening meal out of cold clay. And soon enough I must go to that dark place too. One day a king in a grand palace, the next a mournful creature flapping his wings in the dust—was that the fate that awaited me? I remembered how as a boy I had vowed to conquer death. Death, you are no match for me! So I had boasted. I was too proud to die; death was an affront I could not bear, and I would deny death his sway over me. But could that be? Death had defeated Enkidu; beyond any doubt death would come for Gilgamesh as well, in his proper time. And the certainty of that drained all strength from me. I did not want to be king any longer. I did not want to perform the sacrifices and pour out the libations and repair the canals and lead my troops in war. Why go to such trouble, when our lives are like the lives of the little green flies that buzz about for a few hours at twilight and then perish? What sense is there in striving so hard? We are given friends and then the friends soon are taken away: better not to have had the friend at all, I thought. And, thinking in that fashion, I came to see all human action as without value or purpose. Flies, flies, buzzing flies: we are nothing more than that, I told myself. Death is the gods’ great joke upon us. What sense in being a king? King of the flies? I would be king no longer. I would flee this city, and go out into the wilderness.


  Thus it was the fear of death that drove me from Uruk. I could not be king any longer: I was an empty man. Under the shadow of the dread of death I went forth alone out of the city.


  I told no one where I was going. I did not know that myself. I did not even say that I was leaving at all. I appointed no regent; I left no instructions for what was to be done in my absence. It was a madness that was upon me. Between midnight and dawn I slipped away, taking no more with me than the little I had carried that time I had fled to Kish when I was a boy.


  Despair governed me. Woe lay heavy on my every thought. Fear nestled like a venomous serpent behind my breastbone. My hair was unkempt: I had not allowed it to be cut since the first day of Enkidu’s illness. My only garments were a lion’s rough hide and a peasant’s sandals: I renounced my elegant robes and cloaks and all of that. I think no one seeing me depart would have recognized me as Gilgamesh the king, so wild and frightful did I look. I scarcely would have known me myself, I think.


  So did I wander dismally off into the steppe, following no plan, seeking no path, hoping only to find some place where I might elude the hounds of death.


  I could not tell you now what route I took. I think I began by going east toward Elam, into that green wilderness where Enkidu first was found, as though I believed I might discover another one just like him out there. But soon I turned north to the land they call Uri, and then I may have swung around to the west where the Martu people dwell, and after that I do not know. I paid no heed to the rising of the sun, or to its setting. I was in a madness. I walked by day or by night, and slept wherever I chose, or did not sleep at all; and I walked without knowing where I was nor where I had been. I am sure, at least, that I was at all times outside the boundaries of the Land. Several times I think I came up against the walls of the world, and looked out into the places that are beyond the compass of the earth. Maybe I went into those places; I do not know. I was in a madness.


  I felt fear of things I had never feared before. One night in a mountain pass where the air was cold and thin and stung the nostrils, the smell came to me of lions: a bitter smell, sour and keen. If I had been Gilgamesh, and had had Enkidu beside me, we would have run up the rocks even though it was dark and hunted those lions for their skins, and made cloaks out of them before we slept. But Enkidu was dead and I was not Gilgamesh: I was no one, I was mad. Fear came over me and made me tremble. I raised my eyes to the moon, which hung like a great white lamp above the sharp peaks, and cried out to Nanna the god, “Protect me, I beg you, for I am afraid.” Those words, I am afraid, sounded strange to me even as I said them: there was that much of Gilgamesh still alive within me. I am afraid. Had I ever spoken those words before? I had been afraid of death, yes, I suppose. But to be afraid of lions?


  Nanna took pity on me. He caused me to fall into a deep sleep despite my fear. I dreamed of gardens and orchards; and when the morning light woke me I saw the lions all around me, rejoicing in life. I felt no fear now. I took my axe in my hand; I drew my dirk from my belt; I ran among those lions like an arrow speeding from the bow, and struck at them and scattered them and killed more than one. That was better than cowering and snuffling in fear. But I was a madman still.


  In another place where the trees were thick and squat and had leaves like sharp little awls I saw the Imdugud-bird perched on a branch with her heavy red talons digging deep into the wood. Or rather the Imdugud-bird saw me, and knew me, and called out, “Where are you going, son of Lugalbanda?”


  “Is that you, Imdugud-bird?”


  She spread her wings, which are like the wings of a great eagle, and preened her head, which is the head of a lioness. Her eyes sparkled as though they were encrusted with jewels. I knew her for what she was.


  I said, “I am in terror of death, Imdugud. I am looking for a place where death cannot find me.”


  She laughed. Her laughter is like the laughter of a lioness, soft and frightful. “Death found Enkidu. Death found Dumuzi. Death found the hero Lugalbanda. Why do you think death will not find Gilgamesh?”


  “Two-thirds of me is god, one-third is human.”


  She laughed again, more harshly, a cackling laugh. “Then two-thirds of you will live, and one-third will die!”


  “You mock me, Imdugud. Why be so cruel?” I held out my hands to her. “What harm have I done to you, that you should mock me? Is it because I drove you from the huluppu-tree? That tree was Inanna’s. It was my duty then to serve Inanna. I asked you gently; I asked you well. Help me, Imdugud.”


  My words seemed to reach her soul. Quietly she said, “How can I help you, son of Lugalbanda?”


  “Tell me where I can go that death will not find me.”


  “Death comes to all mortals, son of Lugalbanda.”


  “To all, without exception?”


  “Without exception,” she said. Then she was silent a time; and then she said, “Indeed there has been one exception. It is one of which you are aware.”


  My heart began to race. Urgently I said, “One who is exempt from dying? I cannot think. Tell me. Tell me!”


  “In your madness and your despair you have forgotten the hero of the Flood.”


  “Ziusudra! Yes!”


  “He dwells eternally in the land of Dilmun. Have you forgotten that, Gilgamesh?”


  I quivered with excitement. It was like a sudden fever. I saw there might be a hope.


  Eagerly I cried, “And if I go to him, Imdugud? What then? Will he share the secret of life with me, if I ask him?”


  I heard the mocking cackle again. “If you ask him? If you ask him? If you ask him?” Her voice was less like a lioness’ now, and more like that of some huge strange crow. She fluttered her great wings. “Ask! Ask! Ask!”


  “Tell me the way, Imdugud!”


  “Ask! Only ask!”


  Now it was becoming harder for me to see her: the air grew thick and the dark needles of the tree seemed to be closing about her. Nor could I hear her easily any longer: her words were losing themselves in the sound of the beating of her wings and the snorting of her laughter.


  “Imdugud?” I cried.


  “Ask! Ask! Ask!”


  There was a sharp cracking sound. The branch fell suddenly from the tree, as branches will do when the season has been very dry. It landed almost at my feet; I leaped back barely in time. When I looked up again I saw no sign of the Imdugud-bird against the pale blue-white sky.
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  ZIUSUDRA. YES, I knew the tale. Who has not heard it?


  This is how the harper Ur-kununna sang it to me, when I was a child in the palace of Lugalbanda:


  A time came long ago when the gods grew weary of mankind. The uproar, the clamor, that rose to heaven out of the Land was annoying to them. It was Enlil who was angriest, exclaiming, “How can I sleep, when they make so much noise?” And he sent a famine to destroy us. For six years there was no rain. Grains of salt rose from the earth and covered the fields, and the crops perished. People ate their own daughters; one house devoured another. But the wise and compassionate Enki took pity on us, and caused the drought to end.


  A second time the anger of Enlil grew hot against mankind, and he hurled plagues upon us; and a second time the mercy of Enki brought us relief. Those who had fallen ill recovered, and new children were born to those who had lost theirs. Once more the world teemed with people, and our noise went up to heaven like the bellowing of a wild bull. Yet again did the rage of Enlil arise. “This clamor is intolerable to me,” said Enlil to the gods meeting in council; and before them all he vowed to destroy the world in a vast flood.


  But the lord of floods is Enki the wise, who dwells in the great abyss. The making of the deluge therefore was given into Enki’s hands; and because Enki loves mankind, he saw to it that the destruction would not be total. There was at that time in the ancient city of Shuruppak a king named Ziusudra, a man of great virtue and piousness. By night Enki came to this king in a dream, and whispered to him, “Leave your house! Build a ship! Abandon your kingdom and save your life!” He told Ziusudra to make his ship as wide as it was long, and to make a roof over it that was as sturdy as the vault that covers the abyss of the ocean; and he was to take the seed of all living things on board the ship when the great flood came.


  Ziusudra said to the god, “I will do your bidding, my lord. But what am I to tell the people and the elders of the city when they see me making ready to depart?”


  To which Enki made this sly response: “Go to them and say to them that you have learned that Enlil has come to hate you, and you cannot live in Shuruppak any longer, or set your foot in any territory where Enlil rules. Therefore you are taking refuge in the great deep, to dwell with your lord Enki. But when you are gone, tell them, Enlil will shower down abundance on the people of Shuruppak: the choicest birds, the finest fishes, a rain of wheat. Tell them that, Ziusudra.”


  So at the coming of dawn the king gathered his household about himself and gave the order for the building of the ship. All of them took part in the toil, even the small children, who carried the baskets of pitch. On the fifth day Ziusudra laid the keel and the ribs. The walls were a hundred twenty cubits in height, and the sides of the deck were a hundred twenty cubits in length, and the floor was the size of a field. He built six decks, and divided the interior into nine sections with sturdy bulkheads between. He drove in the water-plugs where they belonged, he had a supply of punting-poles laid aside. The caulking alone required a whole measure of oil. Every day he slaughtered bullocks and sheep for the workmen, and gave them wine both red and white as though it were river water, so that they might feast as they did on the day of the new year. On the seventh day the ship was finished.


  The launching was a difficult one: they had to shift the ballast about until the ship sat deep in the water. Then the king loaded all his gold and all his silver into her and put on board all the people of his household and all his craftsmen, and also animals of every kind, bringing them two by two, both the tame beasts of the pastures and the wild creatures of the field. The hour of the downpour would soon be at hand, he knew.


  The sky darkened and the wind began to blow. Ziusudra went on board the ship himself and battened down her hatches. At dawn a black cloud appeared on the horizon; there was thunder, and a terrible wind. The gods rose up against the world, and lightning flashed: the torches of the gods, setting the world ablaze with their flashing. Tempests roared, and the rains came sweeping down. And the Land was shattered like a pot that has been tossed against a wall.


  All day long the storm-winds blew out of the south, growing more terrible the longer they raged. The flood-waters gathered their force and fell on the Land like a conquering army. There was no daylight; no one could see anything; the crests of the mountains were submerged. The gods themselves became fearful of the deluge and shrank back, ascending into the loftiest heaven, the heaven of the Sky-father. There they cowered like dogs, crouching against the outer bulwark. Inanna the Queen of Heaven wept and cried out like a woman in childbirth to see her people tumbling into the sea. The gods wept with her. Humbled and frightened by the forces they had let loose, they sat bowed and trembling, and they wept.


  Six days and six nights the wind blew and the tempest and the rain swept the land. On the seventh day the storm abated: the flood-waters no longer rose, the turbulent sea became still. Ziusudra opened the hatch of his ship and came out on deck. What he beheld struck him to his knees with terror. All was still. But he could see no land, only water stretching in every direction to the horizon. In awe and fear he covered his head and wept, for he knew that all mankind had returned to clay except those he had saved aboard his ship, and he saw that the world and everything that was in it had perished.


  He sailed on and on in that great expanse of sea, seeking a coast; and in time he saw the dark massive slopes of Mount Nisir standing above the water. He went toward it; and there the ship came to rest. She held fast and could not budge. Three days, four days, five days, six, the ship rested against the side of the mountain. On the seventh, Ziusudra set free a dove; but she found no resting place, and returned. He loosed a swallow; but the swallow had nowhere to alight, and she too came back. Then Ziusudra let a raven loose. The bird flew high and far, and saw that the waters had begun to retreat: he flew about in a wide circle, he found something to eat, he cawed, flew off, and did not return to the ship. Then Ziusudra opened all the hatches to the four winds and the sunlight. He went out onto mountain, and poured a libation, and set out seven holy vessels and seven more, and he burned cane and cedarwood and myrtle to the gods who had spared him. The gods smelled the savor of the sacrifice, and they came to enjoy it. Inanna was one of those who came, clad in all the jewels of heaven. And she cried, “Yes, come, O ye gods! Let all of you come. But let Enlil not come, for he is the one who brought this deluge on my people!”


  Nevertheless Enlil came. He looked about in fury and demanded to know how it had come to pass that some human souls had escaped destruction. “You should ask that of Enki,” said Ninurta, the warrior, the god of wells and canals. And Enki stepped forward, and said boldly to Enlil, “It was a senseless thing to bring on this deluge. In your wrath you destroyed the sinner and the innocent alike. It was too much. It was far too much. If you had sent a wolf to punish the evil ones, or a lion, or even another famine, or a pestilence—yes, that might have been sufficient. But not this terrible flood! Now mankind is gone, Enlil, and all the world is drowned. Only this ship and its people survive. And that has happened only because Ziusudra the wise king saw the plans of the gods in a dream, and took action to save himself and his people. Go to him, Enlil. Speak with him. Forgive him. Show him your love.”


  Enlil’s heart was moved by compassion. He had seen the devastation worked by the flood, and sorrow overwhelmed him. So he went on board the ship of Ziusudra. He took the king by one hand and the king’s wife by the other, and drew them to his side, and touched their foreheads to bless them. And Enlil said, “You have been mortal, but you are mortal no longer. Henceforth you shall be like gods, and live far away from mankind, at the mouth of the rivers, in the golden land of Dilmun.”


  Thus were Ziusudra and his wife rewarded. There in the land of Dilmun they live to this day, eternal, undying, those two by whose faith and perseverance the world was reborn in the days when Enlil sent the Flood to scour mankind to destruction.


  Such was the tale I heard from the harper Ur-Kununna, when I was a child in the palace of Lugalbanda.
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  I WANDERED on, in misery and madness; but now my wandering had a purpose, mad and miserable though it might be. I could not tell you how many months it was I marched, nor across what steppes and valleys and plains. Sometimes the sun hung before me like a vast angry eye of white fire, sending up shimmering heat-waves that dizzied me as I plodded toward it; and sometimes the sun was pale and low on the horizon behind me, or to my left. I could not tell you which directions those were. I found rivers and swam them; I doubt that they were either of the Two Rivers of the Land. I crossed swamps and places where the moist sand was like muck beneath me. I crossed dunes and dry wastes. I made my way through thickets of thorny canes that slashed me like vengeful enemies. I fed on the flesh of hares and boars and beavers and gazelles, and where there were none of those I ate the meat of lions and jackals and wolves, and when I found no animals of any kind I ate roots and nuts and berries; and where there was nothing at all to eat, I ate nothing at all, and it did not matter to me. Divine strength was in me. Divine purpose was upon me.


  I came in time to a mountain that I knew must be the one called Mashu, which every day keeps watch over the rising and the setting of the sun. I knew it to be Mashu because its twin summits reached to the vault of heaven and its breasts reached down to the gates of the nether world. There is only one mountain like that on the earth. They say that scorpion-men guard its gate, creatures that are half man and half monster, with arching tails of many joints that hold a fatal sting. So fearsome are these scorpion-men, so it is said, that the radiance of their eyes is terrifying; a splendor comes from them that gleams like fire in the cliffs; their glance alone strikes death. Perhaps it is so. I saw no scorpion-men when I made my ascent of Mashu. Or rather, I encountered some poor sad things that were monstrous enough, though far from terrifying, and it may be that others, hearing of them at second or third report, have construed them into frightful monsters. It is often that way with travelers’ tales, I suspect.


  But I will not deny that I felt a tremor of fear when I met the first of these creatures as I came up the middle of Mashu to the flattened place that lies between the two peaks. It must have been watching me some time before I spied it, standing on high ground well above me, its arms folded calmly.


  By Enlil, it was strange to behold! I suppose it was more a man than anything else, but its skin was dark and hard and horny where I could see it, much like the crust of some scuttling sea-creature, or, yes, like the hard covering of a scorpion. I came at once to a halt when I saw it, remembering what I had heard of the guardians of this mountain and their lethal gaze. I flung my arm quickly across my eyes and looked down. My heart leaped in dismay.


  In a language much like that of the desert folk, the scorpion-creature said, “You have nothing to fear from me, stranger. We get few enough visitors here: it would be a pity to murder them.”


  Those words steadied me. I grew calm, and I lowered my arm and stared at the creature unafraid. “Is this the mountain called Mashu?” I asked.


  “It is.”


  “Then I am very far from home indeed.”


  “Where is your home, and why have you left it?”


  “I am of Uruk the city,” I replied, “and Gilgamesh is my name. And I have left my home because I seek something that cannot be found there.”


  “Gilgamesh? Is that not the king’s name, in Uruk?”


  “How do you know that, in these far-off mountains?”


  “Ah, my friend, everyone knows Gilgamesh the king, who is two parts a god and one part mortal! Is there a happier man on earth than he?”


  “I think there must be,” I said. Slowly I walked up the rock-strewn path until I stood on a level with the scorpion-creature. I said in a quiet way, “You should know that I am Gilgamesh the king. Or was, for I have left my kingship a long way behind me.” We studied each other, face to face, neither of us, I suppose, quite knowing what to make of the other. My terror of the creature was altogether gone, though the strangeness of its skin awakened shivers in me. Whether the scorpion-being was part demon, or merely some pitiful thing deformed at birth, I could not tell you: but its eyes, staring out from that horror of a face, were sad gentle eyes, and I have never seen any demon whose eyes were sad and gentle.


  After a time the creature turned, beckoning me to follow, and in a slow clumsy hobbling way it went around the curve of the hill to a little hut made of flat rocks and twisted boughs. There was a second scorpion-being there, a woman even more hideous than the other, with thick yellowish skin that rose in jagged crests and ridges like a heavy armor. Had the scorpion-man somehow managed to find a mate who shared his affliction? Or was this woman his sister, who had had the deformity from the same blood? I never learned which. Perhaps she was mate and sister both: the gods grant that those two do not engender a race of their sort upon our world! Hideous though she was, she was kindly, and fell to work at once brewing a sort of tea of tree-needles and ground nuts to offer me. The hour was late, the air was thin, the day was growing cold. Stars could be seen against the dismal gray of the afternoon sky.


  The man-creature said, “This wanderer is Gilgamesh king of Uruk, whose body is of the flesh of the gods.”


  “Ah,” she said, as unsurprised as if he had told her, “This is the goatherd Kish-udul,” or “This is the fisherman Ur-shuhadak.” She poured the tea into a crude black clay beaker and handed it to me. “Even if he is a god, he will want something warm to drink,” she said.


  “I am not a god,” I told her. “I have a god’s blood in me, but I am mortal.”


  “Ah,” she said.


  The other said, “He has come here seeking something, but he has not told me what it is.”


  The woman shrugged. “He will not find it here, whatever it may be.” And to me she said, “There is nothing here at all. This is a bleak and empty place.”


  “What I seek lies beyond this place.”


  Again she shrugged, and sipped her tea in silence. It seemed that she did not care why I was here, or what I sought. Well, why should she care? What was Gilgamesh and his pain to her? Here she lived in this terrible place, in this loathsome body, and if a wandering sorrowful king came along one cold gray afternoon in search of mysteries and fantasies, what was that to her? I studied her closely for a time. Her face was all folds and crevices, monstrous and repellent. But I saw that her eyes were soft and warm within that hideous shell, tender eyes, a woman’s eyes. It was as though she had been attacked and devoured whole by something ghastly and strange, and now peered out from within its husk.


  But the other had more curiosity. “What is it you search for, Gilgamesh?” he asked.


  “In Uruk,” I said, “a stranger came to me—Enkidu was his name—and we fell into a friendship that held us with a bond stronger than any bond I know, stronger even than the bond between lover and beloved. He was my friend. He and I endured all manner of hardships together, and we loved each other dearly.”


  “And then he died?”


  “You know that too?” I said, startled.


  “I know nothing. But I see your grief like a black cloud about you.”


  “I wept for him day and night. I would not even give him up for burial, until I saw that it had to be done. Perhaps I thought that if I wept enough, my friend would come back to life. But he did not. And since he died my own life has been empty. Since he died I have wandered in the wilderness like a hunter. No: like a madman. I see nothing awaiting me but death, and the knowledge of that death drains my life of all life. Death is my enemy.” I looked the scorpion-man close in the eyes. “I mean to vanquish death!” I cried.


  “We all must die,” said the woman in a dull downcast way. “It comes none too soon.”


  Fiercely I said, “For you, maybe!”


  “It comes, whether we want it to or not. I say, better to accept it than to do battle against it. It is a battle no one can win.”


  I shook my head. “You are wrong. How long ago was the Flood? Ziusudra still lives!”


  “By special favor of the gods,” she said. “He is the only one. That will not happen again.”


  Her words were cold water in my face. “Are you sure? How can you know that?”


  The scorpion-man put out his hand to me. It felt rough as wood against my skin. “Gently, gently, friend. You grow too excited; you will give yourself a fever. If the gods chose once upon a time to spare Ziusudra, what is that to you?”


  “More than a trifle,” I said. “Tell me this: How far is it from here to the land of Dilmun?”


  “A very great distance, I think. You must go over the crest of the mountain, and down the difficult far side to the sea, and then—”


  “Can you show me the way?”


  “I can tell you what I know. But what I know is that no one has ever reached Dilmun from here, and no one ever will. The far side of the mountain is the darkest wilderness. You will die of the heat and thirst. You will tumble into ravines. Or you will be eaten by beasts. Or you will be lost in the darkness, and starve.”


  “Only point out the way to me, and I will find Dilmun.”


  “And what then, Gilgamesh?” the scorpion-man asked calmly.


  I said, “I mean to seek out Ziusudra. I have questions to ask him, about death, about life. He has lived hundreds of years, or perhaps it is thousands: he must know the secrets of all things. He will tell me how death may be vanquished.”


  Both the creatures looked at me, and their eyes were pitying, as though I were the monstrosity and not they. But they said nothing. The woman offered me more tea. The man arose and hobbled to the back of his hut and brought me a kind of bread made from some wild seed of the mountain. It tasted like baked sand, but I ate the whole piece.


  After a long while he said, “No man of woman born has crossed the wilderness that lies ahead of you, so far as I have ever heard, and I have lived here a long while. But I wish you well, Gilgamesh. In the morning I will take you to the crest and show you the way; and may the gods guide you in safety toward the sea.”


  He sounded as though he were talking to a child who against all reason must have his way. There was sadness in his voice, and some anger also, and resignation. It was clear that he felt I would only come to grief. Well, that was a reasonable thing to believe; and he had seen what lay beyond the mountain pass and I had not. It did not matter. I had no dread of coming to grief, for I had come to grief already, and it was my purpose now to move onward into the land that lies beyond grief. For that I must reach Dilmun, and speak with ancient Ziusudra, and if I must make that journey in sorrow and pain, in peril, in cold or in heat, sighing or weeping, so be it. I slept that night on the floor of the scorpion-creatures’ hut, listening to the rasping dry scratchy sounds of their breathing. When dawn came they fed me, tea again and cakes of sandy meal, and as the sun burst upon us between the peaks of Mashu the scorpion-man said, “Come. I will show you the way.” Together we clambered to the crest of the pass. I looked down into a bowl of tumbled jagged rocks the color of baked bricks, stretching downward as far as I could see. To the right and to the left lay wilderness: small twisted snag-armed trees in the higher reaches, a dense black forest farther down. It looked like a place from which all presence of the gods had been withdrawn.


  “Are there wild beasts?” I asked.


  “Lizards. Goats with long horns. Some lions, not many.”


  “And are there demons?”


  “It would not surprise me.”


  “I have encountered their kind before,” I said. “Perhaps they will prefer not to trouble me, since they know I will trouble them if they do.”


  “Perhaps,” said the scorpion-man.


  “Are there streams? Springs?”


  “Very few, until you reach the lower forest. I think there must be water there, since the trees grow so thick.”


  “You have not been that far down?”


  “No,” he said. “Never. No one has been.”


  “That will not be true much longer,” I said, and took my leave of him with warm thanks for his kindnesses. He nodded but did not offer me an embrace. He was still standing at the crest of the pass long after I began my descent; it must have been hours later when I looked up, and saw his misshapen monstrous form outlined against the sky. Nor did he cease watching me after that. I caught sight of him twice more as I made my winding way downward, and then the crest was lost to my view.
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  IT WAS a journey that held few delights and many challenges. I do not remember it fondly. For days I was descending the southern face of the mountain, and the heat was intense: the sun, as it climbed, beat against me like a gong that would not be silent. I thought the force of it would blind and deafen me both. The nights were bitter cold, with howling knife-keen winds. The rocks were sharp-edged and loose, and when I stepped on them the wrong way they slid, sending clouds of dry red dust up into my nostrils. Twice I injured my legs in the scramble; more than twice I cut myself by falling; I was constantly plagued by thirst; and furious clouds of stinging insects hovered about my face all the way down the slope, seeking my eyes. For food I had none but the lizards that I caught as they lay sleeping in the sun and the long-legged hopping insects that abounded everywhere. For water I chewed the twigs of the sad gnarled little plants, though their sap burned my mouth. At least I saw no demons. I saw some lions, as dusty and woebegone as I was myself; but they kept far away. I wondered often if I would live to see the end of the descent, and more than once I was certain I would not.


  Yet it often happens that that which is held forth to one as utterly impossible turns out to be no more than extremely difficult, or even merely inconvenient, in the actuality. That was the case here. I will not pretend it was an easy descent: it may be that no man other than I could have accomplished it, excepting only Enkidu. But it proved to be altogether possible to achieve. I will say this much, that I would not care to attempt it again.


  Then the fearful passage was behind me. When I was done with my descent of Mashu I found myself entering a dry high tableland where only small thorny plants grew: not a pretty place, but one, at any rate, that did not tax my strength to travel through it. I was many days in crossing it. I walked in the patient plodding way of a mule, or an ox in the yoke.


  But as I made my way onward, the quality of the land began slowly to change. The light became less harsh; the soil, which had been red and barren, grew darker and seemed more fertile. A warm tender wind that carried moisture came to me out of the south. I passed through a vale so narrow that I could almost touch both its sides with my shoulders, and when I came out of it I emerged into a misty country of soft air and gentle sunlight, where a sweet shining dew fell into the valleys from the hills ahead.


  How good that felt, when the dew wrapped itself around me and bathed my parched dusty skin! It might almost have been the garden of the gods, that place. Flowers bloomed everywhere, with a fragrance like none I had known before. There was pale green grass, kind against my legs. The air shimmered as though it were silver. I saw the land unfolding before me like a great golden fan, wide and flat with green hills at the rim and a glittering sea somewhere farther onward. I could not say how long it would take me to reach that sea, but I knew that I would get there, and that I would find the blessed land of Dilmun upon its farther shore.


  Still bruised and stiff from my long descent, wild-eyed, clad only in a lion’s tattered and cracking hide, I walked in wonder through this land of beauty. It seemed to me that the fruits that hung heavy on the vines were fruits of carnelian, and that the leaves of the plants were lapis lazuli, with sweet lush fruit nestling among them. Wherever I looked I thought I saw living jewels: agate and coral, onyx, topaz.


  As I walked amidst this splendor I felt my injuries beginning to heal. I was covered all over by the festering bites of the stinging insects and the wounds I had received from the sliding tumbling rocks; my hair and beard were filthy tangles with sores beneath them; my tongue was swollen from thirst: but I began to heal. I found a cool lagoon of pure blue water, and drank and cleansed myself, and rested a long while, listening to the droning of bees that never thought to sting me. Their sound was like a loving music. White birds with legs like stilts paused in their foraging to look at me, and it seemed almost that they smiled.


  I was at peace. It was a long time since I had known peace of any sort; and I do not think that I had ever known peace of the sort I felt just then. There was a joy and a silence about this land that brought me to rest, as I lay by the side of that cool lagoon. I felt no urgent need to move onward, nor any to go back to my city of Uruk: I was content where I was. I wonder now if I had ever before known a time when I was content to be where I was; but I did not ask the question then, feeling no need for answers. A man truly at peace does not ask himself questions of that kind. But peace and joy are not native to my spirit, I think; I am not accustomed to spending my time in their company. For as I lay there I thought of Enkidu, who knew nothing of this wondrous place. “Do you see, brother?” I wanted to say to him. “The vines bear jewels for fruit, and the birds walk on stilts, and the air is sweet as young wine! Have you ever seen a place so beautiful, brother? In all your wanderings in the forest, have you ever seen a place like this?”


  I could say it, but he would not hear me, and a terrible sadness came upon me in the midst of all my joy and peace. I would have wept, but I was beyond all weeping; and so I could not rid myself of my sadness.


  Despair returned to my heart. I could not find my way back to that moment of peace. This place was beautiful, yes, but I was alone and could never forget that; and every breath I drew brought me only that much closer to my end. So once more I was enveloped in grief and brooding, which had come to seem my natural state.


  Then in my sorrow I looked up toward the sun and saw Utu the bright god looking down at me. I sent him half a prayer, just the smallest of a request for some solace. And I thought I heard him say, “Do you think there is any hope of that? How far you have traveled, Gilgamesh! And for what? For what? You will never find the life for which you search.”


  “I mean to find it, great one,” I told the god.


  “Ah, Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh, how foolish you are!”


  I tried to look straight into the heart of the god, but I could not. So I turned and looked at him shining on the breast of the lagoon, and to the god in the pool I said, “Hear me, Utu! Have I marched and roved all through the wilderness for nothing? Am I simply to lie down now in the heart of the earth and sleep for all the years to come? Let it not be so! Spare me from that long darkness, Utu! Let my eyes continue to see the sun until I have had my fill of it!”


  I think he must have heard my prayer. But I cannot tell you what reply he made to me, for I heard none; and after some little time a cloud passed across the face of the sun, and I no longer felt the presence of Utu close by me. I rose then and wrapped my tattered lion-skin about me, and readied myself to move on. For all the beauty of this place I could not regain that sense of joy that I had known for a while here. But the despair had passed from me also. I was calm. Perhaps I felt nothing at all. That is not peace; but it is better than despair.


  I went onward, feeling nothing, thinking nothing; and in a few days more the air brought me a new taste, sharp and odd, like the taste of metal on the tongue. It was the tang of salt; it was the tang of the sea. My long pilgrimage thus was coming near its end. From that taste of salt in the air, I knew that I must be approaching the shore of the land that lies opposite the blessed isle of Dilmun, where ever-living Ziusudra dwells. Of that I had no doubt.
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  I CAME into the city that lies upon the coast opposite Dilmun looking like a wild man, like a second Enkidu. It is not truly a city, I suppose; it is not a tenth the size of Uruk, it is nowhere near as large even as Nippur or Shuruppak. It is only a small seaside town, a village, rather; a place where fishermen live, and those who repair the nets of fishermen. But to me it seemed like a city, for I had been in the wilderness so long.


  In truth it was a pitiful place. Its streets were unpaved, its gardens were sparse and ill-tended, the salt of the air was devouring the brickwork of its buildings. I saw what may have been a temple; at any rate it was raised on a little platform. But it was a small and shabby structure and I could not tell you the name of the god to which it was devoted. I doubt that it was any god of ours. The people here were slim and dark-skinned, and they went practically naked except for a strip of white cloth around their waists. As well they might, for it was as hot here as it is in the Land in the depths of summer; but the season here was not summer yet. A tawdry town; still, to me it was a city. I trudged through it, looking for lodging and someone who could tell me where I might hire a ferryman to take me to Dilmun.


  I think any stranger would have stirred excitement in that sleepy village. Few travelers are apt to seek it for its splendor. Visitors of any sort must be rarities. But certainly it was bound to cause some buzzing when a man of giant size came marching through the shabby streets, wild-eyed and gaunt, clad in the skin of a lion, leaning on a great pointed staff. Some little children saw me first—they ran off in fright—and then a few older boys, and then one by one the townsfolk came to stare and point. I heard them whispering. They spoke a version of that language which the desert tribes speak, and which is spoken in many places on the borders of the Land. The way they used it here was not much like the way it is spoken by the people of the desert race who have come to live in the cities of the Land; but I could understand it well enough. Some of them thought I was a demon, and some a shipwrecked pirate, and some a brigand. I said to them, “Is there a place where I can buy food and drink here, and a bed for the night?” They broke into laughter at my words—a nervous laughter, perhaps, or perhaps it was only that my accent was so barbarous. But then one woman pointed down a crooked muddy street to a little white-walled building, prettier and less ramshackle than any other in the vicinity. The breeze brought me a whiff of ale from it: a sailors’ tavern, I realized.


  I went to it. As I neared its gate, a woman appeared and looked out at me. She was tall and comely, with shrewd straightforward eyes and a strong body: her shoulders were almost as broad as a man’s. For a moment she stared at me as if I were a wolf come to her door; and then with great force she slammed the gate in my face. I heard a bolt being thrust home within.


  “Wait, what is this?” I cried. “All I seek is a night’s lodging!”


  “You may not have it here,” she called from the far side.


  “Is that the hospitality of this place? What did you see that frightened you so? Come, woman, I will do you no harm!”


  There was silence. Then she said, “It is your face that is frightening. It is the face of a murderer, I think.”


  “A murderer? No, woman, no murderer, only a tired wayfarer! Open up! Open!” And in my weariness a terrible anger came over me. I lifted my staff and said, “Open, or I’ll smash the door! I’ll break down the gate!” I pounded once, and once again, and I heard the wood creak. It would not have been a heavy task for me to shatter it. I pounded a third time, and then I heard the bolt sliding.


  The door opened and she stood before me, looking not at all terrified. Her jaw was set, her arms were folded over her breasts. There was anger in her eyes to equal my own. Sharply she said, “Do you know what the price of a new door would be? By what right do you stand there hammering?”


  “I seek lodging, and these people tell me this is a tavern.”


  “So it is. But I am not required to take in every wandering rogue who comes along.”


  “You do me an injustice. I am no rogue, woman.”


  “Then why do you have the face of one?”


  I told her that was an injustice too: I had come a long way, and the journey had left its mark on me, but I was no rogue. I took some pieces of silver from the pouch at my waist and showed them to her. “If you will not let me sleep here this night, then will you at least sell me a mug of ale?” I asked.


  “Come you in,” she said grudgingly.


  I stepped inside. She closed the door behind me. The place was cool and dark; I was glad to be in it. I held one of my silver pieces out toward her, but she brushed it aside, saying as she drew me my ale, “Later, later. I am not as greedy for your silver as you seem to think. Who are you, traveler? Where do you come from?”


  I had thought I would invent a name for myself; but suddenly there seemed no reason to do that. “I am Gilgamesh,” I said, and waited for her to laugh in my face, as one might do if I had said, “I am Enlil,” or “I am An the Sky-father.” But she did not laugh. She looked at me long and close, frowning. I felt the presence of her, strong and warm and good. I said after a moment, “Do you know of me?”


  “Everyone knows the name of Gilgamesh.”


  “And is Gilgamesh a murderer?”


  “He is king in Uruk. Kings have bloody hands.”


  “I slew the demon in the forest, yes. I slew the Bull of Heaven, when the goddess set him loose to rage in my city. I have taken other lives when the need was there, but always only when it was needful. Yet you closed your door to me as if I were a common highwayman. I am not that.”


  “Ah, but are you Gilgamesh? You ask me to believe a great deal, traveler!”


  “Why do you doubt me?” I asked.


  Slowly she said, “If you are indeed Gilgamesh of Uruk—and by your size, by a certain majesty that I see about you, I suppose that it could be that you are—why is it that your cheeks are so wasted, that your face is so sunken, that your features are so worn by heat and cold and wind? Is that the style of a king? And your clothes are filthy rags. Do kings dress that way?”


  “I have been a long while in the wilderness,” I replied. “Into Elam, and north to the land called Uri, and to the deserts, and over the mountain known as Mashu, and many other places besides. If I look weatherbeaten and worn, there is good reason for it. But I am Gilgamesh.”


  She shook her head. “Gilgamesh is a king. Kings own the world; they live in joy. You are a man with woe in your belly and grief in your heart. It is not difficult to see that.”


  “I am Gilgamesh,” I said. And because there was warmth and strength in her, I told her why I had gone wandering. Over one mug of ale and another I spoke of Enkidu, my brother, my friend whom I had loved so dearly, he who had chased the wild ass of the hills, the panther of the steppe. I told her how we had lived side by side, how we had hunted together and wrestled together and feasted together, how we had had many grand exploits together; I told her how he had fallen ill, and how he had died; I told her how I had mourned him. “His death lies heavy on me,” I said. “It was the most aching of losses. How can I be at peace? My friend who I loved has turned to clay!”


  “Your friend is dead. You have mourned him; now forget him. No one grieves as you have grieved.”


  “You do not understand.”


  “Then tell me,” she said, and gave me still another ale.


  I drew a deep draught of the sweet foaming stuff before speaking. “His death puts me into fear of my own dying. And so, fearing death, I roam from land to land.”


  “We all must die, Gilgamesh.”


  “So I hear, over and over: from the scorpion-woman in the mountain, from Utu on high, now from you. Is it so? That I must lay me down like Enkidu, never to rise forever and ever?”


  “It is the way,” she said calmly.


  I felt hot fury rising. How many times I had heard that! It is the way, it is the way, it is the way—the words were coming to sound like the bleating of sheep in my ears. Was I the only one who disdained the sovereignty of death?


  “No!” I shouted. “I will not accept that! I will go on and on through all the world, if I must, until I learn how I can escape death’s hand.”


  The tavern-woman came to me and stood looking down at me. She let her hand rest lightly on my arm. Once again I felt the strength of her, and the tenderness within that strength. There was goodness-presence about this woman; she had the mother-force within her. Softly she said, “Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh, where are you running? You never will find this eternal life that you seek. Can you ever come to understand that? When the gods created mankind, they created death also. Death they allotted to us, and life they kept for themselves.”


  “No,” I murmured. “No. No.”


  “It is the way. Forget your quest. Live well, instead, while you live. Let your belly be full. Be merry, day and night: dance and sing, feast and rejoice. Put aside these tatters and let your garments be clean and fresh. Wash your hair, bathe your body, be always fresh and clean and pure. Cherish the little one holding your hand, cherish the wife who delights in your embrace. This too is the way, Gilgamesh. And it is the only way: live joyously while you have life. Stop your brooding; stop your seeking.”


  “I cannot rest,” I said.


  “Tonight you will rest.” She drew me to my feet. She was so tall that she came almost to my breast. “I am Siduri,” she said. “I live quietly by the sea, and sometimes strangers come to my tavern, but not often. When they come I treat them with courtesy, for what is my task on earth, if it is not to look after the comfort of wayfarers? Come with me, Gilgamesh.” She bathed me then, and washed and trimmed my hair and beard; and she made for me a meal of barley and stewed meat, and instead of ale we drank a fine wine of a clear golden hue. Then she laid me down on her couch and rubbed me and stroked me until all the weariness had gone from my body; and I spent the night clasped in her arms. No one had held me that way since I was a baby. Her breath was warm and her breasts were full and her skin was smooth. I lost myself in her. It is good sometimes to lose one’s self that way; but one can never remain lost for long, so it seems. Before dawn I was awake, and restless, even with Siduri beside me. I told her that I must go; and again she said, gently, half reprovingly, “Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh, where are you running?”


  “I mean to go to Dilmun, and speak with Ziusudra.”


  “He cannot help you.”


  “Nevertheless, I will go.”


  “The crossing is toilsome,” she said.


  “Undoubtedly it is. Tell me how I may get there.”


  “Why do you think you will find Ziusudra, even if you reach Dilmun?”


  I answered her, “Because I am Gilgamesh the king. He will see me. And he will help me.”


  “Ziusudra does not exist,” said Siduri.


  With a harsh laugh I said, “Am I to believe that? The gods themselves rewarded him with unending life and sent him to dwell in Dilmun. This much I know. Why do you try to discourage me, Siduri?”


  “How stubborn you are!” She made a purring sound, and moved closer to me. “Stay here with me, Gilgamesh! Live by the sea, live quietly, grow old in peace!”


  I smiled. I caressed her cheeks and the deep bowls of her breasts. But then I said, “Tell me how to reach Dilmun.”


  She sighed. After a moment she replied, “There is a boatman, Sursunabu by name, who serves Ziusudra and the priests of Ziusudra. He comes each month to the mainland to purchase certain supplies. I think he will be here in a day or two. When he comes, I will ask him to take you back with him to Dilmun. Perhaps he will.”


  I thanked her. I held her a long while in my arms.


  For three days more I sojourned in the tavern of Siduri by the shore of the warm green sea. She fed me well and bathed me and slept with me. I found myself thinking at times that this life was in truth not so bad, that it might not be impossible for me simply to go on and on like this, giving no thought to tomorrow, living only for the easy pleasures of the moment. Why not? What did tomorrow offer, except death and darkness? But I did not really believe that I could live that way for long. And neither did Siduri. On the fourth day, as I lay sleeping after a long night of lovemaking, she came to me and shook me by the shoulder and whispered, “Awaken, Gilgamesh! The boatman Sursunabu has come from Dilmun. Up, dress yourself, come with me to the harbor, if you would seek passage with him.”
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  DILMUN! HOLY isle! Paradise of the gods!


  They tell such fabulous tales of Dilmun, all those whose business it is to be tellers of tales—the harpers, the priests, the story-spinners in the marketplaces. It lies in the south, where the Two Rivers run into the Sea of the Rising Sun. They say that it is a place where there is neither sickness nor death, where all is pure and clean and bright, where the raven does not croak and the wolf snatches not the lamb. It has been a habitation for gods: Enki dwelled there; Ninhursag dwelled there; and together they gave birth to gods and goddesses. Utu smiles constantly on Dilmun; flowers bloom without end; its water is the sweetest in the world.


  But I have been there. I will tell you of the true Dilmun.


  It may be a paradise indeed. Yet it is an earthly paradise at best, a gentle place but not without flaws. It has its share of the common hardships of the world. There are days when the sun does not shine; there are days when stormy winds blow. One can grow ill in Dilmun, and one can die; one may find mice gnawing in one’s barley-sacks, or the grubs of insects; there are beggars there, and people born without legs or eyes, and other unfortunates. Still, it is a gentle place: I have known worse. The air is hot and wet, which is strange to us, for in the Land the hot season is the dry season, and the air is not moist; but in Dilmun the air is moist all the time, though there is little rain. In the winters the breeze is from the north and the heat is more easily endured. It is a small island, but very fertile, well watered, with rich groves of date-trees. The houses are white, with flat roofs. There is great prosperity.


  The good fortune of Dilmun is its location in the Sea of the Rising Sun. It lives by trade, and lives well. Its ships go out not only to the cities of the Land lying along the Two Rivers, but far off to Meluhha and Makan and other kingdoms even more remote, of which little is known in Uruk. Through the marketplace of Dilmun pass copper from the mines of Makan and gold from Meluhha, rare timber from the countries of the distant east, ivory and lapis lazuli and carnelian out of Elam and the nations beyond, and also all the manufactured goods of the Land, our textiles and our utensils of copper and bronze and our fine jewelry. I have seen in the shops of Dilmun the fine smooth green stone that comes from some land beyond the edge of the world; no one knows its name, but they know that the stone comes from there, dug from the earth by demons with yellow skins. Everything of this world and of the worlds beyond passes through Dilmun on its way to be sold somewhere else, and whatever passes through Dilmun creates more wealth for the merchants of Dilmun as it passes. If wealth is a hallmark of paradise, then Dilmun is paradise. I can understand why Enlil sent Ziusudra there for his everlasting reward. Its merchants are plump and sleek. They drive hard bargains and live in fine palaces. Someday, I think, a king who does not understand the value of having such a port as Dilmun for the sake of the world’s commerce will descend on it like a lion, and slaughter those sleek merchants so he may loot the riches of their bulging warehouses. That will be too bad for Dilmun; but until that day comes it will be a place where life is kind and common folk can live like kings.


  In truth I was not in Dilmun long. What I found is that Dilmun is not the home of Ziusudra, although Ziusudra does indeed exist, even if he is not precisely the Ziusudra that the fables had led me to expect. He dwells not on Dilmun but on a smaller island without a name that lies perhaps half a league off its western shore. I learned that from the boatman Sursunabu. It was the first of many things I would learn about Ziusudra before I left those blessed isles.


  This boatman was a gaunt old fellow with gray hair tied in a knot behind his head. He wore only a strip of ragged brown cloth about his hips, and his skin was tanned dark as leather. I found him in the harbor of the fishing village, loading things into a long, narrow vessel built of reeds covered with a thick coating of pitch. When we approached, he greeted Siduri amiably but without warmth, and took almost no notice of me.


  The tavern-woman said, “I bring you a passenger, Sursunabu. This is Gilgamesh of Uruk, who would speak with Ziusudra.”


  “Let him speak with Ziusudra, then. What is that to me?”


  “He needs passage to the island.”


  With a shrug Sursunabu said, “Let him find passage to the island if that is what he wants. And then let him see if Ziusudra will admit him.”


  “Show him your silver,” Siduri whispered.


  I stepped forward and said, “I can pay well for my passage.”


  The boatman gave me a blank stare. “What need do I have of your metal?”


  A bold fellow! But there was no haughtiness about him. He was merely indifferent. I had not encountered that before and it was a mystery to me.


  In rising anger I said, “Will you refuse me? I am king in Uruk!”


  “Be wary, Sursunabu,” Siduri said. “He takes refusals badly. His temper is fierce, and his love for himself is immense.”


  I turned and gaped at her. “What did you say?”


  She smiled. It seemed a tender smile, not at all mocking. She replied, “You alone of all mankind fly into a rage when you consider your death. What is that, if not love of self, Gilgamesh? You mourn your own passing. You weep harder for yourself than ever you did for your friend who died.”


  I was amazed—both by the brutal bluntness of her words, and by the thought that there might be truth in them. I blinked at her; I struggled to reply. But I could find no answer.


  She went on, “You said it yourself. You grieved mightily for your Enkidu, but it was the fear of death, your own death, that drove you from your city into the wilderness. Is that not so? And now you run to Ziusudra, thinking he will teach you how to escape from dying. Has any man ever loved himself more?” The tavern-keeper laughed and looked toward the boatman. “Come, Sursunabu, put a better face on things! This man is king in Uruk, and he dreams of living forever. Take him to Ziusudra, I beg you. Let him learn what he must learn.”


  The boatman spat and went on loading his boat.


  It was too much, the boatman’s disdain and the sharp edge of Siduri’s words. My wrath overflowed. There was sudden fire in my spirit. I felt a drumming in my head and my hands shook. Angrily I strode toward Sursunabu. There was a row of small columns of polished stone resting on the ground between me and the boat; these I kicked furiously aside, knocking some into the water, smashing others, so that I could get to Sursunabu. I caught him by the shoulder. He looked up at me, entirely unafraid, though I was twice his size and could break him as easily as I had broken those things of stone. At that fearless look my rage subsided a little, and I let go of him, catching in my breath, trying to cool the white-hot blaze within my soul.


  As humbly as I knew how I said, “I pray you, boatman, take me to your master. I will pay the price, whatever it is.”


  “I told you, I have no need of your metal.”


  “Take me anyway. For love of the gods, whose child I am.”


  “Are you? Then what fear do you have of death?”


  I felt my anger returning at these bland uncaring rejoinders of his, but I fought it down. “Must I kneel? Must I beg? Is it so great a thing, to take me to that island of yours?”


  He laughed a strange thin laugh. “It is a great thing now, O foolish Gilgamesh. In your rage you have smashed the sacred stones that insure a safe passage: do you know that? They would have protected us. But you have broken them.”


  I was greatly abashed. I have rarely felt so sheepish. My cheeks flamed; I dropped to my knees and searched for the little stone columns. But I had fallen upon them too vigorously; they lay scattered in many pieces, and I cannot say how many I had kicked into the sea, but it was more than a few. Numbly I gathered up those that remained. Sursunabu told me with a gesture that it was futile. “We will manage without them,” he said. “The risks will be greater. But if you are the child of the gods, perhaps you will ask them to look after us during our crossing.”


  “So you will take me!”


  “What is it to me?” he said, shrugging once more.


  Siduri came to me. She caught my hands in hers, she pressed her soft breasts against my chest. Gently she said, “I did not mean to speak scornfully of you, Gilgamesh. But I think there was some truth in my words, harsh though they were.”


  “It may be so.”


  “Despite the things I said, I do hope you find what you seek.”


  “I thank you, Siduri. For that wish and for all the rest.”


  “But if you should fail to find it, perhaps you will come back here. There will always be a place for you with me, Gilgamesh.”


  “There are many worse places to be,” I told her. “But I think that I will not be coming back.”


  “Then fare you well, Gilgamesh.”


  “Fare you well, Siduri.”


  She held me, and she offered a prayer, speaking to some goddess that was not any goddess I knew. She prayed that I would find peace, that I would come soon to the end of my wanderings. The only peace I could see for myself just then was the peace of the grave, and I hoped Siduri did not mean that; but I chose to take her prayer at its best meaning, and thanked her for it. Then the boatman beckoned me in his brusque sour way. I climbed in and took a seat at the prow, against mats of straw. He pushed us off from shore, running a short way out into the water before he leaped in beside me.


  Silently we set forth for Dilmun. The gods protected us, even though I had smashed the things of stone, and our crossing was an easy one under bright skies. For a time we bobbed in open water—no longer green here, but blue with the deep blue of the wide sea—and there was no land in view anywhere, neither behind us nor before us. That made me uneasy. I had never been out of sight of land before. I felt the presence of the great abyss all about me. I thought I could look down into the water and see the mighty lord of the depths, giant Enki, in his lair. I imagined I beheld the shadow of the horns of his crown. And in the heat of day I felt a chill, a chill that comes from going too close to great gods. But I prayed to him, saying, I am Gilgamesh Lugalbanda’s son, the king in Uruk, and I seek what I must seek: spare me until I find it, great and wise Enki. My prayer sank into the abyss and I suppose it must have been heeded, for late in the day I saw a dark line of palm-trees across the horizon, and the white limestone walls of a large city shimmering in the last of the sunlight, with many ships drawn up on the beach before it.


  “Dilmun,” Sursunabu grunted. It was the only word he had spoken during the entire crossing.
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  I STAYED there five days, or perhaps six, while I waited to be allowed into the presence of Ziusudra. It was a restless time. From Sursunabu I had learned that the patriarch did not live on Dilmun itself, but had his retreat on one of the adjacent smaller islands, surrounded by a company of holy men and women. Few were admitted as pilgrims to that island; whether I would be one of them he could not say. In his curt and surly way he promised only to carry my request. Then he departed, leaving me behind on Dilmun. I wondered if I would ever see him again.


  I tell you, I was unaccustomed to begging favors of boatmen, or to ask humbly for permission to journey here and there. But it was an art I had to learn, for there was no other way. I told myself that the gods had decreed these things upon me as one more stage in my initiation into true wisdom.


  At a hostelry near the waterfront I found pleasant lodging: a large, airy room, open on its seaward side to sunlight and breezes. That is not the way we build in the Land, where it is folly to make openings in walls; but our winters are more harsh than those of Dilmun. It did not seem wise to advertise my true rank in this place, so I gave my name to the innkeeper as Lugal-amarku, which is the name of the little hunchbacked wizard whose services I had used from time to time. Now he served me without knowing it.


  There was no way I could disguise my height or the breadth of my shoulders, but I tried at least to hold myself in an unkingly way, with my chest made hollow and my chin pulled back. I met no man’s eye unless he met mine first, and I said little to anyone except when it was unavoidable. Whether anyone recognized me I cannot say; but no one, at any rate, hailed me to my face as the king of Uruk.


  The city swarmed with merchants and seamen of every nation. Some spoke tongues familiar to me—I heard the language of the Land a good deal, and also the desert-dwellers’ language, which is native to Dilmun and all the regions nearby—but others came forth with amazing incomprehensible babble, like the stuff one might hear people speaking in one’s dreams. How they understood it themselves I cannot say: one of the languages was all clicks and sneezes and snorts, and another flowed like a swift river, one word joining into the next without break, and a third was more sung than spoken, in a high chanting way.


  Not only their languages were strange, but their faces too. One vessel that arrived on my first day had a crew with skins black as the middle watch of a moonless night, and hair like tight wool. Their noses were broad and flat, their lips were thick. Surely they must be demons or men of some other world, I thought. But they laughed and sported like ordinary seamen, and no one in the harbor seemed to make a great deal of them. Just then a merchant passed by whose hair was shaven after the manner of the Land, and I halted him: sure enough, he was from the city of Eridu. I nodded to the black ones and he said, “They are men of the kingdom of Punt.” That is a place where the air is like fire, which blackens its people’s skins. He could not tell me where Punt is; he pointed vaguely toward the horizon. Later in the day I saw other black-skinned men who looked altogether different, for these had thin noses and lips, and long straight hair so dark it was almost blue. From their language and manner of dress I thought they might be men of Meluhha, which is far away to the east beyond Elam; and that proved to be the case. I hoped also to see the yellow-skinned demons who mine the green stone, but there were none of those in Dilmun. Perhaps they do not even exist, though the green stone certainly does, and very beautiful it is, too.


  I said little and listened much. And learned some news of the Land that troubled me deeply.


  This I heard one night at my tavern as I sat by myself sipping ale. Two men came in who were speaking in the language of the Land. I feared at first they might be of Uruk; but they wore scarlet robes trimmed with yellow, a style that is common in the city or Ur. Nevertheless I hunched myself down to look as inconspicuous as is possible for me, and turned my back to them. From their accents I knew after a moment that they were indeed men of Ur: the younger one had newly arrived in Dilmun, and the other was asking him for news of home.


  “Tell me again,” said the older man. “Is it really so that Nippur is ours?”


  “It is.”


  I sat bolt upright at that, and caught my breath sharply. Nippur is a sacred city: it should not be ruled by Ur.


  “How did it come to pass?” the older man asked.


  The newcomer said, “Good fortune, and good timing. It was the season when Mesannepadda the king goes to Nippur to worship at the Dur-anki shrine and perform the rite of the pickaxe. This year he had a thousand men with him; and while he was there the governor of the city fell ill. It looked as though he would die; and the priest of Enlil came to our king and said, ‘Our governor is dying, will you name another for us?’ Whereupon Mesannepadda prayed long at the temple and came out to say that Enlil had visited him and had commanded him to take upon himself the governorship of Nippur.”


  “It was that simple?”


  “That simple,” said the younger man, and they both laughed. “The word of Enlil—who will go against it?”


  “Especially if it is backed by a thousand men!”


  “Especially so,” said the other.


  I clenched my hand tight around my beaker of ale. This was grim news. I had not taken action when Mesannepadda had overthrown the sons of Agga and made himself king in Kish as well as in Ur; it had not seemed a threat to Uruk, and I had had other matters to occupy my mind, as I have related. But Nippur, which in the time of Enmebaraggesi and Agga had owed allegiance to Kish, had been independent since Agga’s death. If Mesannepadda, having taken Kish, had seized possession of Nippur as well, we were on our way toward being encircled by an empire in the process of formation. Surely I could not allow that. I wondered if they knew of it in Uruk. Were the people of Uruk waiting for Gilgamesh their king to return and lead them in war against Ur? What limit would there be to Mesannepadda’s ambitions, if Gilgamesh did not set one?


  And Gilgamesh—where was he? Sitting in a tavern in Dilmun, waiting to be summoned to the isle of Ziusudra so that he might somehow wheedle eternal life for himself! Was that how a king was meant to conduct himself?


  I did not know what to do. I sat like stone.


  But the newcomer from Ur was not done with his news. Old Mesannepadda was dead; his son Meskiagnunna had come to the throne. And he was losing no time showing that he meant to continue his father’s policies. Mesannepadda had begun the construction in Nippur of a temple to Enlil. The new king not only was overseeing the completion of that temple but, by way of further demonstrating his deep concern for the welfare of Nippur, had given orders for the immediate restoration of the great ceremonial center known as the Tummal that had fallen into ruin after Agga’s time. Worse and worse! These kings of Ur were treating Nippur as though it were their colony! It must not be, I thought. Let them build temples in Ur if they wished to build temples! Let them look after their own city and keep their hands away from Nippur. It was all I could do to prevent myself from rising up and seizing those two men of Ur and slamming their heads together, and commanding them to go back to their city at once to tell their king that Gilgamesh of Uruk was their enemy and was coming to make war on him.


  But I held my seat. I had business in these islands with Ziusudra; I had come a long way to do what I had to do here; I could not leave just yet, no matter what responsibilities called me to Uruk. Or so it seemed to me just then. Perhaps I was wrong about that; quite certainly I was wrong about that. But I think it is just as well that I did as I did. Had I chosen at that moment to return to my city I would never have gained the most important wisdom that I possess.


  I slept not at all that night. Nor did I rest well in the days that followed. I thought of very little but the arrogance of Meskiagnunna, prancing about in Nippur’s sacred precincts as though he were its king. But I stayed in Dilmun. And on the fifth day, or perhaps it was the sixth, the boatman Sursunabu reappeared and said to me in his usual cheerless manner, “You are to come with me to the isle where Ziusudra dwells.”
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  THE ISLAND was low and flat and sandy, and—unlike high-walled Dilmun—completely undefended. Anyone might have beached his boat there and walked straight into the house of Ziusudra. At least the island had no defenses of the conventional sort; but when Sursunabu pulled his little craft onto the shore I noticed that along the beach were three rows of small stone columns of the sort I had so wantonly smashed in my foolish anger. I asked him what those were and he said that they were Enlil’s tokens to Ziusudra, given at the time of the Flood. They protected the island from enemies: no one would dare trespass where such tokens were erected. Whenever Sursunabu journeyed to Dilmun or the mainland he always took some of them with him and set them up beside his boat to guard him. I felt even more ashamed then at the way I had scattered and broken those things like a wild bull mad with wrath. But evidently I had been forgiven, since Ziusudra was willing to have me come.


  I saw what seemed to be a temple near the center of the island, a long low building with white walls that were brilliant in the hot sunlight. The hairs rose upon the back of my neck as I looked toward it: it came to me that within that building, just a few hundred paces from me, must be the ancient Ziusudra, the survivor of the flood, he who had walked with Enki and Enlil so long ago. The air was still; a great silence prevailed here. There were twelve or fourteen lesser buildings about the main structure, and some little farm-plots. That was all. Sursunabu conducted me to one of the outbuildings, a small square house of a single room, entirely without furnishings, and left me there. “They will come for you,” he said.


  It is a time out of time, when one is on the island of Ziusudra. I cannot tell you how long I sat there alone, whether it was one day or three, or five.


  At first I was fretful and even angry. I thought of walking to the central house and searching the patriarch out; but I knew that that was absurd and would be damaging to my purposes. I paced my empty room, walking from corner to corner. I listened to the noise and buzzing of my own brain, that unceasing sputtering inner chatter. I peered at the sea, dazzling my eyes in the fiery track of sunlight that blazed across its breast. I thought of Meskiagnunna king of Ur and all that he was attempting to do. I thought of Inanna, who surely was scheming in Uruk against me. I thought of my son the babe Ur-lugal, and wondered if he would ever be king. I thought of this, I thought of that. The hours passed, and no one came to me. And gradually I felt the great silence of the place seeping into my soul: I was beginning to grow calm. It was a wonderful thing. The noise and buzzing within my mind subsided, though it did not entirely die away; and after a while I was as still within as everything was without. At that moment it did not matter to me what Meskiagnunna might be doing, or Inanna, or Ur-lugal. It did not matter if they left me sitting in this place twelve days, or twelve years, or twelve hundred. It was a time out of time. But then I passed beyond that wondrous calm, and grew angry again, and impatient. How long would I be left like this? Did they not know that I was Gilgamesh king of Uruk? Urgent business awaited me at home! Meskiagnunna, king of Ur—Inanna—the needs of my people—Meskiagnunna—the care of the canals—would I be home in time for the ceremony of the lighting of the pipe?—the pageant of the statue of An?—Meskiagnunna—Ziusudra—Inanna—ah, the babble, the chatter of the mind!


  And then at last they came for me, when I had made myself as frantic as a baited hound.


  There were two of them. First came a slender solemn girl with a dancer’s supple body, who I think could not have been more than fifteen or sixteen years old: she would have been pretty, if she smiled. She wore a simple robe of white cotton, and no ornament, and carried a staff of black wood carved with inscriptions of a mysterious kind. For a long moment she stood at the threshold of my door, regarding me in an unhurried way. Then she said, “If you are Gilgamesh of Uruk, come forth.”


  “I am Gilgamesh,” I said.


  Just outside, a tall fierce-eyed dark-skinned old man, all planes and angles, was waiting. He too wore a cotton robe and carried a black staff, and he looked as though the sun had baked all the flesh from his bones. I could not tell how old he was, but he seemed of great age, and a surge of wild excitement went through me. Trembling, I said, stammering, “Can it be true? Do I behold Ziusudra?”


  He laughed a little. “Hardly. But you will meet the Ziusudra at the proper time, Gilgamesh. I am the priest Lu-Ninmarka; this is Dabbatum. Come with us.”


  That was strange, what he had said: the Ziusudra. But I knew I ought not ask him to explain. They would offer me such explanations as they cared to when they cared to do it, and otherwise would offer me none at all. Of that I was sure.


  They led me to a house of fair size close by the main temple, where I was given a white robe like theirs, and a meal of lentils and figs. I scarcely touched it; I had not eaten in so long, I suppose, that my stomach had forgotten the meaning of hunger. While I was there others of that priesthood came and went in the house to take their midday meals, and they glanced at me only casually, without speaking. Many of them seemed very old, though all were sinewy, sturdy, full of vitality. After they ate they prayed at a low altar that bore no image, and went out to work in the fields. Which is what I did also when Lu-Ninmarka and Dabbatum were done with their meal; they beckoned to me and led me outside, and put me to toil.


  How good that felt, working on my knees under the hot sun! Perhaps they thought they were testing me, seeing whether a king would do the labor of a slave; but if that was so they did not understand that some kings take pleasure in the work of the hands. It was the season of planting barley. They had ploughed the land already in strips eight furrows wide, and they had dropped their seed two fingers deep. Now I came along behind the plough, clearing the field of clods, leveling the soil with my hands so that the barley when it sprouted would not have to struggle against hills or valleys. You may say it was a task that called for no great skill, and you would be right; nevertheless I had pleasure from it.


  Afterward I returned to the dining-house. Another old man—ancient, even, withered and parched—entered as I did, and once again my heart leaped at the sight of him: was this one at last the Ziusudra? But one of the others hailed him by the name of Hasidanum; he was simply one of the priests. This old man made a libation of oil and lit three lamps, and knelt over them for a time murmuring prayers in a voice too faint and feathery for me to hear. Then he sprinkled some of his oil on me. “It is to cleanse you,” the girl Dabbatum whispered at my side. “You have the pollution of the world still upon you.”


  For the evening meal it was lentils again and fruit and a porridge of onions and barley. We drank the milk of goats. They used no beer here, nor wine, and ate no meat. The work of the afternoon had awakened hunger in me, and also thirst, and I lamented the lack of meat and drink. But they did not use them; I did not taste them again until I had left the island.


  So it went for some days. I cannot say how many. It is a time out of time, on the island of the Ziusudra. I worked in the sun, I ate my simple meals, I watched the priests and priestesses at their devotions, I waited to see what would happen next. I think I ceased to care about Meskiagnunna, about Inanna, about Ur, about Nippur, about Uruk itself. That great calmness of the island returned to me, and this time it remained.


  Every second day they went to the main temple for their high rites and ceremonials. Since I was only a novice I could not take part in these, but they let me kneel beside them while they chanted their texts. The temple was a huge lofty-vaulted room devoid of all images, with a gleaming floor of black stone and a red ceiling of cedar timbers. When first I entered I expected the patriarch to be there, but he was not, which caused me sharp disappointment. But I taught myself to curb my impatience: I thought perhaps they would not admit me to the presence of the Ziusudra while I seemed too eager for his blessing.


  I listened to their rituals without at first understanding much of what was being said, since the language they used was a strangely old-fashioned one. It was plainly the language of the Land, but I think they must have been speaking it the way people spoke before the Flood. But after a while I saw how the words were fitted together and how they differed from the words we used today, and the meaning, or some of it, came clear to me. In these rituals they were telling the tale of the Flood; but what they told was nothing at all like the story I had heard so many times from the old harper Ur-kununna.


  It began with the anger of the gods, yes: displeasure over the noisy brawling slothful ways of mankind. And the gods sent rain, indeed, week upon week of it; the rivers rose, bursting their banks, spilling across the plain, ripping open the walls of the cities and falling like wolves upon the low-lying streets and houses. Throughout the Land the destruction was dreadful and the loss of life was great.


  But then the story began to diverge from the one I knew, as an unknown path splits from a well-traveled highway; and it led me to an unfamiliar place. I heard the name of Ziusudra, and listened close. And what I heard was this: “The wise and compassionate Enki came to Ziusudra king of Shuruppak, and said to him, ‘Stir yourself, O king, and put aside provisions and useful goods of all kinds, and take yourself and your people to the high ground; for the devastation will be great.’ Ziusudra did not falter, but hearkened at once: he put aside provisions, he put aside useful goods of all kinds, and he loaded them on the backs of his beasts of burden, and he and all his people went up into the hills, and there they remained as the flood waters raged in the lowlands. And they did not come down again until the storm had ceased.”


  What was this? Where was the great ship into which Ziusudra had loaded the people of his household, and the beasts of the field two by two? What about the voyage across the sea which had come to cover the face of the Land? And what of the dove he sent forth, and the swallow, and the raven? Fables and legends, and nothing more? Was such a thing possible? The tale they were telling here had none of those pretty things in it. It was a simple account: a bad rainy season, turbulent rivers, a shrewd king acting swiftly to mitigate the disaster for his city. The longer I listened, the more ordinary the story seemed. When he came down from the hills, Shuruppak and all the cities of the Land were in a bad way, choked with mud, stained by water. The farms had been swamped, crops and animals had been lost, the stores held in the granaries were ruined. There was famine in the land; but in Shuruppak it was not so bad as in other places because Ziusudra had taken care to escape the worst of the storm. That was all. No Land-engulfing sea, no ship of six decks, no dove, no swallow, no raven. I could not believe it. Such a simple story? It is not the way of priests to make stories simpler in the retelling. But what these priests were saying was that there had never been an all-destroying Flood, but only some heavy rains and some difficult times.


  And if that were so, what of the rest of the story, the coming of Enlil to speak with Ziusudra and his wife, the great god taking them by the hand and saying, “You have been mortal, but you are mortal no longer. Henceforth you shall be like gods, and live far away from mankind, at the mouth of the rivers, in the golden land of Dilmun”—was that too a fable? And had I come halfway across the world for the sake of a mere fable? Ziusudra does not exist, the tavern-keeper Siduri had said. Was it so? How big a fool had I made of myself, in undertaking this quest? Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh, where are you running? You never will find this eternal life that you seek.


  Despair overcame me. I was lost in confusion and shame.


  It was then that the old priest Lu-Ninmarka rested his hand on my shoulder and said, “Rise, Gilgamesh, bathe yourself, put on a fresh robe. The Ziusudra wishes to see you this day.”


  When I had made my preparations he took me to the main temple. I found myself to be strangely calm; or perhaps it was not so strange. The spell of the island was upon me. We entered the great room of the cedar beams and black stone floor and went to its rear; Lu-Ninmarka touched his hand to a place in the wall and it swung back as though by sorcery, revealing a passage that curved away into darkness. “Come,” he said. He had neither a lamp nor a torch. We went forward, and at once I felt a damp clinging mist rising out of the earth, carrying a faint scent of salt. It is the water of the great abyss, I thought, that must climb the roots of the island and discharge itself into this tunnel. Lu-Ninmarka moved confidently in the darkness and I was hard pressed to keep up with him. I did not allow myself the ease of feeling my way with my hands, but walked steadfastly although I could see nothing. How far we went, how deep beneath the skin of the island, I cannot say. Perhaps we were only moving in circles, round and round the great central room following the coils of a vast maze. But after some long time we came to a halt in the darkness. Ahead of me I saw the faintest of amber gleams, as gentle and dim as the brief flickers of light which come from the glow-fires that sparkle in the summer night. Dim as it was, it startled my eyes; but a moment later I was able to see, after a fashion. I stood at the threshold of a small round room with earthen walls, illuminated by a single oil lamp mounted in a high sconce. Incense sputtered in a porphyry dish on the floor; and at the center of the room, sitting upright and straight on a wooden stool, was the oldest man I had ever seen. I had thought the priest Hasidanum was ancient; this one could easily have been Hasidanum’s father. I felt awe like a choking hand at my throat. I who had walked with gods and fought with demons was stunned at the sight of the Ziusudra.


  His face was like a mask: his eyes were white and sightless, his mouth was a dark empty slit. He was altogether without hair, devoid even of eyebrows. His cheeks were soft, his face was round. The other old men of this island had a gaunt, lean, sun-dried look about them, sharp edges everywhere; but the Ziusudra had passed beyond that gauntness and was smooth and pink and full-fleshed like a baby. His blind eyes were trained upon me. He smiled and said, in a voice that was deep and resonant, but hollow somewhere at the core, “At last you are here, Gilgamesh of Uruk. What a long time you were in coming!”


  I could not say a word. How could I speak to this man whose forehead had been touched by the hand of Enlil?


  “Sit. Kneel. You are too big; when you stand you rise like a wall before me.”


  I did not understand how he could know my stature, when he was unable to see: maybe his priests had told him, or possibly he felt the minute fluctuations of the currents of air in the passageway. Or perhaps he had the sight beyond sight; I did not know. That last was most likely. I knelt before him. He nodded and smiled a faraway smile. He put forth his hand to bless me, and touched it to my cheek. His touch had a sting; his fingertips were very cold. I thought they must be leaving white imprints on my skin.


  He said, “You draw back. Why?”


  I managed to reply, in a hoarse rusty whisper, “No reason, father.”


  “Do you fear me?”


  “No—no!”


  “But you have an aura of fear about you. They tell me you are the greatest of heroes, that your strength is without limit, that all men hail you as master. What is it that you fear, Gilgamesh?”


  I stared at him in silence. My overwhelming awe was ebbing, but still it was hard for me to speak; so I stared. He was still as stone except for the expressions of his face. I thought for a moment that he might indeed be a statue, some ingenious construction worked by ropes by a priest hidden in the floor. After a time I said, “I fear that which every man must fear.”


  From very far away he asked, “And what is that?”


  “I had a friend, and he was my other self; he fell ill and died. The shadow of my own death falls upon me now. It darkens my life. I see nothing but that lengthening shadow, father. And it frightens me.”


  “Ah, then the hero is afraid of dying?”


  I could not tell if he was mocking me.


  “Not of dying,” I said. “Dying is only pain, and I know pain and do not fear him much. Pain ends. What I am afraid of is death. I am afraid of being cast down into the House of Dust and Darkness, where I will have to dwell for all eternity.”


  “And where you will no longer be a king, and drink rich wine from alabaster vessels? Where no one will sing of your glory, and you will lack for all comfort?”


  That was unfair. “No,” I said sharply. “Do you think comfort is so important to me, I who left my city of my free will to roam in the wilderness? Do you think I am in such great need of wine, or fine robes, or harpers to sing of my deeds? I like those things: who would not? But losing them is not what I fear.”


  “What do you fear, then?”


  “To lose myself. To live in that shadow-life that comes after life, when we are nothing but sad dusty empty things shuffling our wings in the dust. To cease to perceive; to cease to explore; to cease to journey; to cease to hope. All those things are Gilgamesh. There will be no more Gilgamesh, when I go to that dismal place. I have been on a quest all my life, father: I cannot bear that that quest will end.”


  “But all things end.”


  “Do they?” I asked.


  He looked close at me as though he must surely be seeing into my soul with his milky sightless eyes and said, “When we build a house, do we expect it to stand forever? When we sign a contract, do we think it is binding for all time to come? When the river floods, do the waters not recede? Nothing is permanent. The dragonfly lives in a shell when it is young; then it comes forth, and it beholds the sun a little while; and then it is gone. So it is with mankind. The master and the servant both have their little moment, their glance at the sun. It is the way.”


  Those words again! They made me despair.


  “It is the way!” I cried. “You tell me that too, father?”


  “Can it be otherwise? The same destiny is decreed for us all.”


  Before I knew what I was saying I replied, “Even for you, father?”


  It was a crass and foolish remark, and my cheeks blazed as I said it. But he was unperturbed. “Let us talk of me some other time,” said the Ziusudra calmly. “Today we talk of you. I think this of you, Gilgamesh of Uruk: that you are not frightened of death so much as you are angry at having to die.”


  “It is the same thing,” I said. “Call it fear, call it anger—I see no difference. What I see is that the world is full of joy and wonder, and I have no wish to leave it. But soon I must.”


  “Not soon, Gilgamesh.”


  “Why, do you know the number of my days?”


  “I? No, not at all: I would not deceive you on that score. But you are still young. You are very strong. You have many years ahead of you.”


  “However many they be, they are too few. For their number is set and limited, father.”


  “Which angers you.”


  “Which distresses me greatly,” I said.


  “And in your distress you have come to me.”


  “I have.”


  “Do you come seeking life from me, or wisdom?”


  “I can conceal nothing from you. I come seeking life, father. Wisdom is another matter. I hope time will bring it; but what I must have is time.”


  “And you think that by coming here you may win more time for yourself?”


  “So I hope, yes.”


  “Then may the gods grant you all that you seek,” the Ziusudra said. There was a long silence. His head sank forward on his breast and he seemed lost in brooding: he frowned, he pursed his lips, he sighed. I felt that I had wearied him; I dared not speak. The moment was endless. Come, I thought, reach out to me, give me your blessing, teach me the secret of your eternal life. But still he sighed, still he frowned.


  Then he lifted his head and peered at me with such intensity that I could not believe he was blind. He smiled. Softly he said, “We must speak of these things again, Gilgamesh. I will send for you another day.” And he made the smallest of gestures: it was a dismissal. I felt an invisible curtain descend between us. Although the Ziusudra still sat before me, unmoving, he was not there. Lu-Ninmarka, who had waited all this while by my side, came forward and touched me by the elbow. I rose; I offered a salute; I took my leave. I followed Lu-Ninmarka through the dark maze to the upper world like one who walks in sleep.
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  I WORKED in the fields and I went to the temple to hear them telling and retelling their tale of the Flood, and I took my meals of lentils and goat milk, and one day flowed into the next. I wondered vaguely about events in the world beyond the shores of this island, but I gave no thought to departing. Occasionally I saw the streets of Uruk in my mind, or the face of my wife or my son, or some man of the court: but they seemed like scenes out of a dream. Once I imagined I saw Enkidu before me, and I smiled at him but I did not go toward him. Another time Inanna slipped into my dreams, radiant, magnificent, more beautiful than she had ever seemed: seeing her, I felt no hatred for her scheming, only some mild regret that such beauty had been in my arms once and no longer could be mine. So the days went by. Uruk and all its concerns had drifted away from me. And in the ripeness of time I found myself in that winding passageway once again, descending to the lair of the Ziusudra.


  He sat as he had sat before, staunchly erect on his little wickerwork stool as though it were a throne. I felt the power of him. It surrounded him like a wall. In his own way he was a king; he was almost a god. It seemed to me that he dwelled on some plane beyond my understanding; I wanted instinctively to kneel before him the moment I came into his presence. I think I have never known another man who aroused such awe in me.


  As soon as I entered he began to speak; but I could not make sense of what he was saying. Words rose from him as a column of thick smoke rises from a fire of green wood; and the words were as impenetrable as the smoke, so that I was unable to see through the sound to the meaning. His voice circled round and round me. He spoke the language of the Land, or so I believed, and his words were calm and self-assured, as though he were presenting some closely reasoned argument; but no word followed upon the last in any manner I could comprehend. I knelt and stared. Then out of the murky flow I began to perceive a glimmer of understanding, as one sees sparks flying upward within the smoke. He was speaking, so it seemed, of the time the gods had sent the Flood as a punishment upon mankind and he had led his people to the high ground to wait the waters out. But I was not sure. There were moments when I thought he might be talking about the proper design of chariots, or about the places one goes to find deposits of rock-salt in the desert, or other such things far removed from the table of the Flood. I was lost in the tangled skein of his discourse; I was altogether baffled.


  Then he said suddenly with perfect clarity, “There is no death, if only we do the tasks the gods appoint for us. Do you understand me? There is no death.”


  He turned toward me, and seemed to be waiting.


  I said, “And so it was your task to resettle the Land when the waters receded; and for that the gods spared you from death. Then what is my task, Ziusudra? You know that I also would be spared from death.”


  “I know that.”


  “But the Flood will not come again. What shall I do? I would build a ship like yours, if there were need. But there is no need for one.”


  “Do you think there was a ship, Gilgamesh? Do you think there was a Flood?”


  By the faint flickering light of his little lamp I tried and failed to read the mysteries of his face. His mind was too agile for me; he danced away from my comprehension. I was losing hope that he would help me find what I sought. “I have heard what they say in the temple here,” I said. “But what am I to make of it? They tell a different tale in the Land.”


  “Trust it as we tell it. The rains came; in Shuruppak the king gathered his people, and they put provisions aside and carried them to the high ground, and remained there until the fury of the storm was spent. Then they returned to the Land and rebuilt all that had been destroyed. That is what happened, those many hundreds of years ago. All the rest is fable.”


  “Including,” I said, “the part where Enlil came to you and blessed you and sent you to Dilmun to live forever?”


  He shook his head. “The king of Shuruppak fled to Dilmun in despair. He went there when he saw that it was folly to have saved mankind, since all the old evils still thrived. He left the Land; he gave up his realm; he sought virtue and purity on this island. That is as it was, Gilgamesh. All the rest is fable.”


  “The tale has it that the gods gave you eternal life. Was that only a fable too? There is eternal life here, so it would seem.”


  “There is no death,” said the Ziusudra. “Have I not told you that?”


  “You have told me, yes. We must do the tasks the gods decree for us, and then there is no death. But I ask you again: What is my task, Ziusudra? How am I to know it? What secret must I learn?”


  “Why do you think there is a secret?”


  “There must be. You have lived so long. You saw the Flood: that was ten lifetimes ago, or twenty; and yet you still sit here. All about you are men and women who seem as ageless as you. How old is Lu-Ninmarka? How old is Hasidanum?” I looked at the Ziusudra long and earnestly. My hands were trembling, and I felt within myself the first beginnings of the god-aura, the buzzing, the crackling and hissing, all those strange things that come upon me in the times when I am most coiled upon myself with need. “Tell me, father, how I too can defeat death! The gods in assembly conferred life on you: who will call them into assembly for me?”


  “You are the only one who can do that,” said the Ziusudra.


  I could barely draw breath. “How? How?”


  He replied in the most offhand manner, “First show me that you can master sleep, and then we will see about a mastery of death. You can slay lions, O greatest of heroes; can you slay sleep? I invite you to a test, a trial. Sit here beside me for six days and seven nights without sleeping; and then perhaps you may find the life you seek.”


  “Is that the path, then?”


  “It is the path to the path.”


  The buzzing in my soul subsided. A new calmness came over me. He meant to guide me after all.


  “I will attempt it,” I said.


  The test was severe indeed: six days, seven nights! How could any such thing be done by mortal man? But I was confident. I was more than mortal; so had I believed since my boyhood, with good reason. I had slain lions and even demons; I could slay sleep also. Had I not gone day after day with no more than an hour or two of sleep in the seasons of war? Had I not marched through the wilderness by night and by day as though sleep were no need of mine? I would do it. I was sure of that. I had the strength; I had the zeal. I crouched on my haunches next to him and fixed my eyes on his pink smooth serene face, and set myself to the task.


  And to my shame sleep came upon me in a moment, like a whirlwind. But I did not know that I slept.


  My eyes were closed, my breath came thickly; as I say, it had happened in a moment. I thought I was awake and that I sat staring at the Ziusudra; but I slept, and I dreamed. In my dream I saw Ziusudra and his wife, who was as old as he; and he pointed to me and said to her, “Behold this hero, the strong man who seeks eternal life! Sleep came upon him like a whirlwind.”


  “Touch him,” she said. “Wake him. Let him return in peace to his own land, through the gate by which he left.”


  “No,” said Ziusudra in my dream. “I will let him sleep. But while he sleeps, wife, bake a loaf of bread each day, and set it here by his head. And make a mark on the wall to keep count of the days he sleeps. For mankind is deceitful; and when he wakes he will try to deceive us.”


  So she baked bread and marked markings on the wall each day, and I dreamed that I slept on, day after day, thinking I was awake. They watched over me and smiled at my folly; and then at last Ziusudra touched me and I awakened. But this too was still in my dream. “Why do you touch me?” I asked, and he replied, “To awaken you.” I looked at him in surprise and told him hotly that I had not slept, that only a moment had passed since I had crouched down beside him and my eyes had not closed for so much as a moment of that moment. He laughed, and gently he said that his wife had baked bread each day while I slept and had set the loaves before me. “Go, Gilgamesh: count them, and see how many days you have slept!” I looked at the loaves. There were seven of them: the first was like a brick, the second was nearly as stale, the third was soggy. The fourth had gone white about the crust with mildew; the fifth was covered with mold. Only the sixth loaf was still fresh. I saw the seventh baking over the coals. He showed me the markings on the walls, and there were seven, one for each day. So I knew that I had fallen asleep despite myself; and I understood that I had failed in my undertaking. I was unworthy. I would never be able to find my way along the path to eternal life. Despair engulfed me. I felt death coming upon me like a thief in the night, entering my bedchamber, seizing my limbs in his cold grasp. And I gave a great groan and awakened; for all this was still in my dream.


  I looked to the Ziusudra and I put my hand to my head as if to free it from a shroud. I was lost in my confusions. To sleep, believing I was awake, and to dream, and to wake within my dream, and then to awaken in truth—and still not to know whether I dreamed or waked, even now—ah, I was lost, I was lost!


  I pressed the tips of my fingers uncertainly to my eyes. “Am I awake?” I asked.


  “I think you are.”


  “But I slept?”


  “You slept, yes.”


  “Did I sleep long?”


  He shrugged. “Perhaps an hour. Perhaps a day.” He made it seem as if to him the one was the same as the other.


  “I dreamed I slept six days and seven nights, and you and your wife watched over me, and each day she baked bread; and then you awakened me and I denied that I had slept, but I saw the seven loaves before me. And when I saw them I felt death take hold of me, and I cried out.”


  “I heard your cry,” said the Ziusudra. “It was a moment ago, just before you awakened.”


  “So I am awake now,” I said, still unsure.


  “You are awake, Gilgamesh. But first you slept. You were not aware of it: but sleep came upon you in the first moment of your test.”


  “Then I have failed,” I said in a hollow voice. “I am doomed to die. There is no hope for me. Wherever I set my foot, there I find death—even here!”


  He smiled a tender loving smile, as one might give a babe. “Did you think our mysteries could save you from death? They cannot even save me. Do you see that? These rites we observe: they cannot even save me.”


  “It is the tale they tell, that you are exempt from dying.”


  “It is the tale, yes. But it is not the tale we tell here. When did I say that I was exempt from dying? Tell me when I spoke those words, Gilgamesh.”


  I looked at him, bewildered. “There is no death, you said. Only do your task, and then there is no death. You said that.”


  “So I did. But you failed to take my meaning.”


  “I took the meaning that I thought was there.”


  “So you did. It was the easy meaning; it was the meaning you hoped to find; but it was not the true meaning.” Again the tender smile, so sad, so loving. Gently, he said, “We have made our pact with death here. We know his ways, and he knows our ways; and we have our mysteries, and our mysteries defend us for a time from death. But only for a time. Poor Gilgamesh, you have come so far for so little!”


  Understanding flooded me. I felt my skin prickling; I shivered with the chill of perception as the truth made itself manifest. I caught my breath sharply. There was a question I must ask now; but I did not know if I dared to ask it, and I did not think I would have an answer from him. Nevertheless after a moment I said, “Tell me this. You are the Ziusudra: but are you Ziusudra of Shuruppak?”


  He answered without hesitation. And what he told me was that which I had already come to comprehend.


  “Ziusudra of Shuruppak is long since dead,” he said.


  “The one that led his people to the high ground when the rains came?”


  “Dead, long ago.”


  “And the Ziusudra who came after him?”


  “Dead, also. I will not tell you how many of that name have sat in this chamber; but I am not the third, nor the fourth, nor even the fifth. We die, and another comes to take the place and the title; and so we continue in the observance of our mysteries. I am very old, but I will not sit here forever. Perhaps Lu-Ninmarka will be the Ziusudra after me, or perhaps someone else. Perhaps even you, Gilgamesh.”


  “No,” I said. “It will not be me, I think.”


  “What will you do now?”


  “Return to Uruk. Resume my throne. Live out my days to their allotted number.”


  “You know that you may remain with us if you wish, and take part in our rites, and receive training in our skills.”


  “And learn from you how to keep death at bay—though not to defeat him altogether. For that is impossible.”


  “Yes.”


  “But if I give myself to you, I can never again leave this island. Is that so?”


  “You will not want to, if you become one of us.”


  “In what way would that be different from death?” I asked. “I would lose all the world, and have only a small sandy island in exchange for it. To dwell in a small room, and work in these fields, and say prayers at night, and eat only certain foods—to live like a prisoner on an isle so little I can walk from shore to shore in an hour or two—”


  “You would not be a prisoner. If you remained, you would remain of your free choice.”


  “It is not the life I would choose, father.”


  “No,” he said. “I did not think you would.”


  “I am grateful for the offer.”


  “Which will not be withdrawn. You may come to us any time, Gilgamesh, if so you choose. But I do not think that is what you will choose.” He smiled yet again and held forth his hand; and as he had done the first time he touched his fingertips to my face for a blessing. His hand was very cold. His touch had a sting. When Lu-Ninmarka led me back to the surface, I still felt the places where he had touched me, like white imprints against my skin.
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  I MADE ready to leave the little island. By orders of the Ziusudra I was given a fine new cloak, and a band to place around my head, and I bathed until I was clean as fresh snow. The boatman Sursunabu would take me across to Dilmun; there I would arrange for my journey home. My mood was somber, dark and subdued, and why should it not have been? The Ziusudra had said it all: I had come so far for so little. Yet I was not distraught. I had gambled and I had lost, but the odds had been great. Only a fool will weep when he asks the impossible of his dice and they do not provide it for him.


  The time was nearly at hand for my departure when the old priest Lu-Ninmarka came to me and made a little speech, saying, “The Ziusudra feels deep sorrow that you have undergone such long hardship and have wearied yourself so greatly without attaining any reward. By way of comforting you he has decided to disclose a hidden thing to you, a secret of the gods. He offers it as a gift, to carry back to your own country.”


  “And what is that?” I asked.


  “Come with me.”


  In truth I felt so bleak that I had little yearning for any gift of the Ziusudra’s; I wanted only to get myself away from that place and take myself swiftly back to Uruk. But I knew it would be mannerless and uncivil to refuse. So I accompanied the priest to a far part of the isle where the land stretched into the sea in a long narrow point with the shape of a knife-blade. On the edge of that point I saw a great mound of thousands of gray seashells of a strange shape, all gnarled and rough on one side, smooth and gleaming on the other. Near them lay the sort of stones that divers use as weights when they go down into the sea, and some ropes to attach them to their legs.


  “Do you wonder why we have come here?” Lu-Ninmarka said. He grinned. I think he meant it to be pleasant, but to me it was like the grinning of a skull, so lean and fleshless was his sharp-featured face. He picked up one of the gray shells, rested it a moment on the palm of his hand with its smooth side downward, and tossed it to the ground. Then he pointed out to sea. “This is the place where the plant known as Grow-Young-Again is found: there, at the bottom of the sea.”


  Frowning, I said, “Grow-Young-Again? What plant is that?”


  He looked at me in surprise. “Don’t you know it? It is the wonder of wonders, that plant. From it we make a medicine to cure the most implacable of illnesses: I mean the ravages of age. It is a medicine that restores a man to his former strength, that takes the lines from his face, that makes his hair grow dark once more. And the plant from which it comes lies in these waters. Do you see the shells here? They are its leaves. We dive for the plant, we bring it up, we extract its power, and we discard the rest. From its fruit we make the potion that preserves us from age. This is the Ziusudra’s parting gift to you: I am to let you have the fruit of Grow-Young-Again to take with you on your journey.”


  “Is it so?” I said, astounded.


  “We would not jest with you, Gilgamesh.”


  Awe and amazement silenced me a moment. When I could speak again I said in a hushed way, “How am I to obtain this miraculous stuff?”


  Lu-Ninmarka waved his hand towards the divers’ stones, the ropes, the sea. He indicated that I should put off my clothing and go down into the water. I hesitated only a moment. The sea is Enki’s domain, and I had never felt much at ease with that god. It would be a new thing for me to enter the sea. Well, I thought, in my passage to Dilmun Enki had done me no harm; and as a boy I had dived into the river often enough. What was there to fear? The plant Grow-Young-Again waited for me in that water. I cast my cloak aside; I tied the heavy stones to my feet; I went stumbling forward to the edge of the sea.


  How clear the water was, how warm, how gentle! It lapped at the pink sand of the shore and took on a pink flush itself. I looked toward Lu-Ninmarka, who urged me onward. It was slow going, with those stones. The water was shallow; I waded knee-deep for an endless time. But then at last I came to a place where the sunken shelf of the land dropped away and what seemed to be the maw of the great abyss loomed before me. Again I looked back; again Lu-Ninmarka signaled me onward. I filled my chest with air and cast myself forward, and the stones drew me down.


  Ah, what joy it was to tumble into those depths! It was like flying, effortless and serene, but a flying downward, a pure sweet descent. I was altogether without fear. The color of the sea deepened about me: it was a rich sapphire now, shot through with strands of sparkling light from above. As I descended, the fishes came to me and studied me with great goggling eyes. They were of every hue, yellow banded with black, scarlet, azure, topaz, emerald, turquoise; they were of colors I had never seen before, and mixtures of colors that I would not have believed possible. I could have touched them, they were so close. They danced beside me with unimaginable grace.


  Down, down, down. I held my arms high above my head and gave myself up freely to the pull of the abyss. My hair streamed far out about me; a bubbling flow came from my lips; there was a thunderous pounding in my breast. My heart was joyous: through my entire body there flowed the keenest of delights. I could not say how long it had been since I had known such joy. Not since Enkidu had gone from me, surely. Ah, Enkidu, Enkidu, if you could have been there beside me as I made my way into the abyss!


  The water was much cooler here. The shimmering light, far above, was pale, blue, remote, like moonlight made scant by heavy clouds. I felt firmness suddenly beneath my feet: I had reached the floor of this sunken realm. Soft sand below, dark jagged rocks before me. Where was the plant? Where was Grow-Young-Again? Ah, here, here! I saw a multitude of it: stony gray leaves clinging to the rocks. I touched several of them lightly, in wonder, thinking, Is this the one that will do the magic? Is this the one that will turn back the years? I pulled one plant loose. That cost me no little pain. The outer surface of it was sharp and thorny, as though covered with tiny blades, and it pricked my hands like a rose. I saw a crimson cloud of my blood rise along my arms. But I had the plant of life and breath; I clutched it tight; I raised it jubilantly, and I would have cried out in triumph, if such a thing could have been done in that silent world. Grow-Young-Again! Yes! Perhaps eternal life could not be mine, but I would at least have some way of shielding myself against the bite of time’s tooth.


  Rise, now, Gilgamesh! Get you to the sea’s surface! My errand was achieved; and I realized now for the first time that my breath was all but exhausted.


  I cut myself free of the stones that were tied to my feet and rose like an arrow through the water, scattering the startled fishes. Brightness enfolded me. I burst through into the air and felt the blessed warmth of the sun. Laughing, splashing, lurching about, I flung myself onto the bosom of the sea and it sped me toward the shore. In moments I reached a place where the water was shallow enough for me to stand; and I went running onward until I was on dry land once again.


  I held out my hand toward Lu-Ninmarka, showing him the gray uncouth thing I held. Blood still ran from the cuts it had made in my flesh and I felt the salt of the sea stinging in them; but that did not matter. “Is this it?” I cried. “Is this the right one?”


  “Let me see,” he murmured. “Give me your knife.”


  He took it from me and deftly slipped the blade of the knife between the two stony leaves. With a strength I did not think he had the old priest split the leaves apart and turned them back. Within I beheld something strange, a pulsing pink furrowed thing as soft and intricate and mysterious as a woman’s most secret inner place. But that was of no concern to Lu-Ninmarka; he prowled with his fingers in its folds and crevices and after a moment cried out and pulled forth something round and smooth and gleaming, the pearl that is the fruit of the plant Grow-Young-Again.


  “This is what we seek,” he said. Carelessly he tossed aside the stony leaves and the pinkness they contained; a bird swooped down at once to feed on that tender meat. But he held the pearl cradled in the palm of his hand, beaming at it as though it were the dearest child of his bosom. In the warm sunlight it seemed to glow with an inner radiance; and its color was rich and fine, with a blush of blue mingled with the creamy pink. He touched it lightly with the tip of his finger, rolling it about, taking the greatest of delight in it. Then after a few moments he placed it in my hand and folded my bloodied fingers about it. “Put it in your pouch,” he said, “and keep it as you would the greatest of your treasures. Carry it with you to Uruk of the high ramparts, and store it in your strongbox. And when you feel your years weighing heavy upon you, Gilgamesh, take it out, grind it to fine powder, mix it with good strong wine, drink it down in a single draught. That is all. Your eyes will grow clear again, your breath will come in deep gusts, your strength will be the strength of the slayer of lions you once had been. That is our gift to you, Gilgamesh of Uruk.”


  I stared at the pearl with wide eyes. “I could have asked for nothing finer.”


  “Come, now. The boatman awaits you.”
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  SOUR AND sullen and silent as always, Sursunabu the boatman took me across in the afternoon to the greater island nearby. Once more I found lodgings in the main city of Dilmun for a few days, until I could buy passage aboard a ship bound for the Land. Idly I wandered about the steep streets, past the open-fronted shops of brick and timber where the craftsmen in gold and copper and precious stones plied their skills, and looked down toward the beach and its ships, and past it to the broad blue sheet of the sea and the little sandy island. I thought of the Ziusudra who was not Ziusudra, and of the priests and priestesses who served him in the mysteries of their cult, and of the true tale they had told of the coming of the Flood, so different from what is told in the Land; and I thought also of the stony fruit of the plant Grow-Young-Again which swung in a little pouch about my neck and blazed against my breastbone like a sphere of flame. So at last my quest was ending. I was going home; and if I had not found what I had come seeking, I had at least attained some part of it, some means of fending off the fate I abhorred.


  So be it. Now to Uruk!


  There was a trading-ship of Meluhha in the port, nearly done with its business. It would go northward now as far as Eridu and Ur to sell its goods for the merchandise of the Land; and then when it was laden it would make its way back down into the Sea of the Rising Sun and sail off to the distant and mysterious place in the east from which it had come. This I learned from a merchant of Lagash who stayed at my hostelry.


  I went down into the port and found the master of the Meluhhan ship. He was a small and delicate-looking man with skin dark as ebony and fine proud sharp features; he understood my language well enough, and said he would carry me as a passenger. I told him to name his price, and he named it: I judge it was half what his whole ship was worth. He stared up at me with eyes like polished onyx and smiled. Was he expecting me to bargain with him? How could I do that? I am king of Uruk; I cannot bargain. Perhaps he knew that and took advantage of me. Or perhaps he thought I was just a great hulking fool, with more silver than wit about me. Well, it was a steep price; he took from me nearly all my remaining silver. But it was no great matter. I had been away from the Land far too long; I would pay that much and more with a glad heart, if only he would carry me toward my home.


  We made our departure, then. On a day when the sky was as flat and hot as an anvil the little dark-skinned men of Meluhha hoisted their sail and leaped to their oars and we headed out northward into the sea.


  The cargo was timber of several kinds from their own land, which they stored in bundles on the deck, and chests that held gold ingots, ivory combs and figurines, carnelian and lapis lazuli. The captain said he had made his voyage fifty times and meant to make it fifty more before he died. I asked him to tell me about the countries that lie between Meluhha and the Land. I wanted to know the shape of the coasts, the color of the air, the scent of the blossoms, and a thousand other things; but he only shrugged and said, “Why is that of interest? The world is much the same everywhere.” I had great pity for him, hearing that.


  Among these Meluhhans I felt like a colossus. I have long been accustomed to the way I tower over the men of the Land, head and shoulders and breast; but on this voyage my shipmates came scarcely more than belly-high to me, and scampered about almost as if they were little apes. By Enlil, I must have seemed a monstrous thing to them! Yet they showed no fear of me nor any awe; to them I was merely a barbaric curiosity, I suppose, something that they would weave into their mariners’ tales when they reached their homeland. “Believe it if you will, we had a passenger between Dilmun and Eridu, and his stature was like that of an elephant! As stupid as an elephant, too, and as heavy-footed—we took good care to keep out of his way, or he might have trampled us flat without so much as noticing we were there!” In truth, they made me feel like an oaf, so little and agile were they; but in my defense I will say that the ship was crafted to fit men of a smaller size than mine. It was hardly my fault I had to go about in a crouch with my arms at my side, barely able to move without knocking into something.


  The sun was white-hot and the cloudless sky was merciless. There was little wind; but so cunning were these seamen that they kept their vessel moving forward under the merest of breezes. I watched them in admiration. They worked as if they had a single mind; each carried out his role in the enterprise without need of command, laboring quickly and silently in the sweltering heat. If they had asked me to do some task I would have done it, but they left me by myself. Did they know I was a king? Did they care? They are an incurious race, I think; but they work very hard.


  At dusk, when they gathered for their meal, they shyly invited me to join them. What they ate each night was a stew of meat or fish so fiery in its flavor that I thought it would burn my lips, and a sort of porridge that tasted of soured milk. After eating they sang, a strange music indeed, the voices roaming and twining to fashion eerie twanging melodies that coiled like serpents. And so the voyage went. I was glad to be apart from them, alone inside myself, for I was weary and had much on my mind. Now and again I touched the pearl of Grow-Young-Again that hung about my throat; and I thought often of Uruk and what awaited me there.


  At last I saw the welcome shores of the Land dark against the horizon. We entered the wide mouth of the joined rivers and went onward, on and on to the place where the rivers divide. Then there was the Idigna, making its course off to the right; and there was the Buranunu, our own great river, branching to the left. I gave thanks to Enlil. I was not yet home; but the wind that reached my nostrils was a wind that had blown yesterday through my native city, and that alone was enough greatly to gladden me.


  Not long afterward we docked at the quay of holy Eridu. There I bade the Meluhhan captain farewell and went ashore by myself. It would not have been wise to go on further with that ship, for its next port of call would be Ur; and that was no place now for me to go in the guise of a solitary traveler. They would know me in Ur. If I set foot there without any army at my back I knew I would never see Uruk again.


  They knew me also in Eridu. I had not been off the ship three minutes before I saw eyes flickering and fingers pointing, and heard them whispering in awe and wonder, “Gilgamesh! Gilgamesh!” It was to be expected. I had been to Eridu many times for the autumn rites that follow in the wake of the Sacred Marriage. But this was not autumn, and I had come without my retinue. Little wonder they pointed and whispered.


  It is the oldest city in the world, Eridu. We say that it was the first of the five cities that existed before the Flood. Perhaps it was, though I no longer have as much faith in those old tales as I had before my visit to the Ziusudra. Enki is the prime god of the place, he who has power over the sweet waters that flow beneath the earth: his great temple is there, and his chief dwelling place lies beneath it, so they say. I believe it must be so: you can dig anywhere in the low-lying ground about Eridu and discover fresh water.


  Eridu lies somewhat off the Buranunu but is connected to the river by lagoons and good waterways, and it is as much a port as the river cities themselves. Its site is difficult, though, for the desert comes right down to the edges of the city and I think some day the dunes may sweep right over it. They must think so too, for they have put not only the temple but the entire city atop a great raised platform. There is much stone around Eridu, and the city’s builders have used it well. The retaining wall of the platform is a massive thing faced with sandstone, and the stairs of the temple are great marble slabs. It is a thing to be envied, to have stone close by your city, and not to be compelled as we are to build only of mud.


  The merchants of Uruk have long maintained a commercial house in Eridu, close by Enki’s temple: a place held in common, where they can extend credit to one another and put their books in balance and exchange rumors of the marketplace and do whatever else it is that merchants do. It was there I went from the quay, moving unconcerned through an ever larger crowd of whisperers and pointers: “Gilgamesh! Gilgamesh!” all the way. When I entered the trading-hall I found three men of my city working at their scribe-work with stylus and tablet; they sprang to their feet at the first sight of me, gasping and turning pale as though Enlil himself had come striding into their midst. Then they fell to their knees and set up a frantic making of the royal signs; wiggling their arms and waving their heads about like frenzied madmen. It was a while before they were calm enough to make sense.


  “You are not dead, majesty!” they blurted.


  “Evidently not,” I said. “Who was it that gave that story forth?”


  They looked warily at one another. At length the oldest and shrewdest-looking of them replied, “It was said at the temple, I think. That you had gone into the wilderness out of mourning for Enkidu your brother, and you had been devoured by lions—”


  “No, that you had been carried off by demons—” put in another. “By demons, yes, that came out of a whirlwind—”


  “The Imdugud-bird was seen in the rooftops, crying evil omens, five nights running—” the third declared.


  “A two-headed calf was found in the pastures—they sacrificed it at the Ubshukkinakku—”


  “And at the Sanctuary of Destinies, they—”


  “Yes, and there was green mist around the moon, which—”


  I broke into all this babble with a loud cry: “Wait! Tell me this: at which temple was it that I was given forth as dead?”


  “Why, the temple of the goddess, majesty!”


  I smiled. That was no great surprise.


  Quietly I said, “Ah. Ah, I see: of course. It was Inanna herself who uttered the doleful news, eh?”


  They nodded. They looked more troubled with each passing moment.


  I thought of Inanna and her hatred for me, and her hunger for power, and how she had coolly put the king Dumuzi aside long ago when he had ceased to serve her needs; and I knew that my leaving Uruk must have seemed to her like a gift from the gods; and I told myself that I had done the most foolish of foolish things, running off in my madness and pain in search of eternal life, when I had the duties of this life to carry out. How she must have laughed, when she was told I had gone from the city by stealth! How she must have relished it when the days went by and I did not return, and no one knew where I was!


  I said, “Was she greatly grieved? Did she lament and tear her robes?”


  They nodded most solemnly. “Her grief was great indeed, O Gilgamesh.”


  “And did they beat the drums for me? The lilissu-drum, the little balag-drums?”


  They did not answer.


  “Did they? Did they?”


  “Yes.” A hoarse whisper. “They beat the drums for you, O Gilgamesh. They mourned most grievously for you.”


  My head roared. I thought my fit was coming on. I felt the buzzing within, I felt the hissing. I came close to them, so that they trembled from being so near me, and I was trembling myself as I asked the question I most feared to ask: “And tell me this, have they chosen a king in my place yet?”


  Again an exchange of worried glances. Those hapless merchants quivered like leaves in an autumn gale.


  “Have they?” I demanded.


  “Not—yet, O Gilgamesh,” said one finally.


  “Ah, not yet? Not yet? The omens have been inauspicious, I imagine.”


  “They say the goddess has called for a new king, but the assembly has thus far chosen to withhold its consent. There are those who think that you still live—”


  “It is very likely that I do,” I said.


  “—and they fear that the gods will be displeased, if a king should too hastily be put in your place—”


  “The gods will very likely be displeased,” I said. “And not only the gods.”


  “—but there is need, everyone agrees, for a king in Uruk; for you know, majesty, that Meskiagnunna of Ur is swollen with pride, that he has put both Kish and Nippur into his hand, that he looks now toward our city—and in these troublesome months we have not had a king—we have not had a king, majesty—”


  “You have a king,” I said. “Make no mistake on that score: you have a king. Let’s hope that you don’t have two, by this time.”


  There was a certain lightness to my tone of voice, I suppose, but none in my heart. I felt a great weight within, and much bewilderment. Was I still king? Did I even deserve to be? The gods had placed me in command over Uruk and I had deserted my post: that could not be denied. For that, anyone might say, I am to blame. But can any blame attach to us ever, when the gods call all the tunes? Had the gods not also sent me Enkidu, and then taken him away? And was it not so, therefore, that it was the gods who had aroused in me the pain, the fear of dying, that had driven me forth on my quest for life? Yes. Yes. Yes. I did not think that I was at fault. I had only been following the dictates of the gods in all things. But where was the will of proud Gilgamesh, then? Was I nothing but the plaything of the remote and uncaring great ones to whom this world belongs? The servant of the gods, yes: I will not deny that. We are all servants of the gods and it is folly to think otherwise. But their plaything? Their toy?


  Well, I could not linger then over such questions. I brushed them aside. If I am no longer king in Uruk, I thought, let the goddess tell me so. Not her priestess, but the goddess herself. I will go to the city; I will seek out my answers there.


  Then I felt the strong presence of my father the hero Lugalbanda within me. I had not felt him in a long while. The great king filled my spirit with his strength and gave me much comfort. I knew from that that I need feel no shame for anything I had done. The things I had done were what the gods had decreed for me, and they were right and proper things. My grief had been necessary. My quest had been necessary. The gods had resolved to bring me to wisdom: I had simply obeyed their design.


  No longer did I doubt that I was still king. I sent the eldest of the merchants off at once to the palace of the governor of Eridu, to tell him that his overlord Gilgamesh of Uruk had arrived in his city and was awaiting an appropriate welcome. I instructed the youngest merchant to seek passage that day aboard the next ship sailing toward Uruk, so that he could bear word that the king was returning from his journeys. And I sent the third man out to fetch me wine and roasted meat, and a high-breasted wench of sixteen or seventeen years; for suddenly the juices of life were coursing in my body again. In all this dark period of wandering since the time of Enkidu’s dying, I had become a stranger to myself. I felt as though I had split in two, and the part that was Gilgamesh had strayed off somewhere leaving only a husk behind, and I was that husk. But now the vigor and power and life that were Gilgamesh the king were coming back into me. I was myself again. I was Gilgamesh, whole and complete. For this I gave thanks to Enlil the master, and to An the great father, and to Enki the god of the place I was now in; but most warmly did I give thanks to the god Lugalbanda from whose seed I had sprung. The great gods are far away, and we are at best like specks of sand to them. Lugalbanda stood close beside me, then and ever.
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  THE GOVERNOR then in Eridu was Shulutula the son of Akurgal. He was a small round dark-skinned man with a huge blunt nose. Eridu does not have kings; kingship went from that city a long time ago, before the Flood. But though his rank was only that of governor, Shulutula lived like a king, in a grand palace of two twin buildings surrounded by an immense double wall. He received me nervously, since I was in his city out of season and he was taken by surprise; but his nature was a tranquil one and as soon as he realized that I was not here to depose him or to make great demands upon his treasury he grew notably more easy. That night he ordered up a great feast for me, and showered me with gifts, fine spears and some concubines and a beautifully made alabaster statuette the length of my arm, with eyes encrusted with lapis lazuli and shell.


  We talked far into the night. He knew I had been away from Uruk some time, but he dared not ask why, nor where I had gone. I tried to get from him an account of recent events in my city, but he could not or would not tell me much, only that he had heard the harvest had been poor and there had been some flooding along the canals during the season of high water. But the center of his concern, plainly, was not Uruk but Ur. That powerful city, after all, was only a few leagues from Eridu; and already Meskiagnunna had gobbled up Kish and Nippur. What would be next, if not Eridu? “How can we doubt it?” Shulutula asked me. “He is seeking kingship over all the Land.”


  “The gods have not awarded the high kingship to Ur,” I said.


  He peered somberly into his wine-cup. “Can we be sure of that?”


  “It is not possible.”


  “Once the kingship was in Eridu, was it not?” Shulutula said. “Long ago, before the Flood. Then it passed to Badtibira, to Larak, to—”


  “Yes,” I cut in impatiently. “Spare me. I know the ancient annals as well as you.”


  Though my brusque tone obviously ruffled him, he would not be deterred. I liked him for that. “I beg your indulgence,” is what he said, and then with surprising boldness went right on. “—to Sippar and to Shuruppak. Then came the Flood, and everything was destroyed. After the Flood, when the kingship of the Land again descended from heaven, the place where it came to reside was in Kish, is that not so?”


  “Agreed,” I said.


  “Meskiagnunna has made himself the master of Kish; can it not then be said that the kingship has gone from Kish to Ur?”


  Now I saw what he was driving at.


  I shook my head. “Hardly,” I said. “The kingship resided in Kish, yes. But you overlook something. In the first year of my reign Agga of Kish came to Uruk to make war, and he was beaten and taken captive. Clearly the kingship passed from Kish to Uruk at that moment. When the king of Ur seized Kish, he seized only a hollow thing. The kingship had gone from it; it had gone to Uruk. Where it now resides.”


  “Then you maintain that the king of Uruk is king over the Land?”


  “Most certainly,” I said.


  “But there has been no king in Uruk these months past!”


  “There will be a king in Uruk again very shortly, Shulutula,” I told him. I leaned forward until I could almost touch his enormous gourd of a nose with the tip of my own, and said in a way that admitted of no uncertainties, “Meskiagnunna can have Kish if he wishes it. But I will not allow him to keep Nippur, for it is a holy city and must be free; and I tell you this, he will never have Eridu either. You have nothing to fear.” Then I rose; I yawned and stretched; and I emptied the last of my wine. “This is enough feasting for tonight, I think. Sleep calls me. In the morning I will visit the temples, and then I’ll begin my homeward journey. I will require of you a chariot and a team of asses, and a charioteer who knows his way north.”


  He seemed puzzled. “You mean to go by land, majesty?”


  I nodded. “It will give my people more time to prepare for my homecoming.”


  “Then I will provide an escort of five hundred troops for you, and whatever else you may—”


  “No,” I said. “A single chariot, and beasts to draw it. A single charioteer. I need nothing more than that. The gods will protect me, Shulutula, as they always have. I will go alone.”


  He had trouble understanding that. He could not see that I had no wish to come marching into Uruk at the head of an army of foreign soldiers: I meant to enter my city as I had left it, alone, unafraid. My people would accept me as their king because I was their king, not because I had reimposed myself by force. When men are subdued by strength of arms, they do not submit in their souls, but yield merely because they have no choice. But when men are subdued by the power of character they yield to the core of their hearts, and submit in full measure. Any wise king knows these things.


  So I took from Shulutula of Eridu merely what I had asked of him: a chariot, a charioteer. He gave me also some provisions and a quiver of fine javelins, in case we encountered lions or wolves along the way; but although he hovered around me anxiously trying to persuade me to accept some more imposing escort from him, I would not do it.


  I stayed in Eridu five more days. There were purifications that I had to perform at the shrines of Enki and An, and a private rite in honor of Lugalbanda. Those matters occupied three days; the fourth, according to Shulutula’s conjurers, was an unlucky day, so I stayed on for a fifth. Then I set out at daybreak for Uruk. It was the twelfth day of the month Du’uzu, when summer’s full heat was beginning to fall upon the Land. The charioteer he gave me was a sturdy fellow named Ninurta-mansum, who was perhaps thirty years old, with the first flecks of gray in his beard. He wore across his breast the scarlet riband that announced he had pledged his life to the service of Enki. In a curious way it called to my mind a fiery red scar that had marked the body of old Namhani, who had driven my team long ago when I was a young prince in the service of Agga of Kish. Which was oddly appropriate, for the only charioteer I had ever known who was the equal of Ninurta-mansum in skill was Namhani: they were two of a kind. When they held the reins, it was as though they held the souls of their beasts in their hands.


  At the hour of my departure I embraced Shulutula and pledged him once more that I would shield his city against the ambitions of the king of Ur; he slew a goat and poured out a libation of blood and honey at the main gate to insure my safe passage home; and then I rode out into the morning. We left the city by the Gate of the Abyss and went past the high dunes and a great grove of thorny kiskanu-trees, almost a forest of them: when I looked back, I saw the towers of the palace and temples of Eridu rising like the castles of demon princes against the pale early-morning sky. Then we crossed a rough stony ridge and went down into the valley, and the city was lost behind us.


  Ninurta-mansum knew very well who I was and what was likely to happen if I fell into the hands of some patrolling squadron of men from Ur. So he gave that city a wide berth and swung around instead into the forlorn and desolate land on the western side of Eridu. It was all wasteland here, and a bleak bitter wind blew: the sand swirled up and took the form of tenuous ghosts whose melancholy eyes did not leave me all the day long. But I was not afraid. They were nothing more than swirling sand.


  The asses seemed tireless. They flew onward hour after hour and seemed to know neither hunger nor thirst nor weariness. They could have been enchanted, or perhaps demons placed under a spell, so tireless were they. When we halted at sundown, they looked scarcely winded. I wondered what the beasts would do for water in this wilderness; but Ninurta-mansum began at once to dig, and straightaway a cool sweet spring came bubbling up out of the sand. Beyond doubt the blessing of Enki was upon that man.


  When we no longer ran much risk of meeting warriors of Ur, the charioteer began to guide us closer to the river. We were on the Buranunu’s sunset side and had to cross it somehow to reach Uruk; but that was no great task for Ninurta-mansum. He knew a place where at this time of year the river was shallow and the bottom was firm, and took us across there. We had one bad moment when the leftmost ass lost his footing and went down, which I thought would pull the whole chariot over. But Ninurta-mansum gripped the traces and leaned all his strength into holding us upright. The other three asses stayed firm. The one that had stumbled came up out of the river snorting and spewing, and got himself in balance; and we came out safely on the river’s sunrise bank. Perhaps not even Namhani could have managed that.


  Now we were in lands tributary to Uruk. The city itself was still some leagues to the northeast. I did not know whose land we had entered, whether it was Inanna’s or An’s or some magnate’s of the city—it might even have been mine, for I had vast holdings in this district—but whatever it was, temple land or private land, it was land of Uruk. After my long absence I felt such joy at seeing these rich fertile fields that I came close to leaping down from the chariot and embracing the earth. Instead I contented myself with a libation and the brief rites of homecoming. The charioteer knelt beside me, stranger though he was in Uruk. He was a holy man, that charioteer: holier than some priests and priestesses I have known.


  We were encountering farming folk now, and of course they knew me for their king, if only from my height and bearing. They ran alongside the chariot shouting my name: I waved, I smiled, I made the signs of the gods to them. Ninurta-mansum reined the asses in and we moved at a slow trot, so the people might keep up with me. They gathered in number, coming in from this field and that as the word spread, until there were hundreds of them. That night when we halted they brought us the best that they had, strong black beer and the red beer they like so much, and the wine of dates, and the roasted meat of calves and sheep. And they came one by one for hours, weeping with gladness, to kneel before me and express their thanks that I still lived and ruled over them. I have had richer feasts, but none, I think, that has touched me so deeply.


  Of course the news that I was approaching the city preceded me to Uruk. It was what I intended. I was sure that Inanna had used my absence to take great power into her grasp; I wanted that power to begin to slip from her, hour by hour, as the citizens whispered among themselves of the coming return of their king.


  Then at last on a day when heat danced in the sky like the waves of the ocean I beheld the walls of Uruk rising in the distance, copper-bright, shining in the sun. Is there a finer sight in all the world than Uruk’s walls? I think not. I think that I would have heard tell of it, if there were anything to compare. But there is not, for ours is the city of cities, the goddess among cities, the city that lies at the heart and center of the world.


  When I drew nearer, though, I saw an unfamiliar thing. On the plain outside the city, in the stretch of bare sandy land that lies between the High Gate and the Nippur Gate, splashes of brilliant color sprouted like huge flowers below the walls: puffs of scarlet and black, yellow and bright blue. These were a mystery to me until I was closer still; then I realized that tents and pavilions had been erected there. In celebration of my return, so I thought. But I was mistaken.


  Instead of my good lords Bir-hurturre and Zabardi-bunugga riding toward me to meet me with troops and escort me into the city, which I might have expected, three women of Inanna came from those pavilions on foot. So I understood at once that there would be trouble. I did not know them by name, but I had seen them in the rites: they were high priestesses. They wore rich scarlet robes and had the serpent-emblem in bronze coiled about their left arms. When I was in hailing distance the one in the center, who was tall and stately with tightly woven black hair, made signs of the goddess at me and called out, “In Inanna’s name we bid you go no further!”


  This was too brazen even for Inanna. I went rigid and caught my breath as rage began to rise in me; but then I forced myself to ease. Calmly I said, “Do you know me, priestess?”


  She met my eyes coolly. I sensed great strength in her, and formidable power.


  “You are Gilgamesh son of Lugalbanda,” she said.


  “Indeed. I am Gilgamesh king of Uruk, back from my pilgrimage. Or will you dispute that?”


  In the same measured way she said, as though conceding nothing, “It is the truth. You are the king.”


  “Then why do the women of the goddess bid me halt in this place outside the walls? I would enter my city. I have been gone a long while; I am eager to see it again.”


  We were like two swordsmen, testing each other with wary thrusts. “The goddess asks me to tell you of the joy she feels at your safe return,” she replied with no trace whatever of joy in her tone, “and requires of me that I convey you now to the place of purification which we have erected outside the walls.”


  My eyes went wide. “Purification? Have I become unclean, then?”


  Blandly she said, “In dreams the goddess has followed your wanderings, O king. She knows that dark spirits have impinged on your soul; and she would cleanse you of their malign force before you come into the city. It is her way to serve, and this is her service: surely you know that.”


  “Her kindness is too great.”


  “It is not a question of kindness, O king. It is a question of the health of your soul, and of the safety of the city, and of the divine balance and order of the realm, which must be maintained. And so the goddess has decreed these rites, out of her great mercy and love.”


  Ah, I thought. Her great mercy and love! I nearly burst out in laughter! But I did not: I held myself in check. Well, I told myself, I will play this game out to its end. In my most courteous and formal way I said, “The mercy of the goddess is sublime. If my soul is at risk, it must be cleansed. Lead me to the place of purification.”


  As I stepped down from the chariot Ninurta-mansum glanced toward me, and I saw him frown. It should have been no concern of his that I might be giving myself over to treachery: he was Shulutula’s man, not mine. Yet he was trying to warn me. I realized that he was one who would die for me, if needs be. Giving him a reassuring clasp on the shoulder, I told him to take the asses to graze but not to get too far away from me. Then, going on foot, I followed the three priestesses of Inanna toward the pavilions below the walls.


  Plainly she had been a long time in planning this. What was virtually a holy precinct had been constructed out here. There were five tents, one large one with the reed-bundles of Inanna mounted in the sand before it, and four lesser ones in which all manner of sacred implements seemed to have been stored—braziers, incense-burners, holy images and banners, and the like. As I came near, priestesses began to chant, musicians to pound on their drums and blow into their fifes, temple dancers circled round and round me with joined arms. I looked toward the main tent. Inanna herself must wait in there for me, I thought, and suddenly my throat was dry and fiery knots tightened in my gut. Was I frightened? No, it was not exactly fear; it was a sense of some great finality closing in upon me. How long was it since she and I had been face to face? What transformations had she accomplished behind my back in the city, since then? Surely she meant to work my undoing today; but how? How? And how might I defend myself? Ever since my childhood—when she had been little more than a child herself—my fate had been entwined with this dark-souled woman; and it seemed certain that I was approaching now, within this great tent of scarlet and black that rose before me on the plain of Uruk, the ultimate collision of our destinies.


  But I was wrong once again. The three priestesses raised the curtain of the tent a little way and held it back, indicating to me that I should go inside. I entered, and found myself in a perfumed place of rich lustrous mats and sheer draperies; and awaiting me at the center of it, seated kneeling on a low couch, was a woman of voluptuous form whose body was bare except for a glowing pendant of gold that hung between her breasts and the thick-bodied olive-hued serpent of the goddess, which was wrapped like a rope about her waist, moving in slow sliding pulsations. But she was not Inanna. She was Abisimti the holy courtesan, she who had initiated me into the rites of manhood long ago, she who had done the same for Enkidu when he dwelled in wildness on the steppe. I had been set and braced for Inanna; the surprise and shock of finding someone else in Inanna’s place so stunned and staggered me that I recoiled and found myself all but hurled into my fit. I felt myself going over the brink of an abyss. I swayed; I shook; I pulled myself back with the last of my strength.


  Abisimti looked toward me. Her eyes were gleaming strangely; they burned in their sockets like spheres of glowing carnelian. In a voice that seemed to be making a journey to me from some world that was not this world she said, “Hail, O king! Hail, Gilgamesh!” And she beckoned me to her side.
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  FOR AN instant I was twelve years old again and I was going with my uncle to the temple cloister for my initiation; I saw myself in my kilt of soft white linen, with the narrow red stripe of surrendered innocence painted on my shoulder and a lock of my hair in my hand to give to the priestess. And I saw again the beautiful sixteen-year-old Abisimti of my boyhood, whose breasts were round as pomegranates, whose long dark hair tumbled loose past her gold-painted cheeks.


  She was still beautiful now. Who could count the men she had embraced for the goddess’ sake before I first had come to her, or the men she had embraced since? But the number of those who had possessed her might be as great as the number of the grains of sand in the desert, and still they could not take her beauty from her: they could only enhance it. She was not young; her breasts were no longer quite so round; and yet she was still beautiful. I wondered, though, why her eyes looked so strange, why her voice was so unfamiliar. She seemed almost dazed. They have given her some potion, I thought: that must be it. But why? Why?


  I said, “I expected to find Inanna in here.”


  She spoke slowly, as if in a dream. “Are you displeased? She cannot leave the temple. You will go to her afterward, Gilgamesh.”


  I should have realized Inanna would not go outside the walls of the city. To Abisimti I said, “I am just as content, finding you. I was surprised, that was all—”


  “Come. Put off your robe. Kneel down before me.”


  “But what rite is this that we will do?”


  “You must not ask. Come, Gilgamesh! Disrobe. Kneel.”


  I was wary but oddly calm. Perhaps this was a true rite after all; perhaps Inanna meant only to serve, indeed, and had devised all this to cleanse me of Enlil-knew-what impurity before I went inside the city. I could not believe that the gentle Abisimti would be part of any plot against me. So I put aside my sword and laid down my robe, and I knelt on the mat before her. We were both naked, though she wore a pendant and a living serpent about her middle, and I had the pearl of Grow-Young-Again hanging on a string on my chest. I saw her looking at it. She could not have any idea what it was; but her brows came together for a moment.


  “Tell me what I must do,” I said.


  “This is the first thing,” said Abisimti.


  She reached to her side and lifted in both her hands an alabaster bowl of wondrous slimness and elegance, carved with the sacred signs of the goddess. She cupped it and held it forward between us. There was dark wine in it. So we would pour out a libation, I thought, and then perhaps we would make some sort of a sacrifice—sacrifice Inanna’s serpent, could that be possible?—and after that I supposed we would speak a rite together; and at the last, she would draw me down onto the couch and take me into her body. In our coupling I would cast forth whatever it was that had to be purged from me before I could enter Uruk. So I imagined things would unfold.


  But Abisimti held the bowl toward me and said in a slow dreamlike whisper, “Take this, Gilgamesh. Drink it deep.”


  She put the bowl into my hands. I held it a moment, looking down at the wine, before bringing it to my lips.


  And I sensed a strangeness. Abisimti was shivering in the great heat of the day. She was trembling all over her body. Her shoulders were oddly hunched, her breasts swayed like trees in a tempest, the corners of her mouth drew in and out in an odd quirking way. I saw fear on her face, and something almost like shame. But her eyes gleamed ever more brightly; and it seemed to me that they were fixed on me in the way that a serpent’s eyes were fixed as it stares at its helpless prey just before striking. I cannot tell you why I saw her that way, but I did. She was watching: she was waiting. For what?


  I said, suddenly suspicious once again, “If we are to take part in this rite together, we must share everything. You drink first; and then I will take mine.”


  Her head went back with a jerk as though I had slapped her.


  “That may not be!” she cried.


  “Why is that?”


  “The wine—it is for you, Gilgamesh—”


  “I offer it freely to you. Share it with me, Abisimti.”


  “I am not permitted!”


  “I am your king. I command you.”


  She wrapped her arms over her breasts and huddled into herself. She was quaking. Her eyes no longer met mine. She said, so softly I scarcely could hear her, “No—please, no—”


  “Take but a sip, before I do.”


  “No—I beg you—”


  “Why are you so afraid, Abisimti? Is the wine such holy stuff that it will harm you?”


  “I beg you—Gilgamesh—”


  I held the bowl out to her, pushing it practically in her face. She turned away; she clamped her lips tight, perhaps fearing I would force it into her mouth. Then I was certain of the treachery. I put the wine-bowl down beside me, and leaned forward, taking her by the wrist. Quietly I said, “I thought there was love between us, but I see I may have been mistaken. Tell me now, Abisimti, why you will not drink the wine with me, and tell me truthfully.”


  She did not answer.


  “Tell me!”


  “My lord—”


  “Tell me!”


  She shook her head. Then, with a force that astonished me, she pulled her arm free of my grasp and whirled around so suddenly that her snake took alarm and uncoiled itself from her waist, gliding loose of her. An instant later I saw a copper dagger in her hand. She had pulled it from beneath a cushion behind her. I thought it was intended for me; but it was toward her own breast that she drove it. Seizing her wrist, I held the tip of the blade back from her flesh. That cost me some little effort, for she had a kind of fit upon her and her strength was almost beyond belief. Slowly I prevailed; I forced the dagger back; then I wrenched it from her hand and hurled it across the room. At once she fell upon me like a lioness. Our bodies came together, slippery with sweat, in a wild struggle. She clawed at me, she bit, she sobbed and shrieked; and as we fought her fingers became entangled in the cord that held the pearl of Grow-Young-Again. She pulled; I felt the cord burning like fire against my neck as it went taut; then the cord snapped, and the pearl, rolling down my body, went bouncing away.


  When I realized what had happened I pushed Abisimti aside and scrambled desperately after that most precious of jewels. For a moment I could not see where it had landed. Then I caught the gleam of its luster reflecting the faint light of the brazier. It lay a dozen paces from me, or so. But Inanna’s accursed serpent had spied the pearl also, and—the gods alone know why—was slithering swiftly toward it.


  “No!” I roared, and sprang forward. But I was too late. Before I was halfway across the room the serpent reached the pearl and took it lightly in its mouth, as a cat holds her kitten. It swung around, facing me, to display its prize. For an instant its yellow eyes glittered with the most bitter mockery I have ever had to behold. Then the snake raised high its head and opened its jaws, and the pearl went sliding down its maw. If I could have seized that serpent I would have wrung it until it disgorged the stone; but to my horror the foul creature slipped cunningly past my grasp and made its writhing way toward the flap of the tent. On hands and knees I crawled quickly after it, but I had no chance of catching it. It was the subtlest of beasts. Delicately it put its snout to the sand and wriggled down into the earth in a moment and vanished from sight. In its place remained only a few bits of its speckled skin that it had sloughed off as it escaped. Already it was shedding its old self, and coming into the renewal of the body that had been meant for me. All my labor thus was a waste: I had toiled in far lands merely to obtain the boon of new life for the serpent. For myself I had gained nothing.


  I stood stunned a moment or two. Then I looked back toward Abisimti. While I had sought to regain the pearl she had seized the bowl of wine and had gulped a deep draught of it: her cheeks were dripping with the stuff. She rose to her feet in a frightful wild jerking manner, staring at me with such sorrow and love as nearly broke my heart. Every muscle of her body was writhing at a different rhythm: she looked like a woman possessed by a thousand demons.


  “You understand—I did not want to do it—” she said in a terrible thick-voiced grunting way.


  Then the bowl fell from her lifeless hands and she toppled to the floor virtually at my feet.


  I thought I might go mad in that moment, or at least be swept into the tremors of a fit. But a strange calmness was upon me, as though my soul, buffeted so hard, had shored itself up by closing in on itself to make me invulnerable. I had no fits. I did not even weep. I looked down and saw the dark stain of the spilled wine in the sand, and calmly I scuffed other sand over it with my foot until it was hidden. Then I knelt and closed Abisimti’s eyes, she who had been sent here to slay me and who had given up her own life instead. I felt no anger toward her, only pity and regret: she was a priestess, she had been under oath to obey the goddess’ behest. Well, her oath to Inanna had brought her now to the House of Dust and Darkness, where I too might now be arriving, but for that look of fear and shame I had spied in Abisimti’s face as she handed me the poisoned wine. Now she was gone. And the pearl of Grow-Young-Again gone too, between one moment and the next. Siduri the tavernkeeper had spoken truly: You never will find this eternal life that you seek. But it did not matter. I was weary of chasing after a dream. The serpent’s mockery had given me my answer: it was not meant to be, I must find some other way.


  I donned my robe and strapped my sword to my side and went from the tent. The dazzling sunlight struck against my eyes like a fist as I emerged. But after a moment I could see. The three priestesses of Inanna stood before me, gaping in amazement: they had not thought they would see me come forth alive.


  “We have done the rite,” I said quietly. “I am cleansed now of all impure things. Go you and look after the priestess Abisimti: she will need the words spoken over her.”


  The leader of the priestesses said, bewildered, “You have had the sacred wine, then?”


  “I have made a libation to the goddess with it,” I told her. “And now I will enter the city, and pay my respects to the goddess in person.”


  “But—you—”


  “Step aside,” I said easily. I rested my hand on the hilt of my sword. “Let me pass, or I’ll split you like a broiled goose. Step aside, woman. Step aside!”


  She gave ground as the darkness yields before the morning sun, shrinking back, all but vanishing. I went past her to the waiting chariot. Ninurta-mansum, coming to me, put his hand to my wrist and gripped it hard. The charioteer’s eyes were shining with tears. I think he had not expected to see me alive again either.


  I said to him, “We are done with this business here. Let us go into Uruk now.”


  Ninurta-mansum took the reins. We rode around the bright-hued pavilions and headed toward the High Gate. I saw people atop the parapets, peering down at me; and when the chariot reached the portal of the gate it swung wide and I was admitted without challenge. As well I should have been: for they all knew me to be Gilgamesh the king.


  “Do you see, there?” I said to my charioteer. “Where the White Platform rises, at the end of this great avenue? The temple of Inanna is there, the temple that I built with my own hands. Take me there.”


  Thousands of the citizens of Uruk had come to witness my homecoming; but they seemed strangely cowed and awed, and scarce any of them called my name as I journeyed past. They stared; they turned to one another and whispered; they made holy signs, out of their great fear. Through a silent city we rode down the wide boulevard toward the temple precinct. At the edge of the White Platform Ninurta-mansum brought the chariot to a halt and I dismounted. Alone I went up the lofty steps to the portico of the immense temple that for love of the goddess I had built in place of the temple of my grandfather royal Enmerkar. Some priests came out and stood in my way as I approached the temple door.


  One said boldly, “What business do you have here, O Gilgamesh?”


  “I mean to see Inanna.”


  “The king may not enter Inanna’s precinct unless he has been summoned. It is the custom. You are aware of that.”


  “The custom now is altered,” I answered. “Stand aside.”


  “It is forbidden! It is improper!”


  “Stand aside,” I said in a very low voice. It was sufficient. He stood aside.


  The temple halls were dark and cool even in the heat of the day, so thick were their walls. Lamps were burning, casting a soft light on the colored ornaments of baked clay that I had had put by the thousands into those walls. I walked swiftly. This was my temple. I had designed it and I knew my way in it. I expected to find Inanna in the great chamber of the goddess, and so she was: standing at the center of the room, fully robed and in her finest breastplates and ornaments, as though she had prepared herself for some high ceremony. She wore one ornament I had never seen on her before—a mask of shimmering beaten gold that covered all her face but her lips and chin, with the merest of slits for her eyes.


  “You should not be here, Gilgamesh,” she said coolly.


  “No, I should not. I should be lying dead in a tent outside the walls just now. Is that not so?” I did not let anger enter my voice. “They are saying the words over Abisimti now. She drank the wine for me. She did your bidding and offered the bowl to me, but I would not drink from it, and so she drank the wine herself, of her own free will.”


  Inanna said nothing. The lips below the mask were clamped close together and set in a tight thin line.


  “They told me while I was in Eridu,” I said, “that in my absence you declared me dead, and called for the election of a new king. Was that so, Inanna?”


  “The city must have a king,” she said.


  “The city has one.”


  “You had fled the city. You ran off into the wilderness like a madman. If you were not dead, you might as well have been.”


  “I went in search of something. And now I have returned.”


  “Did you find that for which you searched?”


  “Yes,” I said. “And no. It does not matter. Why do you wear that mask, Inanna?”


  “It does not matter.”


  “I have never seen you masked before.”


  “It is a new custom,” she said.


  “Ah. There are many new customs, it seems.”


  “Including the custom of the king’s entering this temple unsummoned.”


  “And,” I said, “the custom of offering the king, upon his return to the city from a journey, a bowl of wine that kills.” I went a few steps closer to her. “Take off the mask, Inanna. Let me see your face again.”


  “I will not,” she said.


  “Take off the mask. I ask you.”


  “Let me be. I will not take off the mask.”


  But I could not speak with this metal-faced stranger. It was the woman of flesh and blood I sought to look upon again, the treacherous and beautiful woman I had known so long, she whom I had loved, in my fashion, as I had loved no other woman. I meant to behold that woman one more time.


  Gently I said, “I would see the splendor of your face once more. I think there is no face more beautiful in all the world. Do you know that, Inanna? How beautiful you have seemed to me?” I laughed. “Do you remember the nights we made the Sacred Marriage together? Of course. Of course. How could you forget? That year when I was the new king, and I lay all night in your arms, and in the morning the rain had come. I remember. I remember those times before you were Inanna, when you called me to the chambers deep below the old temple. I was just a frightened boy then, and I scarcely knew what games you were playing with me. Or that first time, when they were saying the coronation rite for Dumuzi, and I wandered off into the corridors of the temple and you found me. You were just a child yourself, though you already had your breasts. Do you remember? Do you remember? Ah, Inanna, in time I came to understand the games you were playing with me! But now I would see your face again. Put down the mask.”


  “Gilgamesh—”


  “Put down the mask,” I said. “Put it down.” And I called her by her name: not her priestess-name but her other, older, name, her birth-name, which no one had spoken since she had become Inanna. By that name I conjured her. At the sound of it she gasped and held up her hands in a secret goddess-sign, shielding herself. I could not see her eyes behind the mask, but I imagined that they were fixed on me, unblinking, piercing, cold.


  “You are mad to call me by that name!” she whispered.


  “Am I? Then I am mad. I would see your face once more, one last time.”


  Now there was a quiver in her voice. “Let me be, Gilgamesh. I meant you no harm. What I did, I did for the sake of the city—the city must have a king, and you were gone—the goddess commanded me—”


  “Yes. The goddess commanded you to remove Dumuzi, and you did. The goddess commanded you to remove Gilgamesh, and you would have done it. Ah, Inanna, Inanna—it was for the sake of the city, yes. And for the sake of the city I grant you my pardon. I forgive you all your schemes. I forgive you what you have done in the goddess’ name to harm me and to undermine my power. I forgive you your hatred, your anger, your fury. I even forgive you your vengeance, for it was you that called the gods down upon Enkidu whom I loved, and I think but for you he might be alive this day. But I forgive you. I forgive you everything, Inanna. If we had not been king and priestess, I think I would have loved you even more than I loved him, more than I loved life itself. But I was king; you were priestess. Ah, Inanna, Inanna—”


  I did not use the sword. I took the dagger from my hip and put it into her side between the breastplate and the beads of lapis around her waist, and twisted it upward until I reached her heart. She made a single small sound and fell. I think she must have died at once. I let my breath forth slowly. At last I was free of her; but it had been like cutting away a part of my soul.


  Kneeling beside her, I unfastened the mask and lifted it from her face.


  I wish that I had not done that one thing. What had become of her since last I had looked upon her was difficult for my mind to credit. Her eyes had lost none of her beauty, nor her lips; but all else was a ruin. Some spreading blemish had seized her face and ravaged it. She was pocked and cratered, red and raw here, gray-skinned and sagging there: a nightmare hag, a demon-faced thing. She looked a thousand years old. It would have been better that I left her covered. But I had laid her bare, and I must carry the burden of that. I bent forward; I put my lips to hers and kissed her for the last time; then I fastened the mask back into its place, and rose, and went outside to the temple porch to summon the people and tell them of the new order of things that I meant to proclaim as I resumed my kingship in Uruk.
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  THESE HAVE been busy years, and fulfilling ones. The gods have been kind to Uruk and to Gilgamesh its king. The city thrives; the wall stands high; we have painted the White Platform with a fresh coat of gypsum, and it gleams in the sun. All is well. We have many tasks yet to carry out, but all is well. I sit now in my chamber in the palace, inscribing the last of my tablets, for I think the tale is told. I will not cease striving—I will never do that—but a certain peace has come over me that I never knew before, and that is new; I had no peace in the times of which I have been writing, but now I do. I tell you: all is well.


  It was easy enough to bring the soaring ambitions of Meskiagnunna of Ur back down to earth: that was my first enterprise after my restoration. I sent him a message confirming him in his kingship of Ur, and granting him the administration of Kish as an additional fief. He knew what I was saying, when I condescended to let him hold the cities he already held. “But Nippur and Eridu,” I told him, “I reserve to myself, as the gods have decreed: for they are the holy cities, subject to the rule of the high king of the Land.”


  By that message I sent forth my claim to the supremacy. And at the same time I dispatched my army, under command of the faithful Zabardi-bunugga, to enter Nippur and persuade the soldiers of Ur to depart. I did not leave Uruk myself, since I had so much to do there—the choosing of a new high priestess, for instance, and the proper training of her so that she would understand the role she must play in my government.


  While I occupied myself with those matters, Zabardi-bunugga managed the liberation of Nippur effectively enough, though not without some small damage. The men of Ur took refuge in the Tummal, which is the house of Enlil there, and it was necessary to break down the walls of that temple in order to remove them. I have sent my son Ur-lugal to rebuild the Tummal, now that Nippur is ours.


  These are full times for me. Indeed, there is never a moment to rest. I would not have it any other way. What else is there, but to plan, to work, to build, to do? It is the salvation of our souls. Listen to the music in the courtyard: the harper plays, and by making his melodies he pays his birth-price. Look at the goldsmith, bending over his table. The carpenter, the fisherman, the scribe, the priest, the king—in the performing of our tasks we all fulfill the commandments of the gods, which is the only purpose in this life for which we were made. We find ourselves thrown by the whim of the gods into a chancy world, where uncertainty reigns; within that whirlwind we must make a secure place for ourselves. That we do by work; and my work it is to be king.


  So I toil and my people toil. The temples, the canals, the city walls, the pavements in the streets—how can we ever cease rebuilding and repairing and restoring them? It is the way. The rites and sacrifices by which we hold back the surging powers of chaos—how can we ever cease performing them? It is the way. We know our tasks, and we do them, and all is well. Listen to that music, in the courtyard! Listen! Listen!


  Soon—let it not be very soon, but I will be ready whenever the hour arrives—I must begin the last of my journeys. I will go down into the dark world from which there is no return. My musicians will be beside me, and my concubines and stewards and valets, my charioteer, my jugglers, my minstrels; and together we will make our offerings to the gods of the world below, to Ereshkigal and Namtar, to Enki, to Enlil, to all those who govern our destinies. So be it. It does not trouble me now to think of that prospect. I have never considered returning to Dilmun to beg a second pearl of Grow-Young-Again: that is not the way. That old priest who calls himself the Ziusudra tried to tell me that, but I had to learn it in my own fashion. Well, I have learned it now.


  The light is going. There is the rite to perform tonight on the temple roof, and I must hasten to it; I am the king, it is my task. We honor Ninsun my mother, whom I proclaimed a goddess this time last year when her days on earth were done. Already I hear the chanting in the distance, and the scent of burning meat is in the air. So, now, an end to all my stories. I have spoken much of death, my great enemy with whom I have grappled so fiercely, but I will speak of him no more. I have feared him greatly. I have walked with terrible fear of his shadow. But I have made my peace with death now. I have come to understand the truth, which is that the escape from death lies not in potions and magic, but in the performance of one’s task. That way lies calmness and acceptance.


  I have done my work, and I will do more. I have made a name for myself that will last down the ages. Gilgamesh will not be forgotten. He will not be left to trail his wings mournfully in the dust. They will remember me in joy and pride. What will they say of me? They will say that I lived, and I lived well; that I strived, and I strived well; that I died, and I died well. I feared death as no man ever did, and went to the ends of the world to escape him, in which I failed; but when I returned I feared him no longer. That is the truth. I know now that we need not fear death, if we have done our tasks. And when we cease to fear death, there is no death. That is the truest truth I know: There is no death.
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  We have no reason to doubt that Gilgamesh of Uruk was an authentic historical figure. His name occurs frequently in the king-lists of the Mesopotamian land of Sumer—what is now the southern part of Iraq—and it is likely that he lived about 2500 B.C. Beyond much question he was a strong and successful king; until the end of independent Mesopotamian civilization, two thousand years later, he was regarded always as the prototype of the great leader, a warrior and statesman beyond compare. Myths of all sorts grew up about him; he became a legendary culture-hero, who combined in himself the best traits of Hercules, of Ulysses, of Prometheus.


  It is primarily with the historical Gilgamesh that I have concerned myself in this book, but I have dealt also with that mythical one who is the hero of the oldest work of tragic literature which has survived into our time. I refer to the Epic of Gilgamesh, which is perhaps two thousand years old—more than a thousand years more ancient than the Iliad and the Odyssey—and which may be even older than that. Our text of it, which is incomplete but conveys the essential story, comes to us in various forms that have survived by mere luck out of the ruins of antiquity. The longest known version was found by archaeologists in the nineteenth century in the library of the Assyrian king Ashurbanipal—the Assyrians were the final inheritors of the ancient Mesopotamian culture, long after the Sumerian founders had been absorbed by younger and more vigorous races—and was set down on clay tablets about 700 B.C. In addition we have a fragmentary version perhaps a thousand years older, written in the language of the Babylonians who dominated Mesopotamia between the time of the Sumerians and that of the Assyrians; and there is also a version in the language of the Hittites of Syria, indicating that the story was widespread throughout the Near East. All of these are probably based on some Sumerian original that is lost to us.


  The Epic of Gilgamesh is a profoundly disturbing work: a meditative poem on the necessity of death. Gilgamesh is shown to be a superhuman figure, confident to the point of arrogance, bursting with vitality; and yet the fear of his own mortality reduces him to a kind of paralysis, out of which he emerges to undertake a desperate pilgrimage to the immortal survivor of the Flood, Ziusudra (Utnapishtim in the later versions). It is worth noting in passing that the entire tale of Noah and the ark as told in the Bible is almost certainly based on the Flood narrative embodied in the Gilgamesh epic, which precedes it by at least a thousand years and perhaps much more.


  In retelling the story of Gilgamesh I have drawn freely on the original epic, relying mainly on the two standard English translations, that of Alexander Heidel (1946) and E. A. Speiser (1955). I have also incorporated into it the far older Sumerian poems dealing with other aspects of the life of Gilgamesh, making use of the translations by Samuel Noah Kramer (1955). But at all times I have attempted to interpret the fanciful and fantastic events of these poems in a realistic way, that is, to tell the story of Gilgamesh as though he were writing his own memoirs, and to that end I have introduced many interpretations of my own devising which for better or for worse are in no way to be ascribed to the scholars I have named.


  Perhaps it need not be explained—but I will—that the two rivers referred to in the novel by their Sumerian names as the Idigna and the Buranunu are those known to later civilizations as the Tigris and the Euphrates. The ruins of Gilgamesh’s Uruk are to be found near the modern Iraqi town of Warka, which is twelve miles from the present course of the Euphrates; but the literary and archaeological evidence strongly indicates that the river flowed much closer to the city in the time of Gilgamesh.


  Finally, I wish to express my gratitude to various friends who read the manuscript in its preliminary stages and offered useful criticism. I am indebted in particular to Merrilee Heifetz for her rigorous scrutiny of the book and for the depth of insight and technical expertise that she brought to her reading of it. She provided an extraordinary and invaluable service.
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      Following are three short stories extending the adventures of Gilgamesh:


      Gilgamesh in the Outback, reproduced here as first published in Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, July 1986


      The Fascination of the Abomination, reproduced here as first published in Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, July 1987


      Gilgamesh in Uruk, reproduced here as first published in Isaac Asimov’s Science Fiction Magazine, June 1988
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    “Sailing to Byzantium,” Robert Silverberg’s last story in IAsfm, is currently a finalist for the 1985 Nebula award for best Novella. A collection of his shorter pieces, Beyond the Safe Zone, was published by Donald I. Fine in April, and a novel, Star for Gypsies, will be out from them this fall. As always, we are honored to showcase Mr. Silverberg’s latest work.
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          Faust.

        

        	
          First I will question thee about hell.


          Tell me, where is the place that men call hell?

        
      


      
        	
          Meph.

        

        	
          Under the heavens.

        
      


      
        	
          Faust.

        

        	
          Ay, but whereabouts?

        
      


      
        	
          Meph.

        

        	
          Within the bowels of these elements,


          Where we are tortur’d and remain for ever:


          Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscrib’d


          In one self place; for where we are is hell,


          And where hell is, there must we ever be:


          And, to conclude, when all the world dissolves,


          And every creature shall be purified,


          All places shall be hell that are not heaven.

        
      


      
        	
          Faust.

        

        	
          Come, I think hell’s a fable.

        
      


      
        	
          Meph.

        

        	
          Ay, think so still, till experience change thy mind.

        
      


      
        	
          Marlowe: Dr. Faustus

        
      

    

  


  Jagged green lightning danced on the horizon and the wind came ripping like a blade out of the east, skinning the flat land bare and sending up clouds of gray-brown dust. Gilgamesh grinned broadly. By Enlil, now that was a wind! A lion-killing wind it was, a wind that turned the air dry and crackling. The beasts of the field gave you the greatest joy in their hunting when the wind was like that, hard and sharp and cruel.


  He narrowed his eyes and stared into the distance, searching for this day’s prey. His bow of several fine woods, the bow that no man but he was strong enough to draw—no man but he and Enkidu his beloved thrice-lost friend—hung loosely from his hand. His body was poised and ready. Come now, you beasts! Come and be slain! It is Gilgamesh king of Uruk who would make his sport with you this day!


  Other men in this land, when they went about their hunting, made use of guns, those foul machines that the New Dead had brought, which hurled death from a great distance along with much noise and fire and smoke; or they employed the even deadlier laser devices from whose ugly snouts came spurts of blue-white flame. Cowardly things, all those killing-machines! Gilgamesh loathed them, as he did most instruments of the New Dead, those slick and bustling Johnny-come-latelies of Hell. He would not touch them if he could help it. In all the thousands of years he had dwelled in this nether world he had never used any weapons but those he had known during his first lifetime: the javelin, the spear, the double-headed axe, the hunting-bow, the good bronze sword. It took some skill, hunting with such weapons as those. And there was physical effort; there was more than a little risk. Hunting was a contest, was it not? Then it must make demands. Why, if the idea was merely to slaughter one’s prey in the fastest and easiest and safest way, then the sensible thing to do would be to ride high above the hunting-grounds in a weapons-platform and drop a little nuke, eh, and lay waste five kingdoms’ worth of beasts at a single stroke!


  He knew that there were those who thought him a fool for such ideas. Caesar, for one. Cocksure coldblooded Julius with the gleaming pistols thrust into his belt and the submachine gun slung across his shoulders. “Why don’t you admit it?” Caesar had asked him once, riding up in his jeep as Gilgamesh was making ready to set forth toward Hell’s open wilderness. “It’s a pure affectation, Gilgamesh, all this insistence on arrows and javelins and spears. This isn’t old Sumer you’re living in now.”


  Gilgamesh spat. “Hunt with 9-millimeter automatics? Hunt with grenades and cluster bombs and lasers? You call that sport, Caesar?”


  “I call it acceptance of reality. Is it technology you hate? What’s the difference between using a bow and arrow and using a gun? They’re both technology, Gilgamesh. It isn’t as though you kill the animals with your bare hands.”


  “I have done that too,” said Gilgamesh.


  “Bah! I’m on to your game. Big hulking Gilgamesh, the simple innocent oversized Bronze Age hero! That’s just an affectation too, my friend! You pretend to be a stupid stubborn thick-skulled barbarian because it suits you to be left alone to your hunting and your wandering, and that’s all you claim that you really want. But secretly you regard yourself as superior to anybody who lived in an era softer than your own. You mean to restore the bad old filthy ways of the ancient ancients, isn’t that so? If I read you the right way you’re just biding your time, skulking around with your bow and arrow in the dreary Outback until you think it’s the right moment to launch the putsch that carries you to supreme power here. Isn’t that it, Gilgamesh? You’ve got some crazy fantasy of overthrowing Satan himself and lording it over all of us. And then we’ll live in mud cities again and make little chicken-scratches on clay tablets, the way we were meant to do. What do you say?”


  “I say this is great nonsense, Caesar.”


  “Is it? This place is full of kings and emperors and sultans and pharaohs and shahs and presidents and dictators, and every single one of them wants to be Number One again. My guess is that you’re no exception.”


  “In this you are very wrong.”


  “I doubt that. I suspect you believe you’re the best of us all: you, the sturdy warrior, the great hunter, the maker of bricks, the builder of vast temples and lofty walls, the shining beacon of ancient heroism. You think we’re all decadent rascally degenerates and that you’re the one true virtuous man. But you’re as proud and ambitious as any of us. Isn’t that how it is? You’re a fraud, Gilgamesh, a huge musclebound fraud!”


  “At least I am no slippery tricky serpent like you, Caesar, who dons a wig and spies on women at their mysteries if it pleases him.”


  Caesar looked untroubled by the thrust. “And so you pass three quarters of your time killing stupid monstrous creatures in the Outback and you make sure everyone knows that you’re too pious to have anything to do with modern weapons while you do it. You don’t fool me. It isn’t virtue that keeps you from doing your killing with a decent double-barreled .470 Rigby. It’s intellectual pride, or maybe simple laziness. The bow just happens to be the weapon you grew up with, who knows how many thousands of years ago. You like it because it’s familiar. But what language are you speaking now, eh? Is it your thick-tongued Euphrates gibberish? No, it seems to be English, doesn’t it? Did you grow up speaking English too, Gilgamesh? Did you grow up riding around in jeeps and choppers? Apparently some of the new ways are acceptable to you.”


  Gilgamesh shrugged. “I speak English with you because that is what is spoken now in this place. In my heart I speak the old tongue, Caesar. In my heart I am still Gilgamesh of Uruk, and I will hunt as I hunt.”


  “Uruk’s long gone to dust. This is the life after life, my friend. We’ve been here a long time. We’ll be here for all time to come, unless I miss my guess. New people constantly bring new ideas to this place, and it’s impossible to ignore them. Even you can’t do it. Isn’t that a wristwatch I see on your arm, Gilgamesh? A digital watch, no less?”


  “I will hunt as I hunt,” said Gilgamesh. “There is no sport in it, when you do it with guns. There is no grace in it.”


  Caesar shook his head. “I never could understand hunting for sport, anyway. Killing a few stags, yes, or a boar or two, when you’re bivouacked in some dismal Gaulish forest and your men want meat. But hunting? Slaughtering hideous animals that aren’t even edible? By Apollo, it’s all nonsense to me!”


  “My point exactly.”


  “But if you must hunt, to scorn the use of a decent hunting rifle—”


  “You will never convince me.”


  “No,” Caesar said with a sigh. “I suppose I won’t. I should know better than to argue with a reactionary.”


  “Reactionary! In my time I was thought to be a radical,” said Gilgamesh. “When I was king in Uruk—”


  “Just so,” Caesar said, laughing. “King in Uruk. Was there ever a king who wasn’t reactionary? You put a crown on your head and it addles your brains instantly. Three times Antonius offered me a crown, Gilgamesh, three times, and—”


  “—you did thrice refuse it, yes. I know all that. ‘Was this ambition?’ You thought you’d have the power without the emblem. Who were you fooling, Caesar? Not Brutus, so I hear. Brutus said you were ambitious. And Brutus—”


  That stung him. “Damn you, don’t say it!”


  “—was an honorable man,” Gilgamesh concluded, enjoying Caesar’s discomfiture.


  Caesar groaned. “If I hear that line once more—”


  “Some say this is a place of torment,” said Gilgamesh serenely. “If in truth it is, yours is to be swallowed up in another man’s poetry. Leave me to my bows and arrows, Caesar, and return to your jeep and your trivial intrigues. I am a fool and a reactionary, yes. But you know nothing of hunting. Nor do you understand anything of me.”


  All that had been a year ago, or two, or maybe five—with or without a wristwatch, there was no keeping proper track of time in Hell, where the unmoving ruddy eye of Paradise never budged from the sky—and now Gilgamesh was far from Caesar and all his minions, far from the troublesome center of Hell and the tiresome squabbling of those like Caesar and Alexander and Napoleon and that sordid little Guevara man who maneuvered for power in this place.


  Let them maneuver all they liked, those shoddy new men of the latter days. Some day they might learn wisdom, and was not that the purpose of this place, if it had any purpose at all?


  Gilgamesh preferred to withdraw. Unlike the rest of those fallen emperors and kings and pharaohs and shahs, he felt no yearning to reshape Hell in his own image. Caesar was as wrong about Gilgamesh’s ambitions as he was about the reasons for his preferences in hunting gear. Out here in the Outback, in the bleak dry chilly hinterlands of Hell, Gilgamesh hoped to find peace. That was all he wanted now: peace. He had wanted much more, once, but that had been long ago.


  There was a stirring in the scraggly underbrush.


  A lion, maybe?


  No, Gilgamesh thought. There were no lions to be found in Hell, only the strange nether-world beasts. Ugly hairy things with flat noses and many legs and dull baleful eyes, and slick shiny things with the faces of women and the bodies of malformed dogs, and worse, much worse. Some had drooping leathery wings and some were armed with spiked tails that rose like a scorpion’s and some had mouths that opened wide enough to swallow an elephant at a gulp. They all were demons of one sort or another, Gilgamesh knew. No matter. Hunting was hunting; the prey was the prey; all beasts were one in the contest of the field. That fop Caesar could never begin to comprehend that.


  Drawing an arrow from his quiver, Gilgamesh laid it lightly across his bow and waited.


  “If you ever had come to Texas, H.P., this here’s a lot like what you’d have seen,” said the big barrel-chested man with the powerful arms and the deeply tanned skin. Gesturing sweepingly with one hand, he held the wheel of the Land Rover lightly with three fingers of the other, casually guiding the vehicle in jouncing zigs and zags over the flat trackless landscape. Gnarled gray-green shrubs matted the gritty ground. The sky was black with swirling dust. Far off in the distance barren mountains rose like dark jagged teeth. “Beautiful. Beautiful. As close to Texas in look as makes no never mind, this countryside is.”


  “Beautiful?” said the other man uncertainly. “Hell?”


  “This stretch sure is. But if you think Hell’s beautiful, you should have seen Texas!”


  The burly man laughed and gunned the engine and the Land Rover went leaping and bouncing onward at a stupefying speed.


  His traveling companion, a gaunt lantern-jawed man as pale as the other was bronzed, sat very still in the passenger seat, knees together and elbows digging in against his ribs, as if he expected a fiery crash at any moment. The two of them had been journeying across the interminable parched wastes of the Outback for many days now—how many, not even the Elder Gods could tell. They were ambassadors, these two: Their Excellencies Robert E. Howard and H.P. Lovecraft of the Kingdom of New Holy Diabolic England, envoys of His Britannic Majesty Henry VIII to the court of Prester John.


  In another life they had been writers, fantasists, inventors of fables; but now they found themselves caught up in something far more fantastic than anything to be found in any of their tales, for this was no fable, this was no fantasy. This was the reality of Hell.


  “Robert—” said the pale man nervously.


  “A lot like Texas, yes,” Howard went on, “only Hell’s just a faint carbon copy of the genuine item. Just a rough first draft, is all. You see that sandstorm rising out thataway? We had sandstorms, they covered entire counties! You see that lightning? In Texas that would be just a flicker!”


  “If you could drive just a little more slowly, Bob—”


  “More slowly? Chthulu’s whiskers, man, I am driving slowly!”


  “Yes, I’m quite sure you believe that you are.”


  “And the way I always heard it, H.P., you loved for people to drive you around at top speed. Seventy, eighty miles an hour, that was what you liked best, so the story goes.”


  “In the other life one dies only once, and then all pain ceases,” Lovecraft replied. “But here, where one can go to the Undertaker again and again, and when one returns one remembers every final agony in the brightest of hues—here, dear friend Bob, death’s much more to be feared, for the pain of it stays with one forever, and one may die a thousand deaths.” Lovecraft managed a pale baleful smile. “Speak of that to some professional warrior, Bob, some Trojan or Hun or Assyrian—or one of the gladiators, maybe, someone who has died and died and died again. Ask him about it: the dying and the rebirth, and the pain, the hideous torment, reliving every detail. It is a dreadful thing to die in Hell. I fear dying here far more than I ever did in life. I will take no needless risks here.”


  Howard snorted. “Gawd, try and figure you out! When you thought you lived only once, you made people go roaring along with you on the highway a mile a minute. Here where no one stays dead for very long you want me to drive like an old woman. Well, I’ll attempt it, H.P., but everything in me cries out to go like the wind. When you live in big country, you learn to cover the territory the way it has to be covered. And Texas is the biggest country there is. It isn’t just a place, it’s a state of mind.”


  “As is Hell,” said Lovecraft. “Though I grant you that Hell isn’t Texas.”


  “Texas!” Howard boomed. “God damn, I wish you could have seen it! By God, H.P., what a time we’d have had, you and me, if you’d come to Texas. Two gentlemen of letters like us riding together all to hell and gone from Corpus Christi to El Paso and back again, seeing it all and telling each other wondrous stories all the way! I swear, it would have enlarged your soul, H.P. Beauty such as perhaps even you couldn’t have imagined. That big sky. That blazing sun. And the open space! Whole empires could fit into Texas and never be seen again! That Rhode Island of yours, H.P.—we could drop it down just back of Cross Plains and lose it behind a medium-size prickly pear! What you see here, it just gives you the merest idea of that glorious beauty. Though I admit this is plenty beautiful itself, this here.”


  “I wish I could share your joy in this landscape, Robert,” Lovecraft said quietly, when it seemed that Howard had said all he meant to say.


  “You don’t care for it?” Howard asked, sounding surprised and a little wounded.


  “I can say one good thing for it: at least it’s far from the sea.”


  “You’ll give it that much, will you?”


  “You know how I hate the sea and all that the sea contains! Its odious creatures—that hideous reek of salt air hovering above it—” Lovecraft shuddered fastidiously. “But this land—this bitter desert—you don’t find it somber? You don’t find it forbidding?”


  “It’s the most beautiful place I’ve seen since I came to Hell.”


  “Perhaps the beauty is too subtle for my eye. Perhaps it escapes me altogether. I was always a man for cities, myself.”


  “What you’re trying to say, I reckon, is that all this looks real hateful to you. Is that it? As grim and ghastly as the Plateau of Leng, eh, H.P.?” Howard laughed. “‘Sterile hills of gray granite…dim wastes of rock and ice and snow…’” Hearing himself quoted, Lovecraft laughed too, though not exuberantly. Howard went on, “I look around at the Outback of Hell and I see something a whole lot like Texas, and I love it. For you it’s as sinister as dark frosty Leng, where people have horns and hooves and munch on corpses and sing hymns to Nyarlathotep. Oh, H.P., H.P., there’s no accounting for tastes, is there? Why, there’s even some people who—whoa, now! Look there!”


  He braked the Land Rover suddenly and brought it to a jolting halt. A small malevolent-looking something with blazing eyes and a scaly body had broken from cover and gone scuttering across the path just in front of them. Now it faced them, glaring up out of the road, snarling and hissing flame.


  “Hell-cat!” Howard cried. “Hell-coyote! Look at that critter, H.P. You ever see so much ugliness packed into such a small package? Scare the toenails off a shoggoth, that one would!”


  “Can you drive past it?” Lovecraft asked, looking dismayed.


  “I want a closer look, first.” Howard rummaged down by his boots and pulled a pistol from the clutter on the floor of the car. “Don’t it give you the shivers, driving around in a land full of critters that could have come right out of one of your stories, or mine? I want to look this little ghoul-cat right in the eye.”


  “Robert—”


  “You wait here. I’ll only be but a minute.”


  Howard swung himself down from the Land Rover and marched stolidly toward the hissing little beast, which stood its ground. Lovecraft watched fretfully. At any moment the creature might leap upon Bob Howard and rip out his throat with a swipe of its horrid yellow talons, perhaps—or burrow snout-deep into his chest, seeking the Texan’s warm, throbbing heart—


  They stood staring at each other, Howard and the small monster, no more than a dozen feet apart. For a long moment neither one moved. Howard, gun in hand, leaned forward to inspect the beast as one might look at a feral cat guarding the mouth of an alleyway. Did he mean to shoot it? No, Lovecraft thought: beneath his bluster the robust Howard seemed surprisingly squeamish about bloodshed and violence of any sort.


  Then things began happening very quickly. Out of a thicket to the left a much larger animal abruptly emerged: a ravening Hell-creature with a crocodile head and powerful thick-thighed legs that ended in monstrous curving claws. An arrow ran through the quivering dewlaps of its heavy throat from side to side, and a hideous dark ichor streamed from the wound down the beast’s repellent blue-gray fur. The small animal, seeing the larger one wounded this way, instantly sprang upon its back and sank its fangs joyously into its shoulder. But a moment later there burst from the same thicket a man of astonishing size, a great dark-haired black-bearded man clad only in a bit of cloth about his waist. Plainly he was the huntsman who had wounded the larger monster, for there was a bow of awesome dimensions in his hand and a quiver of arrows on his back. In utter fearlessness the giant plucked the foul little creature from the wounded beast’s back and hurled it far out of sight; then, swinging around, he drew a gleaming bronze dagger and with a single fierce thrust drove it into the beast of his prey as the coup de grace that brought the animal crashing heavily down.


  All this took only an instant. Lovecraft, peering through the window of the Land Rover, was dazzled by the strength and speed of the dispatch and awed by the size and agility of the half-naked huntsman. He glanced toward Howard, who stood to one side, his own considerable frame utterly dwarfed by the black-bearded man.


  For a moment Howard seemed dumbstruck, paralyzed with wonder and amazement. But then he was the first to speak.


  “By Crom,” he muttered, staring at the giant. “Surely this is Conan of Aquilonia and none other!” He was trembling. He took a lurching step toward the huge man, holding out both his hands in a strange gesture—submission, was it? “Lord Conan?” Howard murmured. “Great king, is it you? Conan? Conan?” And before Lovecraft’s astounded eyes Howard fell to his knees next to the dying beast, and looked up with awe and something like rapture in his eyes at the towering huntsman.


  It had been a decent day’s hunting so far. Three beasts brought down after long and satisfying chase; every shaft fairly placed; each animal skillfully dressed, the meat set out as bait for other hell-beasts, the hide and head carefully put aside for proper cleaning at nightfall. There was true pleasure in work done so well.


  Yet there was a hollowness at the heart of it all, Gilgamesh thought, that left him leaden and cheerless no matter how cleanly his arrows sped to their mark. He never felt that true fulfillment, that clean sense of completion, that joy of accomplishment, which was ultimately the only thing he sought.


  Why was that? Was it because—as the Christian dead so drearily insisted—because this was Hell, where by definition there could be no delight?


  To Gilgamesh that was foolishness. Those who came here expecting eternal punishment did indeed get eternal punishment, and it was even more horrendous than anything they had anticipated. It served them right, those true believers, those gullible New Dead, that army of credulous Christians.


  He had been amazed when their kind first came flocking into Hell, Enki only knew how many thousands of years ago. The things they talked of! Rivers of boiling oil! Lakes of pitch! Demons with pitchforks! That was what they expected, and the Administration was happy to oblige them. There were Torture Towns aplenty for those who wanted them. Gilgamesh had trouble understanding why anyone would. Nobody among the Old Dead really could figure them out, those absurd New Dead with their obsession with punishment. What was it Sargon called them? Masochists, that was the word. Pathetic masochists. But then that sly little Machiavelli had begged to disagree, saying, “No, my lord, it would be a violation of the nature of Hell to send a true masochist off to the torments. The only ones who go are the strong ones, the bullies, the braggarts, the ones who are cowards at the core of their souls.” Augustus had had something to say on the matter too, and Caesar, and that Egyptian bitch Hatshepsut had butted in, she of the false beard and the startling eyes, and then all of them had jabbered at once, trying yet again to make sense of the Christian New Dead. Until finally Gilgamesh had said, before stalking out of the room, “The trouble with all of you is that you keep trying to make sense out of this place. But when you’ve been here as long as I have—”


  He had to admit that the reality of Hell had turned out to be nothing at all like what the priests had promised it would be. The House of Dust and Darkness, was what they had called it in Uruk long ago. A place where the dead lived in eternal night and sadness, clad like birds, with wings for garments. Where the dwellers had dust for their bread, and clay for their meat. Where the kings of the earth, the masters, the high rulers, lived humbly without their crowns, and were forced to wait on the demons like servants. Small wonder that he had dreaded death as he had, believing that that was what awaited him for all time to come!


  Well, in fact all that had been mere myth and folly. Gilgamesh could still remember Hell as it had been when he first had come to it: a place much like Uruk, so it seemed, with low flat-roofed buildings of whitewashed brick, and temples rising on high platforms of many steps. And there he found all the heroes of olden days, living as they had always lived: Lugalbanda his father, and Enmerkar his father’s father, and Ziusudra who built the vessel by which mankind survived the Flood, and others on and on back to the dawn of time. At least that was what it was like where Gilgamesh first found himself; there were other districts, he discovered later, that were quite different, places where people lived in caves, or in pits in the ground, or in flimsy houses of reeds, and still other places where the Hairy Men dwelled and had no houses at all. Most of that was gone now, greatly transformed by all those who had come to Hell in the latter days, and indeed a lot of nonsensical ugliness and ideological foolishness had entered in recent centuries in the baggage of the New Dead. But still, the idea that this whole vast realm—infinitely bigger than his own beloved Land of the Two Rivers—existed merely for the sake of chastising the dead for their sins struck Gilgamesh as too silly for serious contemplation.


  Why, then, was the joy of his hunting so pale and hollow? Why none of the old ecstasy when spying the prey, when drawing the great bow, when sending the arrow true to its mark?


  Gilgamesh thought he knew why, and it had nothing to do with punishment. There had been joy aplenty in the hunting for many a thousand years of his life in Hell. If the joy had gone from it now, it was only that in these latter days he hunted alone; that Enkidu, his friend, his true brother, his other self, was not with him. That and nothing but that: for he had never felt complete without Enkidu since they first had met and wrestled and come to love one another after the manner of brothers, long ago in the city of Uruk. That great burly man, broad and tall and strong as Gilgamesh himself, that shaggy wild creature out of the high ridges: Gilgamesh had never loved anyone as he loved Enkidu.


  But it was the fate of Gilgamesh, so it seemed, to lose him again and again. Enkidu had been ripped from him the first time long ago when they still dwelled in Uruk, on that dark day when the gods had had revenge upon them for their great pride and had sent the fever to take Enkidu’s life. In time Gilgamesh too had yielded to death and was taken into Hell, which he found nothing at all like the Hell that the scribes and priests of the Land had taught; and there he had searched for Enkidu and one glorious day he had found him. Hell had been a much smaller place, then, and everyone seemed to know everyone else; but even so it had taken an age to track him down. Oh, the rejoicing that day in Hell! Oh, the singing and the dancing, the vast festival that went on and on! There was great kindliness among the denizens of Hell in those days, and everyone was glad for Gilgamesh and Enkidu. Minos of Crete gave the first great party in honor of their reunion and then it was Amenhotep’s turn, and then Agamemnon’s, and on the fourth day the host was dark slender Varuna, the Meluhhan king, and then on the fifth the heroes gathered in the ancient hall of the Ice-Hunter folk where one-eyed Vy-otin was chieftain and the floor was strewn with mammoth tusks, and after that—


  Well, and it went on for some long time, the great celebration of the reunion. This was long before the hordes of New Dead had come, all those grubby little unheroic people out of unheroic times, carrying with them their nasty little demons and their dark twisted apparatus of damnation and punishment. Before they had come. Hell had simply been a place to live in the time after life. It was all very different then, a far happier place.


  For uncountable years Gilgamesh and Enkidu dwelled together in Gilgamesh’s palace in Hell as they had in the old days in the Land of the Two Rivers. And all was well with them, with much hunting and feasting, and they were happy in Hell even after the New Dead began to come in, bringing all their terrible changes.


  They were shoddy folk, these New Dead, confused of soul and flimsy of intellect, and their petty trifling rivalries and vain strutting poses were a great nuisance. But Gilgamesh and Enkidu kept their distance from them while they replayed all the follies of their lives, their nonsensical Crusades and their idiotic trade wars and their preposterous theological squabbles. The trouble was that they had brought not only their lunatic ideas to Hell but also their accursed diabolical modern gadgets, and the worst of those were the vile weapons called guns, that slaughtered noisily from afar in the most shameful cowardly way. Heroes know how to parry the blow of a battle-axe or the thrust of a sword; but what can even a hero do about a bullet from afar? It was Enkidu’s bad luck to fall between two quarreling bands of these gun-wielders, a flock of babbling Spaniards and a rabble of arrogant Englanders, for whom he tried to make peace. Of course they would have no peace, and soon shots were flying, and Gilgamesh arrived at the scene just as a bolt from an arquebus tore through his dear Enkidu’s noble heart.


  No one dies in Hell forever; but some are dead a long time, and that was how it was with Enkidu. It pleased the Undertaker this time to keep him in limbo some hundreds of years, or however many it was—tallying such matters in Hell is always difficult. It was, at any rate, a dreadful long while, and Gilgamesh once more felt that terrible inrush of loneliness that only the presence of Enkidu might cure. Hell continued to change, and now the changes were coming at a stupefying, overwhelming rate. There seemed to be far more people in the world than there ever had been in the old days, and great armies of them marched into Hell every day, a swarming rabble of uncouth strangers who after only a little interval of disorientation and bewilderment would swiftly set out to reshape the whole place into something as discordant and repellent as the world they had left behind. The steam-engine came, with its clamor and clangor, and something called the dynamo, and then harsh glittering electrical lights blazed in every street where the lamps had been and factories arose and began pouring out all manner of strange things. And more and more and more, relentlessly, unceasingly. Railroads. Telephones. Automobiles. Noise, smoke, soot everywhere, and no way to hide from it. The Industrial Revolution, they called it. Satan and his swarm of Administration bureaucrats seemed to love all the new things, and so did almost everyone else, except for Gilgamesh and a few other cranky conservatives. “What are they trying to do?” Rabelais asked one day. “Turn the place into Hell?” Now the New Dead were bringing in such devices as radios and helicopters and computers, and everyone was speaking English, so that once again Gilgamesh, who had grudgingly learned the newfangled Greek long ago when Agamemnon and his crew had insisted on it, was forced to master yet another tongue-twisting intricate language. It was a dreary time for him. And then at last did Enkidu reappear, far away in one of the cold northern domains; and he made his way south and for a time they were reunited a second time, and once more all was well for Gilgamesh of Uruk in Hell.


  But now they were separated again, this time by something colder and more cruel than death itself. It was beyond all belief, but they had quarreled. There had been words between them, ugly words on both sides, such a dispute as never in thousands of years had passed between them in the land of the living or in the land of Hell, and at last Enkidu had said that which Gilgamesh had never dreamed he would ever hear, which was, “I want no more of you, king of Uruk. If you cross my path again I will have your life.” Could that have been Enkidu speaking, or was it, Gilgamesh wondered, some demon of Hell in Enkidu’s form?


  In any case he was gone. He vanished into the turmoil and intricacy of Hell and placed himself beyond Gilgamesh’s finding; and when Gilgamesh sent forth inquiries, back came only the report, “He will not speak with you. He has no love for you, Gilgamesh.”


  It could not be. It must be a spell of witchcraft, thought Gilgamesh. Surely this was some dark working of the Hell of the New Dead, that could turn brother against brother and lead Enkidu to persist in his wrath. In time, Gilgamesh was sure, Enkidu would be triumphant over this sorcery that gripped his soul, and he would open himself once more to the love of Gilgamesh. But time went on, after the strange circuitous fashion of Hell, and Enkidu did not return to his brother’s arms.


  What was there to do, but hunt, and wait, and hope?


  So this day Gilgamesh hunted in Hell’s parched outback. He had killed and killed and killed again, and now late in the day he had put his arrow through the throat of a monster more foul even than the usual run of creatures of Hell; but there was a terrible vitality to the thing, and it went thundering off, dripping dark blood from its pierced maw.


  Gilgamesh gave pursuit. It is sinful to strike and wound and not to kill. For a long weary hour he ran, crisscrossing this harsh land. Thorny plants slashed at him with the malevolence of imps, and the hard wind flailed him with clouds of dust sharp as whips. Still the evil-looking beast outpaced him, though its blood drained in torrents from it to the dry ground.


  Gilgamesh would not let himself tire, for there was god-power in him by virtue of his descent from the divine Lugalbanda, his great father who was both king and god. But he was hard pressed to keep going. Three times he lost sight of his quarry, and tracked it only by the spoor of its blood-droppings. The bleak red motionless eye that was the sun of Hell seemed to mock him, hovering forever before him as though willing him to run without cease.


  Then he saw the creature, still strong but plainly staggering, lurching about at the edge of a thicket of little twisted greasy-leaved trees. Unhesitatingly Gilgamesh plunged forward. The trees stroked him lasciviously, coating him with their slime, trying like raucous courtesans to insinuate their leaves between his legs; but he slapped them away, and emerged finally into a clearing where he could confront his animal.


  Some repellent little hell-beast was clinging to the back of his prey, ripping out bloody gobbets of flesh and ruining the hide. A Land Rover was parked nearby, and a pale strange-looking man with a long jaw was peering from its window. A second man, red-faced and beefy-looking, stood close by Gilgamesh’s roaring, snorting quarry.


  First things first. Gilgamesh reached out, scooped the foul hissing little carrion-seeker from the bigger animal’s back, flung it aside. Then with all his force he rammed his dagger toward what he hoped was the heart of the wounded animal. In the moment of his thrust Gilgamesh felt a great convulsion within the monster’s breast and its hell-life left it in an instant.


  
    
  

  The work was done. Again, no exultation, no sense of fulfillment; only a kind of dull ashen release from an unfinished chore. Gilgamesh caught his breath and looked around.


  What was this? The red-faced man seemed to be having a crazy fit. Quivering, shaking, sweating—dropping to his knees—his eyes gleaming insanely—


  “Lord Conan?” the man cried. “Great king?”


  “Conan is not one of my titles,” said Gilgamesh, mystified. “And I was a king once in Uruk, but I reign over nothing at all in this place. Come, man, get off your knees!”


  “But you are Conan to the life!” moaned the red-faced man hoarsely. “To the absolute life!”


  Gilgamesh felt a surge of intense dislike for this fellow. He would be slobbering in another moment. Conan? Conan? That name meant nothing at all. No, wait: he had known a Conan once, some little Celtic fellow he had encountered in a tavern, a chap with a blunt nose and heavy cheekbones and dark hair tumbling down his face, a drunken twitchy little man forever invoking forgotten godlets of no consequence—yes, he had called himself Conan, so Gilgamesh thought. Drank too much, caused trouble for the barmaid, even took a swing at her, that was the one. Gilgamesh had dropped him down an open cesspool to teach him manners. But how could this blustery-faced fellow here mistake me for that one? He was still mumbling on, too, babbling about lands whose names meant nothing to Gilgamesh—Cimmeria, Aquilonia, Hyrkania, Zamora. Total nonsense. There were no such places.


  And that glow in the fellow’s eyes—what sort of look was that? A look of adoration, almost the sort of look a woman might give a man when she has decided to yield herself utterly to his will.


  Gilgamesh had seen such looks aplenty in his day, from women and men both; and he had welcomed them from women, but never from a man. He scowled. What does he think I am? Does he think, as so many have wrongly thought, that because I loved Enkidu with so great a love that I am a man who will embrace a man in the fashion of men and women? Because it is not so. Not even here in Hell is it so, said Gilgamesh to himself. Nor will it ever be.


  “Tell me everything!” the red-faced man was imploring. “All those exploits that I dreamed in your name, Conan: tell me how they really were! That time in the snow-fields, when you met the frost-giant’s daughter—and when you sailed the Tigress with the Black Coast’s queen—and that time you stormed the Aquilonian capital, and slew King Numedides on his own throne—”


  Gilgamesh stared in distaste at the man groveling at his feet.


  “Come, fellow, stop this blather now,” he said sourly. “Up with you! You mistake me greatly, I think.”


  The second man was out of the Land Rover now, and on his way over to join them. An odd-looking creature he was, too, skeleton-thin and corpse-white, with a neck like a water-bird’s that seemed barely able to support his long big-chinned head. He was dressed oddly too, all in black, and swathed in layer upon layer as if he dreaded the faintest chill. Yet he had a gentle and thoughtful way about him, quite unlike the wild-eyed and feverish manner of his friend. He might be a scribe, Gilgamesh thought, or a priest; but what the other one could be, the gods alone would know.


  The thin man touched the other’s shoulder and said, “Take command of yourself, man. This is surely not your Conan here.”


  “To the life! To the very life! His size—his grandeur—the way he killed that beast—”


  “Bob—Bob, Conan’s a figment! Conan’s a fantasy! You spun him out of whole cloth. Come, now. Up. Up.” To Gilgamesh he said, “A thousand pardons, good sir. My friend is—sometimes excitable—”


  Gilgamesh turned away, shrugging, and looked to his quarry. He had no need for dealings with these two. Skinning the huge beast properly might take him the rest of the day; and then to haul the great hide back to his camp, and determine what he wanted of it as a trophy—


  Behind him he heard the booming voice of the red-faced man. “A figment, H.P.? How can you be sure of that? I thought I invented Conan too; but what if he really lived, what if I had merely tapped into some powerful primordial archetype, what if the authentic Conan stands here before us this very moment—”


  “Dear Bob, your Conan had blue eyes, did he not? And this man’s eyes are dark as night.”


  “Well—” Grudgingly.


  “You were so excited you failed to notice. But I did. This is some barbarian warrior, yes, some great huntsman beyond any doubt, a Nimrod, an Ajax. But not Conan, Bob! Grant him his own identity. He’s no invention of yours.” Coming up beside Gilgamesh the long-jawed man said, speaking in a formal and courtly way, “Good sir, I am Howard Phillips Lovecraft, formerly of Providence, Rhode Island, and my companion is Robert E. Howard of Texas, whose other life was lived, as was mine, in the twentieth century after Christ. At that time we were tale-tellers by trade, and I think he confuses you with a hero of his own devising. Put his mind at ease, I pray you, and let us know your name.”


  Gilgamesh looked up. He rubbed his wrist across his forehead to clear it of a smear of the monster’s gore and met the other man’s gaze evenly. This one, at least, was no madman, strange though he looked.


  Quietly Gilgamesh said, “I think his mind may be beyond putting at any ease. But know you that I am called Gilgamesh, the son of Lugalbanda.”


  “Gilgamesh the Sumerian?” Lovecraft whispered. “Gilgamesh who sought to live forever?”


  “Gilgamesh am I, yes, who was king in Uruk when that was the greatest city of the Land of the Two Rivers, and who in his folly thought there was a way of cheating death.”


  “Do you hear that, Bob?”


  “Incredible. Beyond all belief!” muttered the other.


  Rising until he towered above them both, Gilgamesh drew in his breath deeply and said with awesome resonance, “I am Gilgamesh to whom all things were made known, the secret things, the truths of life and death, most especially those of death. I have coupled with Inanna the goddess in the bed of the Sacred Marriage; I have slain demons and spoken with gods; I am two parts god myself, and only one part mortal.” He paused and stared at them, letting it sink in, those words that he had recited so many times in situations much like this. Then in a quieter tone he went on, “When death took me I came to this nether world they call Hell, and here I pass my time as a huntsman, and I ask you now to excuse me, for as you see I have my tasks.”


  Once more he turned away.


  “Gilgamesh!” said Lovecraft again in wonder. And the other said, “If I live here till the end of time, H.P., I’ll never grow used to it. This is more fantastic than running into Conan would have been! Imagine it: Gilgamesh!”


  A tiresome business, Gilgamesh thought: all this awe, all this adulation.


  The problem was that damned epic, of course. He could see why Caesar grew so irritable when people tried to suck up to him with quotations out of Shakespeare’s verses. “Why, man, he doth bestride the narrow world like a Colossus,” and all that: Caesar grew livid by the third syllable. Once they put you into poetry, Gilgamesh had discovered, as had Odysseus and Achilles and Caesar after him and many another, your own real self can begin to disappear and the self of the poem overwhelms you entirely and turns you into a walking cliche. Shakespeare had been particularly villainous that way, Gilgamesh thought: ask Richard III, ask Macbeth, ask Owen Glendower. You found them skulking around Hell with perpetual chips on their shoulders, because every time they opened their mouths people expected them to say something like “My kingdom for a horse!” or “Is this a dagger which I see before me?” or “I can call spirits from the vasty deep.” Gilgamesh had had to live with that kind of thing almost from the time he had first come to Hell; for they had written the poems about him soon after, all that pompous brooding stuff, a whole raft of Gilgamesh tales of varying degrees of basis in reality, and then the Babylonians and the Assyrians and even those smelly garlic-gobbling Hittites had gone on translating and embroidering them for another thousand years so that everybody from one end of the known world to the other knew them by heart, and even after all those peoples were gone and their languages had been forgotten there was no surcease, because these twentieth-century folk had found the whole thing and deciphered the text somehow and made it famous all over again. Over the centuries they had turned him into everybody’s favorite all-purpose hero, which was a hell of a burden to bear: there was a piece of him in the Prometheus legend, and in the Heracles stuff, and in that story of Odysseus’s wanderings, and even in the Celtic myths, which was probably why this creepy Howard fellow kept calling him Conan. At least that other Conan, that ratty little sniveling drunken one, had been a Celt. Enlil’s ears, but it was wearying to have everyone expecting you to live up to the mythic exploits of twenty or thirty very different culture-heroes! And embarrassing, too, considering that the original non-mythical Heracles and Odysseus and some of the others dwelled here too and tended to be pretty possessive about the myths that had attached to them, even when they were simply variants on his own much older ones.


  There was substance to the Gilgamesh stories, of course, especially the parts about him and Enkidu; but the poet had salted the story with a lot of pretentious arty nonsense too, as poets always will, and in any case you got very tired of having everybody boil your long and complex life down into the same twelve chapters and the same little turns of phrase. It got so that Gilgamesh found himself quoting the main Gilgamesh poem too, the one about his quest for eternal life—well, that one wasn’t too far from the essence of the truth, though they had mucked up a lot of the details with precious little “imaginative” touches—by way of making introduction for himself: “I am the man to whom all things were made known, the secret things, the truths of life and death.” Straight out of the poet’s mouth, those lines. Tiresome. Tiresome. Angrily he jabbed his dagger beneath the dead monster’s hide, and set about his task of flaying, while the two little men behind him went on muttering and mumbling to one another in astonishment at having run into Gilgamesh of Uruk in this bleak and lonely corner of Hell.


  There were strange emotions stirring in Robert Howard’s soul, and he did not care for them at all. He could forgive himself for believing for that one giddy moment that this Gilgamesh was his Conan. That was nothing more than the artistic temperament at work, sweeping him up in a fit of rash feverish enthusiasm. To come suddenly upon a great muscular giant of a man in a loincloth who was hacking away at some fiendish monster with a little bronze dagger, and to think that he must surely be the mighty Cimmerian—well, that was a pardonable enough thing. Here in Hell you learned very quickly that you might run into anybody at all. You could find yourself playing at dice with Lord Byron or sharing a mug of mulled wine with Menelaus or arguing with Plato about the ideas of Nietzsche, who was standing right there making faces, and after a time you came to take most such things for granted, more or less.


  So why not think that this fellow was Conan? No matter that Conan’s eyes had been of a different color. That was a trifle. He looked like Conan in all the important ways. He was of Conan’s size and strength. And he was kingly in more than physique. He seemed to have Conan’s cool intelligence and complexity of soul, Conan’s regal courage and Conan’s indomitable spirit.


  The trouble was that Conan, the wondrous Cimmerian warrior from 19,000 B.C., had never existed except in Howard’s own imagination. And there were no fictional characters in Hell. You might meet Richard Wagner, but you weren’t likely to encounter Siegfried. William the Conqueror, yes; William Tell, no.


  That was all right, Howard told himself. His little fantasy of meeting Conan here in Hell was nothing but a bit of mawkish narcissism: he was better off without it. Coming across the authentic Gilgamesh—ah, how much more interesting that was! A genuine Sumerian king—an actual titan out of history’s dawn, not some trumped-up figure fashioned from cardboard and hard-breathing wish-fulfilling dreams; a flesh-and-blood mortal who had lived a lusty life and had fought great battles and had walked eye to eye with the ancient gods and had struggled against the inevitability of death, and who in dying had taken on the immortality of mythic archetype—ah, now there was someone worth getting to know! Whereas Howard had to admit that he would have no more to learn from a conversation with Conan than he could discover by interrogating his own image in the mirror. Or else a meeting with the “real” Conan, if it was in any way possible, would surely cast him into terrible confusions and contradictions of soul from which there would be no recovering. No, Howard thought, better that this man be Gilgamesh than Conan, by all means. He was reconciled to that.


  But this other business—this sudden bewildering urge to throw himself at the giant’s feet, to be swept up in his arms, to be crushed in a fierce embrace—


  What was that? Where had that come from? By the blazing Heart of Ahriman, what could it mean?


  Howard remembered a time in his former life when he had gone down to the Cisco Dam and watched the construction men strip and dive in: well-built men, confident, graceful, at ease in their bodies. For a short while he had looked at them and had reveled in their physical perfection. They could have been naked Greek statues come alive, a band of lusty Apollos and Zeuses. And then as he listened to them shouting and laughing and crying out in their foul-mouthed way he began to grow angry, suddenly seeing them as mere thoughtless animals who were the natural enemies of dreamers like himself. He hated them as the weak always must hate the strong, those splendid swine who could trample the dreamers and their dreams as they wished. But then he had reminded himself that he was no weakling himself, that he who once had been spindly and frail had by hard effort made himself big and strong and burly. Not beautiful of body as these men were—too fleshy for that, too husky—but nevertheless, he had told himself, there was no man there whose ribs he could not crush if it came to a struggle. And he had gone away from that place full of rage and thoughts of bloody violence.


  What had that been all about? That barely suppressed fury—was it some sort of dark hidden lust, some craving for the most bestial sort of sinfulness? Was the anger that had arisen in him masking an anger he should have directed at himself, for looking upon those naked men and taking pleasure in it?


  No. No. No. No. He wasn’t any kind of degenerate. He was certain of that.


  The desire of men for men was a mark of decadence, of the decline of civilization. He was a man of the frontier, not some feeble limp-wristed sodomite who reveled in filth and wanton evil. If he had never in his short life known a woman’s love, it was for lack of opportunity, not out of a preference for that other shameful kind. Living out his days in that small and remote prairie town, devoting himself to his mother and to his writing, he had chosen not to avail himself of prostitutes or shallow women, but he was sure that if he had lived a few years longer and the woman who was his true mate had ever made herself known to him, he would certainly have reached toward her in passion and high abandon.


  And yet—and yet—that moment when he first spied the giant Gilgamesh, and thought he was Conan—


  That surge of electricity through his entire body, and most intensely through his loins—what else could it have been but desire, instant and intense and overwhelming? For a man? Unthinkable! Even this glorious hero—even this magnificent kingly creature—


  No. No. No. No.


  I am in Hell, and this is my torment, Howard told himself.


  He paced furiously up and down alongside the Land Rover. Desperately he fought off the black anguish that threatened to settle over him now, as it had done so many times in his former life and in this life after life. These sudden corrupt and depraved feelings, Howard thought: they are nothing but diabolical perversions of my natural spirit, intended to cast me into despair and self-loathing! By Crom, I will resist! By the breasts of Ishtar, I will not yield to this foulness!


  All the same he found his eyes straying to the edge of the nearby thicket, where Gilgamesh still knelt over the animal he had killed.


  What extraordinary muscles rippling in that broad back, in those iron-hard thighs! What careless abandon in the way he was peeling back the creature’s shaggy hide, though he had to wallow in dark gore to do it! That cascade of lustrous black hair lightly bound by a jeweled circlet, that dense black beard curling in tight ringlets.


  Howard’s throat went dry. Something at the base of his belly was tightening into a terrible knot.


  Lovecraft said, “You want a chance to talk with him, don’t you?”


  Howard swung around. He felt his cheeks go scarlet. He was utterly certain that his guilt must be emblazoned incontrovertibly on his face.


  “What the hell do you mean?” he growled. His hands knotted of their own accord into fists. There seemed to be a band of fire across his forehead. “What would I want to talk with him about, anyway?”


  Lovecraft looked startled by the ferocity of Howard’s tone and posture. He took a step backward and threw up his hand almost as though to protect himself. “What a strange thing to say! You, of all people, with your love of antique times, your deep and abiding passion for the lost mysteries of those steamy Oriental empires that perished so long ago! Why, man, is there nothing you want to know about the kingdoms of Sumer? Uruk, Nippur, Ur of the Chaldees? The secret rites of the goddess Inanna in the dark passageways beneath the ziggurat? The incantations that opened the gates of the Underworld, the libations that loosed and bound the demons of the worlds beyond the stars? Who knows what he could tell us? There stands a man six thousand years old, a hero from the dawn of time, Bob!”


  Howard snorted. “I don’t reckon that oversized son of a bitch would want to tell us a damned thing. All that interests him is getting the hide off that bloody critter of his.”


  “He’s nearly done with that. Why not wait, Bob? And invite him to sit with us a little while. And draw him out, lure him into telling us tales of life beside the Euphrates!” Now Lovecraft’s dark eyes were gleaming as though he too felt some strange lust, and his forehead was surprisingly bright with uncharacteristic perspiration; but Howard knew that in Lovecraft’s case what had taken possession of him was only the lust for knowledge, the hunger for the arcane lore of high antiquity that Lovecraft imagined would spill from the lips of this Mesopotamian hero. That same lust ached in him as well. To speak with this man who had lived before Babylon was, who had walked the streets of Ur when Abraham was yet unborn—


  But there were other lusts besides that hunger for knowledge, sinister lusts that must be denied at any cost—


  “No,” said Howard brusquely. “Let’s get the hell out of here right now, H.P. This damned foul bleak countryside is getting on my nerves.”


  Lovecraft gave him a strange look. “But weren’t you just telling me how beautiful—”


  “Damnation take whatever I was telling you! King Henry’s expecting us to negotiate an alliance for him. We aren’t going to get the job done out here in the boondocks.”


  “The what?”


  “Boondocks. Wild uncivilized country. Term that came into use after our time, H.P. The back woods, you know? You never did pay much heed to the vernacular, did you?” He tugged at Lovecraft’s sleeve. “Come on. That big bloody ape over there isn’t going to tell us a thing about his life and times, I guarantee. Probably doesn’t remember anything worth telling, anyway. And he bores me. Pardon me, H.P., but I find him an enormous pain in the butt, all right? I don’t have any further hankering for his company. Do you mind, H.P.? Can we move along, do you think?”


  “I must confess that you mystify me sometimes, Bob. But of course if you—” Suddenly Lovecraft’s eyes widened in amazement. “Get down, Bob! Behind the car! Fast!”


  “What—”


  An arrow came singing through the air and passed just alongside Howard’s left ear. Then another, and another. One arrow ricocheted off the flank of the Land Rover with a sickening thunking sound. Another struck straight on and stuck quivering an inch deep in the metal.


  Howard whirled. He saw horsemen, a dozen, perhaps a dozen and a half, bearing down on them out of the darkness to the east, loosing shafts as they came.


  They were lean compact men of some Oriental stock in crimson leather jerkins, riding like fiends. Their mounts were little flat-headed fiery-eyed gray Hell-horses that moved as if their short, fiercely pistoning legs could carry them to the far boundaries of the nether world without the need of a moment’s rest.


  Chanting, howling, the yellow-skinned warriors seemed to be in a frenzy of rage. Mongols? Turks? Whoever they were, they were pounding toward the Land Rover like the emissaries of Death himself. Some brandished long, wickedly curved blades, but most wielded curious-looking small bows from which they showered one arrow after another with phenomenal rapidity.


  Crouching behind the Land Rover with Lovecraft beside him, Howard gaped at the attackers in a paralysis of astonishment. How often had he written of scenes like this? Waving plumes, bristling lances, a whistling cloud of cloth-yard shafts! Thundering hooves, wild war-cries, the thunk of barbarian arrowheads against Aquilonian shields! Horses rearing and throwing their riders…Knights in bloodied armor tumbling to the ground…Steel-clad forms littering the slopes of the battlefield…


  But this was no swashbuckling tale of Hyborean derring-do that was unfolding now. Those were real horsemen—as real as anything was, in this place—rampaging across this chilly wind-swept plain in the outer reaches of Hell. Those were real arrows; and they would rip their way into his flesh with real impact and inflict real agony of the most frightful kind.


  He looked across the way at Gilgamesh. The giant Sumerian was hunkered down behind the overturned bulk of the animal he had slain. His mighty bow was in his hand. As Howard watched in awe, Gilgamesh aimed and let fly. The shaft struck the nearest horseman, traveling through jerkin and rib-cage and all and emerging from the man’s back. But still the onrushing warrior managed to release one last arrow before he fell. It traveled on an erratic trajectory, humming quickly toward Gilgamesh on a wild wobbly arc and skewering him through the flesh of his left forearm.


  Coolly the Sumerian glanced down at the arrow jutting from his arm. He scowled and shook his head, the way he might if he had been stung by a hornet. Then—as Conan might have done; how very much like Conan!—Gilgamesh inclined his head toward his shoulder and bit the arrow in half just below the fletching. Bright blood spouted from the wound as he pulled the two pieces of the arrow from his arm.


  As though nothing very significant had happened, Gilgamesh lifted his bow and reached for a second shaft. Blood was streaming in rivulets down his arm, but he seemed not even to be aware of it.


  Howard watched as if in a stupor. He could not move, he barely had the will to draw breath. A haze of nausea threatened to overwhelm him. It had been nothing at all for him to heap up great bloody mounds of severed heads and arms and legs with cheerful abandon in his stories; but in fact real bloodshed and violence of any sort had horrified him whenever he had even a glimpse of it.


  “The gun, Bob!” said Lovecraft urgently beside him. “Use the gun!”


  “What?”


  “There. There.”


  Howard looked down. Thrust through his belt was the pistol he had taken from the Land Rover when he had come out to investigate that little beast in the road. He drew it now and stared at it, glassy-eyed, as though it were a basilisk’s egg that rested on the palm of his hand.


  “What are you doing?” Lovecraft asked. “Ah. Ah. Give it to me.” He snatched the gun impatiently from Howard’s frozen fingers and studied it a moment as though he had never held a weapon before. Perhaps he never had. But then, grasping the pistol with both his hands, he rose warily above the hood of the Land Rover and squeezed off a shot.


  The tremendous sound of an explosion cut through the shrill cries of the horsemen. Lovecraft laughed. “Got one! Who would ever have imagined—”


  He fired again. In the same moment Gilgamesh brought down one more of the attackers with his bow.


  “They’re backing off!” Lovecraft cried. “By Alhazred, they didn’t expect this, I wager!” He laughed again and poked the gun up into a firing position. “Ia!” he cried, in a voice Howard had never heard out of the shy and scholarly Lovecraft before. “Shub-Niggurath!” Lovecraft fired a third time. “Ph’nglui mglw’nafh Cthulhu R’lyeh wgah’nagl fhtagn!”


  Howard felt sweat rolling down his body. This inaction of his—this paralysis—this shame—what would Conan make of it? What would Gilgamesh? And Lovecraft, that timid and sheltered man, he who dreaded the fishes of the sea and the cold winds of his New England winters and so many other things, was laughing and bellowing his wondrous gibberish and blazing away like any gangster, having the time of his life—


  Shame! Shame!


  Heedless of the risk Howard scrambled up into the cab of the Land Rover and groped around for the second gun that was lying down there on the floor somewhere. He found it and knelt beside the window. Seven or eight of the Asiatic horsemen lay strewn about, dead or dying, within a hundred-yard radius of the car. The others had withdrawn to a considerable distance and were cantering in uneasy circles. They appeared taken aback by the unexpectedly fierce resistance they had encountered on what they had probably expected to have been an easy bit of jolly slaughter in these untracked frontierlands.


  What were they doing now? Drawing together, a tight little group, horses nose to nose. Conferring. And now two of them were pulling what seemed to be some sort of war-banner from a saddlebag and hoisting it between them on bamboo poles: a long yellow streamer with fluttering blood-red tips, on which bold Oriental characters were painted in shining black. Serious business, obviously. Now they were lining themselves up in a row, facing the Land Rover. Getting ready for a desperate suicide charge—that was the way things appeared.


  Gilgamesh, standing erect in full view, calmly nocked yet another arrow. He took aim and waited for them to come. Lovecraft, looking flushed with excitement, wholly transformed by the alien joys of armed combat, was leaning forward, staring intently, his pistol cocked and ready.


  Howard shivered. Shame rode him with burning spurs. How could he cower here while those two bore the brunt of the struggle? Though his hand was shaking, he thrust the pistol out the window and drew a bead on the closest horseman. His finger tightened on the trigger. Would it be possible to score a hit at such a distance? Yes. Yes. Go ahead. You know how to use a gun, all right. High time you put some of that skill to use. Knock that little yellow bastard off his horse with one bark of the Colt .380, yes. Send him straight to Hell—no, he’s in Hell already, send him off to the Undertaker for recycling, yes, that’s it—ready—aim—


  “Wait,” Lovecraft said. “Don’t shoot.”


  What was this? As Howard, with an effort, lowered his gun and let his rigid quivering hand go slack, Lovecraft, shading his eyes against the eerie glare of the motionless sun, peered closely at the enemy warriors a long silent moment. Then he turned, reached up into the rear of the Land Rover, groped around for a moment, finally pulled out the manila envelope that held their royal commission from King Henry.


  And then—what was he doing?


  Stepping out into plain view, arms raised high, waving the envelope around, walking toward the enemy?


  “They’ll kill you, H.P.! Get down! Get down!”


  Lovecraft, without looking back, gestured brusquely for Howard to be silent. He continued to walk steadily toward the far-off horsemen. They seemed just as mystified as Howard was. They sat without moving, their bows held stiffly out before them, a dozen arrows trained on the middle of Lovecraft’s body.


  He’s gone completely off the deep end, Howard thought in dismay. He never was really well balanced, was he? Half believing all his stuff about Elder Gods and dimensional gateways and blasphemous rites on dark New England hillsides. And now all this shooting—the excitement—


  “Hold your weapons, all of you!” Lovecraft cried in a voice of amazing strength and presence. “In the name of Prester John, I bid you hold your weapons! We are not your enemies! We are ambassadors to your emperor!”


  Howard gasped. He began to understand. No, Lovecraft hadn’t gone crazy after all!


  He took another look at that long yellow war-banner. Yes, yes, it bore the emblems of Prester John! These berserk horsemen must be part of the border patrol of the very nation whose ruler they had traveled so long to find. Howard felt abashed, realizing that in the fury of the battle Lovecraft had had the sense actually to pause long enough to give the banner’s legend close examination—and the courage to walk out there waving his diplomatic credentials. The parchment scroll of their royal commission was in his hand, and he was pointing to the little red-ribboned seal of King Henry.


  The horsemen stared, muttered among themselves, lowered their bows. Gilgamesh, lowering his great bow also, looked on in puzzlement. “Do you see?” Lovecraft called. “We are heralds of King Henry! We claim the protection of your master the August Sovereign Yeh-lu Ta-shih!” Glancing back over his shoulder, he called to Howard to join him; and after only an instant’s hesitation Howard leaped down from the Land Rover and trotted forward. It was a giddy feeling, exposing himself to those somber yellow archers this way. It felt almost like standing at the edge of some colossal precipice.


  Lovecraft smiled. “It’s all going to be all right, Bob! That banner they unfurled—it bears the markings of Prester John—”


  “Yes, yes. I see.”


  “And look—they’re making a safe-conduct sign. They understand what I’m saying, Bob! They believe me!”


  Howard nodded. He felt a great upsurge of relief and even a sort of joy. He clapped Lovecraft lustily on the back. “Fine going, H.P.! I didn’t think you had it in you!” Coming up out of his funk, now, he felt a manic exuberance seize his spirit. He gestured to the horsemen, wigwagging his arms with wild vigor. “Hoy! Royal commissioners!” he bellowed “Envoys from His Britannic Majesty King Henry VIII! Take us to your emperor!” Then he looked toward Gilgamesh, who stood frowning, his bow still at the ready. “Hoy there, king of Uruk! Put away the weapons! Everything’s all right now! We’re going to be escorted to the court of Prester John!”


  Gilgamesh wasn’t at all sure why he had let himself go along. He had no interest in visiting Prester John’s court, or anybody else’s. He wanted nothing more than to be left alone to hunt and roam in the wilderness and thereby to find some ease for his sorrows.


  But the gaunt long-necked man and his blustery red-faced friend had beckoned him to ride with them in their Land Rover, and while he stood there frowning over that the ugly flat-featured little yellow warriors had indicated with quick impatient gestures that he should get in. And he had. They looked as though they would try to compel him to get in if he balked; and though he had no fear of them, none whatever, some impulse that he could not begin to understand had led him to step back from the likelihood of yet another battle and simply climb aboard the vehicle. Perhaps he had had enough of solitary hunting for a while. Or perhaps it was just that the wound in his arm was beginning to throb and ache, now that the excitement of the fray was receding, and it seemed like a good idea to have it looked after by a surgeon. The flesh all around it was badly swollen and bruised. That arrow had pierced him through and through. He would have the wound cleaned and dressed; and then he would move along.


  Well, then, so he was going to the court of Prester John. Here he was, sitting back silent and somber in the rear of this musty mildew-flecked car, riding with these two very odd New Dead types, these scribes or tale-tellers or whatever it was they claimed to be, as the horsemen of Prester John led them to the encampment of their monarch.


  The one who called himself Howard, the one who could not help stealing sly little glances at him like an infatuated schoolgirl, was at the wheel. Glancing back at his passenger now, he said, “Tell me, Gilgamesh: have you had dealings with Prester John before?”


  “I have heard the name, that much I know,” replied the Sumerian. “But it means very little to me.”


  “The legendary Christian emperor,” said the other, the thin one, Lovecraft. “He who was said to rule a secret kingdom somewhere in the misty hinterlands of Central Asia—although it was in Africa, according to some—”


  Asia—Africa—names, only names, Gilgamesh thought bleakly. They were places somewhere in the other world, but he had no idea where they might be.


  Such a multitude of places, so many names! It was impossible to keep it all straight. There was no sense to any of it. The world—his world—the Land—had been bordered by the Two Rivers, the Idigna and the Buranunu, which the Greeks had preferred to call the Tigris and the Euphrates. Who were the Greeks, and by what right had they renamed the rivers? Everyone used those names now, even Gilgamesh himself, except in the inwardness of his soul.


  And beyond the Two Rivers? Why, there was the vassal state of Aratta far to the east, and in that direction also lay the Land of Cedars where the fire-breathing demon Huwawa roared and bellowed, and in the eastern mountains lay the kingdom of the barbaric Elamites. To the north was the land called Uri, and in the deserts of the west the wild Martu people dwelled, and in the south was the blessed isle Dilmun, which was like a paradise. Was there anything more to the world than that? Why, there was Meluhha far away beyond Elam, where the people had black skins and fine features, and there was Punt in the south where they were black also with flat noses and thick lips, and there was another land even beyond Meluhha, with folk of yellow skins who mined a precious green stone. And that was the world. Where could all these other latter-day places be, this Africa and this Asia and Europe and the rest, Rome, Greece, England? Perhaps some of them were mere new names for old places. The Land itself had had a host of names since his own time—Babylonia, Mesopotamia, Iraq, and more. Why had it needed all those names? He had no idea. New men made up new names: that seemed to be the way of the world. This Africa, this Asia—America, China, Russia—a little man named Herodotos, a Greek, had tried to explain it all to him once, the shape of the world and the names of the places in it, sketching a map for him on an old bit of parchment, and much later a stolid fellow named Mercator had done the same, and once after that he had spoken of such matters with an Englishman called Cook; but the things they told him all conflicted with one another and he could make no sense out of any of it. It was too much to ask, making sense of these things. Those myriad nations that had arisen after his time, those empires that had risen and fallen and been forgotten, all those lost dynasties, the captains and the kings—he had tried from time to time to master the sequence of them, but it was no use. Once in his former life he had sought to make himself the master of all knowledge, yes. His appetites had been boundless: for knowledge, for wealth, for power, for women, for life itself. Now all that seemed only the merest folly to him. That jumble of confused and confusing places, all those great realms and far-off kingdoms, were in another world: what could they matter to him now?


  “Asia?” he said. “Africa?” Gilgamesh shrugged. “Prester John?” He prowled the turbulent cluttered recesses of his memory. “Ah. There’s a Prester John, I think, lives in New Hell. A dark-skinned man, a friend of that gaudy old liar Sir John Mandeville.” It was coming back now. “Yes, I’ve seen them together many times, in that dirty squalid tavern where Mandeville’s always to be found. The two of them telling outlandish stories back and forth, each a bigger fraud than the other.”


  “A different Prester John,” said Lovecraft.


  “That one is Susenyos the Ethiop, I think,” Howard said. “A former African tyrant, and lover of the Jesuits, now far gone in whiskey. He’s one of many. There are seven, nine, a dozen Prester Johns in Hell, to my certain knowledge. And maybe more.”


  Gilgamesh contemplated that notion blankly. Fire was running up and down his injured arm now.


  Lovecraft was saying, “—not a true name, but merely a title, and a corrupt one at that. There never was a real Prester John, only various rulers in various distant places, whom it pleased the tale-spinners of Europe to speak of as Prester John, the Christian emperor, the great mysterious unknown monarch of a fabulous realm. And here in Hell there are many who choose to wear the name. There’s power in it, do you see?”


  “Power and majesty!” Howard cried. “And poetry, by God!”


  “So this Prester John whom we are to visit,” said Gilgamesh, “he is not in fact Prester John?”


  “Yeh-lu Ta-shih’s his name,” said Howard. “Chinese. Manchurian, actually, twelfth century A.D. First emperor of the realm of Kara-Khitai, with his capital at Samarkand. Ruled over a bunch of Mongols and Turks, mainly, and they called him Gur Khan, which means ‘supreme ruler,’ and somehow that turned into ‘John’ by the time it got to Europe. And they said he was a Christian priest, too. Presbyter Joannes, ‘Prester John.’” Howard laughed. “Damned silly bastards. He was no more a Christian than you were. A Buddhist, he was, a bloody shamanistic Buddhist.”


  “Then why—”


  “Myth and confusion!” Howard said. “The great human nonsense factory at work! And wouldn’t you know it, but when he got to Hell this Yeh-lu Ta-shih founded himself another empire right away in the same sort of territory he’d lived in back there, and when Richard Burton came out this way and told him about Prester John and how Europeans long ago had spoken of him by that name and ascribed all sorts of fabulous accomplishments to him he said, Yes, yes, I am Prester John indeed. And so he styles himself that way now, he and nine or ten others, most of them Ethiopians like that friend of your friend Mandeville.”


  “They are no friends of mine,” said Gilgamesh stiffly. He leaned back and massaged his aching arm. Outside the Land Rover the landscape was changing now: more hilly, with ill-favored fat-trunked little trees jutting at peculiar angles from the purple soil. Here and there in the distance his keen eyes made out scattered groups of black tents on the hillsides, and herds of the little hell-horses grazing near them. Gilgamesh wished now that he hadn’t let himself be inveigled into this expedition. What need had he of Prester John? One of those upstart New Dead potentates, one of the innumerable little princelings who had set up minor dominions for themselves out here in the vast measureless wastelands of the Outback—and reigning under a false name, at that—one more shoddy scoundrel. One more puffed-up little nobody swollen with unearned pride—


  Well, and what difference did it make? He would sojourn a while in the land of this Prester John, and then he would move on, alone, apart from others, mourning as always his lost Enkidu. There seemed no escaping that doom that lay upon him, that bitter solitude, whether he reigned in splendor in Uruk or wandered in the wastes of Hell.


  “Their Excellencies P.E. Lovecraft and Howard E. Robert,” cried the major-domo grandly though inaccurately, striking three times on the black marble floor of Prester John’s throne-chamber with his gold-tipped staff of pale green jade. “Envoys Plenipotentiary of His Britannic Majesty King Henry VIII of the Kingdom of New Holy Diabolic England.”


  Lovecraft and Howard took a couple of steps forward. Yeh-lu Ta-shih nodded curtly and waved one elegant hand, resplendent with inch-long fingernails, in casual acknowledgment. The envoys plenipotentiary did not seem to hold much interest for him, nor, apparently, did whatever it was that had caused His Britannic Majesty King Henry to send them here.


  The emperor’s cool imperious glance turned toward Gilgamesh, who was struggling to hold himself erect. He was beginning to feel feverish and dizzy and he wondered when anyone would notice that there was an oozing hole in his arm. Even he had limits to his endurance, after all, though he usually tried to conceal that fact. He didn’t know how much longer he could hold out. There were times when behaving like a hero was a heroic pain in the ass, and this was one of them.


  “—and his Late Highness Gilgamesh of Uruk son of Lugalbanda, great king, king of Uruk, king of kings, lord of the Land of the Two Rivers by merit of Enlil and An,” boomed the major-domo in the same splendid way, looking down only once at the card he held in his hand.


  “Great king?” said Yeh-lu Ta-shih, fixing Gilgamesh with one of the most intensely penetrating stares the Sumerian could remember ever having received. “King of kings? Those are very lofty titles, Gilgamesh of Uruk.”


  “A mere formula,” Gilgamesh replied, “which I thought appropriate when being presented at your court. In fact I am king of nothing at all now.”


  “Ah,” said Yeh-lu Ta-shih. “King of Nothing-at-all.”


  And so are you, my lord Prester John. Gilgamesh did not let himself say it, though the words bubbled toward the roof of his mouth and begged to be uttered. And so are all the self-appointed lords and masters of the many realms of Hell.


  The slender amber-hued man on the throne leaned forward. “And where then, I pray, is Nothing-at-all?”


  Some of the courtiers began to snicker. But Prester John looked to be altogether in earnest, though it was impossible to be completely certain of that. He was plainly a formidable man, Gilgamesh had quickly come to see: sly, shrewd, self-contained, with a tough and sinewy intelligence. Not at all the vain little cock-of-the-walk Gilgamesh had expected to find in this bleak and remote corner of Hell. However small and obscure his principality might be, Prester John ruled it, obviously, with a firm grasp. The grandeur of the glittering palace that his scruffy subjects had built for him here on the edge of nowhere, and the solidity of the small but substantial city surrounding it, testified to that. Gilgamesh knew something about the building of cities and palaces. Prester John’s capital bore the mark of the steady toil of centuries.


  The long stare was unrelenting. Gilgamesh, fighting back the blazing pain in his arm, met the emperor’s gaze with an equally earnest one of his own and said:


  “Nothing-at-all? It is a land that never was, and will always be, my lord. Its boundaries are nowhere and its capital city is everywhere, nor do any of us ever leave it.”


  “Ah. Ah. Indeed. Nicely put. You are Old Dead, are you?”


  “Very old, my lord.”


  “Older than Ch’in Shih Huang Ti? Older than the Lords of Shang and Hsia?”


  Gilgamesh turned in puzzlement toward Lovecraft, who told him in a half-whisper, “Ancient kings of China. Your time was even earlier.”


  Shrugging, Gilgamesh replied, “They are not known to me, my lord, but you hear what the Britannic ambassador says. He is a man of learning: it must be so. I will tell you that I am older than Caesar by far, older than Agamemnon and the Supreme Commander Rameses, older even than Sargon. By a great deal.”


  Yeh-lu Ta-shih considered that a moment. Then he made another of his little gestures of dismissal, as though brushing aside the whole concept of relative ages in Hell. With a dry laugh he said, “So you are very old, King Gilgamesh. I congratulate you. And yet the Ice-Hunter folk would tell us that you and I and Rameses and Sargon all arrived here only yesterday; and to the Hairy Men, the Ice-Hunters themselves are mere newcomers. And so on and so on. There’s no beginning to it, is there? Any more than there’s an end.”


  Without waiting for an answer he asked Gilgamesh, “How did you come by that gory wound, great king of Nothing-at-all?”


  At least he’s noticed it, Gilgamesh thought.


  “A misunderstanding, my lord. It may be that your border patrol is a little over-zealous at times.”


  One of the courtiers leaned toward the emperor and murmured something. Prester John’s serene brow grew furrowed. He lifted a flawlessly contoured eyebrow ever so slightly.


  “Killed nine of them, did you?”


  “They attacked us before we had the opportunity of showing our diplomatic credentials,” Lovecraft put in quickly. “It was entirely a matter of self-defense, my lord Prester John.”


  “I wouldn’t doubt it.” The emperor seemed to contemplate for a moment, but only for a moment, the skirmish that had cost the lives of nine of his horsemen; and then quite visibly he dismissed that matter too from the center of his attention. “Well, now, my lords ambassador—”


  Abruptly Gilgamesh swayed, tottered, started to fall. He checked himself just barely in time, seizing a massive porphyry column and clinging to it until he felt more steady. Beads of sweat trickled down his forehead into his eyes. He began to shiver. The huge stone column seemed to be expanding and contracting. Waves of vertigo were rippling through him and he was seeing double, suddenly. Everything was blurring and multiplying. He drew his breath in deeply, again, again, forcing himself to hold on. He wondered if Prester John was playing some kind of game with him, trying to see how long his strength could last. Well, if he had to, Gilgamesh swore, he would stand here forever in front of Prester John without showing a hint of weakness.


  But now Yeh-lu Ta-shih was at last willing to extend compassion. With a glance toward one of his pages the emperor said, “Summon my physician, and tell him to bring his tools and his potions. That wound should have been dressed an hour ago.”


  “Thank you, my lord,” Gilgamesh muttered, trying to keep the irony from his tone.


  The doctor appeared almost at once, as though he had been waiting in an antechamber. Another of Prester John’s little games, perhaps? He was a burly, broad-shouldered, bushy-haired man of more than middle years, with a manner about him that was brisk and bustling but nevertheless warm, concerned, reassuring. Drawing Gilgamesh down beside him on a low divan covered with the gray-green hide of some scaly Hell-dragon, he peered into the wound, muttered something unintelligible to himself in a guttural language unknown to the Sumerian, and pressed his thick fingers around the edges of the torn flesh until fresh blood flowed. Gilgamesh hissed sharply but did not flinch.


  “Ach, mein lieber freund, I must hurt you again, but it is for your own good. Verstehen sie?”


  The doctor’s fingers dug in more deeply. He was spreading the wound, swabbing it, cleansing it with some clear fluid that stung like a hot iron. The pain was so intense that there was almost a kind of pleasure in it: it was a purifying kind of pain, a purging of the soul.


  Prester John said, “How bad is it, Dr. Schweitzer?”


  “Gott sei dank, it is deep but clean. He will heal without damage.”


  He continued to probe and cleanse, murmuring softly to Gilgamesh as he worked: “Bitte. Bitte. Einen augenblick, mein freund.” To Prester John he said, “This man is made of steel. No nerves at all, immense resistance to pain. We have one of the great heroes here, nicht wahr? You are Roland, are you? Achilles, perhaps?”


  “Gilgamesh is his name,” said Yeh-lu Ta-shih.


  The doctor’s eyes grew bright. “Gilgamesh! Gilgamesh of Sumer? Wunderbar! Wunderbar! The very man. The seeker after life. Ach, we must talk, my friend, you and I, when you are feeling better.” From his medical kit he now produced a frightful-looking hypodermic syringe. Gilgamesh watched as though from a vast distance, as though that throbbing swollen arm belonged to someone else. “Ja. Ja, certainly we must talk, of life, of death, of philosophy, mein freund, of philosophy! There is so very much for us to discuss!” He slipped the needle beneath Gilgamesh’s skin. “There. Genug. Sit. Rest. The healing now begins.”


  
    
  

  Robert Howard had never seen anything like it. It could have been something straight from the pages of one of his Conan stories. The big ox had taken an arrow right through the fat part of his arm, and he had simply yanked it out and gone right on fighting. Then, afterward, he had behaved as if the wound were nothing more than a scratch, all that time while they were driving hour after hour toward Prester John’s city and then undergoing lengthy interrogation by the court officials and then standing through this whole endless ceremony at court—God almighty, what a display of endurance! True, Gilgamesh had finally gone a little wobbly and had actually seemed on the verge of passing out. But any ordinary mortal would have conked out long ago. Heroes really were different. They were another breed altogether. Look at him now, sitting there casually while that old German medic swabs him out and stitches him up in that slapdash cavalier way, and not a whimper out of him. Not a whimper!


  Suddenly Howard found himself wanting to go over there to Gilgamesh, to comfort him, to let him lean his head back against him while the doctor worked him over, to wipe the sweat from his brow—


  Yes, to comfort him in an open, rugged, manly way—


  No. No. No. No.


  There it was again, the horror, the unspeakable thing, the hideous crawling hell-borne impulse rising out of the cesspools of his soul—


  Howard fought it back. Blotted it out, hid it from view. Denied that it had ever entered his mind.


  To Lovecraft he said, “That’s some doctor! Took his medical degree at the Chicago slaughterhouses, I reckon!”


  “Don’t you know who he is, Bob?”


  “Some old Dutchman who wandered in here during a sandstorm and never bothered to leave.”


  “Does the name of Dr. Schweitzer mean nothing to you?”


  Howard gave Lovecraft a blank look. “Guess I never heard it much in Texas.”


  “Ob, Bob, Bob, why must you always pretend to be such a cowboy? Can you tell me you’ve never heard of Schweitzer? Albert Schweitzer? The great philosopher, theologian, musician—there never was a greater interpreter of Bach, and don’t tell me you don’t know Bach either—”


  “She-it, H.P., you talking about that old country doctor there?”


  “Who founded the leprosy clinic in Africa, at Lambarene, yes. Who devoted his life to helping the sick, under the most primitive conditions, in the most remote forests of—”


  “Hold on, H.P. That can’t be so.”


  “That one man could achieve so much? I assure you. Bob, he was quite well known in our time—perhaps not in Texas, I suppose, but nevertheless—”


  “No. Not that he could do all that. But that he’s here. In Hell. If that old geezer’s everything you say, then he’s a goddamned saint. Unless he beat his wife when no one was looking, or something like that. What’s a saint doing in Hell, H.P.?”


  “What are we doing in Hell?” Lovecraft asked.


  Howard reddened and looked away. “Well—I suppose, there were things in our lives—things that might be considered sins, in the strictest sense—”


  “No one understands the rules of Hell, Bob,” said Lovecraft gently. “Sin may have nothing to do with it. Gandhi is here, do you realize that? Confucius. Were they sinners? Was Moses? Abraham? We’ve tried to impose our own pitiful shallow beliefs, our pathetic grade-school notions of punishment for bad behavior, on this incredibly bizarre place where we find ourselves. By what right? We don’t begin to comprehend what Hell really is. All we know is that it’s full of heroic villains and villainous heroes—and people like you and me—and it seems that Albert Schweitzer is here, too. A great mystery. But perhaps someday—”


  “Shh,” Howard said. “Prester John’s talking to us.”


  “My lords ambassador—”


  Hastily they turned toward him. “Your majesty?” Howard said.


  “This mission that has brought you here: your king wants an alliance, I suppose? What for? Against whom? Quarreling with some pope again, is he?”


  “With his daughter, I’m afraid,” said Howard.


  Prester John looked bored. He toyed with his emerald scepter. “Mary, you mean?”


  “Elizabeth, your majesty,” Lovecraft said.


  “Your king’s a most quarrelsome man. I’d have thought there were enough popes in Hell to keep him busy, though, and no need to contend with his daughters.”


  “They are the most contentious women in Hell,” Lovecraft said. “Blood of his blood, after all, and each of them a queen with a noisy, brawling kingdom of her own. Elizabeth, my lord, is sending a pack of her explorers to the Outback, and King Henry doesn’t like the idea.”


  “Indeed,” said Yeh-lu Ta-shih, suddenly interested again. “And neither do I. She has no business in the Outback. It’s not her territory. The rest of Hell should be big enough for Elizabeth. What is she looking for here?”


  “The sorcerer John Dee has told her that the way out of Hell is to be found in these parts.”


  “There is no way out of Hell.”


  Lovecraft smiled. “I’m not any judge of that, your majesty. Queen Elizabeth, in any event, has given credence to the notion. Her Walter Ralegh directs the expedition, and the geographer Hakluyt is with him, and a force of five hundred soldiers. They move diagonally across the Outback just to the south of your domain, following some chart that Dr. Dee has obtained for them. He had it from Cagliostro, they say, who bought it from Hadrian when Hadrian was still supreme commander of Hell’s legions. It is allegedly an official Satanic document.”


  Prester John did not appear to be impressed. “Let us say, for argument’s sake, that there is an exit from Hell. Why would Queen Elizabeth desire to leave? Hell’s not so bad. It has its minor discomforts, yes, but one learns to cope with them. Does she think she’d be able to reign in Heaven as she does here—assuming there’s a Heaven at all, which is distinctly not proven?”


  “Elizabeth has no real interest in leaving Hell herself, majesty,” Howard said. “What King Henry fears is that if she does find the way out, she’ll claim it for her own and set up a colony around it, and charge a fee for passing through the gate. No matter where it takes you, the king reckons there’ll be millions of people willing to risk it, and Elizabeth will wind up cornering all the money in Hell. He can’t abide that notion, d’ye see? He thinks she’s already too smart and aggressive by half, and he hates the idea that she might get even more powerful. There’s something mixed into it having to do with Queen Elizabeth’s mother, too—that was Anne Boleyn, Henry’s second wife—she was a wild and wanton one, and he cut her head off for adultery, and now he thinks that Anne’s behind Elizabeth’s maneuvers, trying to get even with him by—”


  “Spare me these details,” said Ye-luh Ta-shih with some irritation. “What does Henry expect me to do?”


  “Send troops to turn the Ralegh expedition back before it can find anything useful to Elizabeth.”


  “And in what way do I gain from this?”


  “If the exit from Hell’s on your frontier, your majesty, do you really want a bunch of Elizabethan Englishmen setting up a colony next door to you?”


  “There is no exit from Hell,” Prester John said complacently once again.


  “But if they set up a colony anyway?”


  Prester John was silent a moment. “I see,” he said finally.


  “In return for your aid,” Howard said, “we’re empowered to offer you a trade treaty on highly favorable terms.”


  “Ah.”


  “And a guarantee of military protection in the event of the invasion of your realm by a hostile power.”


  “If King Henry’s armies are so mighty, why does he not deal with the Ralegh expedition himself?”


  “There was no time to outfit and dispatch an army across such a great distance,” said Lovecraft. “Elizabeth’s people had already set out before anything was known of the scheme.”


  “Ah,” said Yeh-lu Ta-shih.


  “Of course,” Lovecraft went on, “there were other princes of the Outback that King Henry might have approached. Moammar Khadafy’s name came up, and one of the Assyrians—Assurnasirpal, I think—and someone mentioned Mao Tse-tung. No, King Henry said, let us ask the aid of Prester John, for he is a monarch of great puissance and grandeur, whose writ is supreme throughout the far reaches of Hell. Prester John, indeed, that is the one whose aid we must seek!”


  A strange new sparkle had come into Ye-luh Ta-shih’s eyes. “You were considering an alliance with Mao Tse-tung?”


  “It was merely a suggestion, your majesty.”


  “Ah. I see.” The emperor rose from his throne. “Well, we must consider these matters more carefully, eh? We must not come hastily to a decision.” He looked across the great vaulted throne room to the divan where Dr. Schweitzer still labored over Gilgamesh’s wound. “Your patient, doctor—what’s the report?”


  “A man of steel, majesty, a man of steel! Gott sei dank, he heals before my eyes!”


  “Indeed. Come, then. You will all want to rest, I think; and then you shall know the full hospitality of Prester John.”


  The full hospitality of Prester John, Gilgamesh soon discovered, was no trifling affair.


  He was led off to a private chamber with walls lined with black felt—a kind of indoor tent—where three serving-girls who stood barely hip-high to him surrounded him, giggling, and took his clothing from him. Gently they pushed him into a huge marble cistern full of warm milk, where they bathed him lovingly and massaged his aching body in the most intimate manner. Afterward they robed him in intricate vestments of yellow silk.


  Then they conveyed him to the emperor’s great hall, where the whole court was gathered, a glittering and resplendent multitude. Some sort of concert was under way, seven solemn musicians playing harsh screeching twanging music. Gongs crashed, a trumpet blared, pipes uttered eerie piercing sounds. Servants showed Gilgamesh to a place of honor atop a pile of furry blankets heaped high with velvet cushions.


  Lovecraft and Howard were already there, garbed like Gilgamesh in magnificent silks. Both of them looked somewhat unsettled—unhinged, even. Howard, flushed and boisterous, could barely sit still: he laughed and waved his arms around and kicked his heels against the furs, like a small boy who has done something very naughty and is trying to conceal it by being overexuberant. Lovecraft, on the other hand, seemed dazed and dislocated, with the glassy-eyed look of someone who has recently been clubbed.


  These are two very odd men indeed, Gilgamesh thought.


  One works hard at being loud and lusty, and now and then gives you a glimpse of a soul boiling with wild fantasies of swinging swords and rivers of blood. But in reality he seems terrified of everything. The other, though he is weirdly remote and austere, is apparently not quite as crazy, but he too gives the impression of being at war with himself, in terror of allowing any sort of real human feeling to break through the elaborate façade of his mannerisms. The poor fools must have been scared silly when the serving-girls started stripping them and pouring warm milk over them and stroking their bodies. No doubt they haven’t recovered yet from all that nasty pleasure, Gilgamesh thought. He could imagine their cries of horror as the little Mongol girls started going to work on them. What are you doing? Leave my trousers alone! Don’t touch me there! Please—no—ooh—ah—ooh! Oooh!


  Yeh-lu Ta-shih, seated upon a high throne of ivory and onyx, waved grandly to him, one great king to another. Gilgamesh gave him an almost imperceptible nod by way of acknowledgment. All this pomp and formality bored him hideously. He had endured so much of it in his former life, after all. And then he had been the one on the high throne, but even then it had been nothing but a bore. And now—


  But this was no more boring than anything else. Gilgamesh had long ago decided that that was the true curse of Hell: all striving was meaningless here, mere thunder without the lightning. And there was no end to it. You might die again now and then if you were careless or unlucky, but back you came for another turn, sooner or later, at the Undertaker’s whim. There was no release from the everlastingness of it all. Once he had yearned desperately for eternal life, and he had learned that he could not have such a thing, at least not in the world of mortal men. But now indeed he had come to a place where he would live forever, so it seemed, and yet there was no joy in it. His fondest dream now was simply to serve his time in Hell and be allowed to sleep in peace forever. He saw no way of attaining that. Life here just went on and on—very much like this concert, this endless skein of twangs and plinks and screeches.


  Someone with the soft face of a eunuch came by and offered him a morsel of grilled meat. Gilgamesh knew he would pay for it later—you always did, when you ate something in Hell—but he was hungry now, and he gobbled it. And another, and another, and a flagon of fermented mare’s milk besides.


  A corps of dancers appeared, men and women in flaring filmy robes. They were doing things with swords and flaming torches. A second eunuch brought Gilgamesh a tray of mysterious sugary delicacies, and he helped himself with both hands, heedless of the consequences. He was ravenous. His body, as it healed, was calling furiously for fuel. Beside him, the man Howard was swilling down the mare’s milk as if it were water and getting tipsier and tipsier, and the other, the one called Lovecraft, sat morosely staring at the dancers without touching a thing. He seemed to be shivering as though in the midst of a snowstorm.


  Gilgamesh beckoned for a second flagon. Just then the doctor arrived and settled down cheerfully on the heap of blankets next to him. Schweitzer grinned his approval as Gilgamesh took a hearty drink. “Fuhlen Sie sich besser, mein Held, eh? The arm, it no longer gives you pain? Already the wound is closing. So quickly you repair yourself! Such strength, such power of healing! You are God’s own miracle, dear Gilgamesh. The blessing of the Almighty is upon you.” He seized a flagon of his own from a passing servant, quaffed it, made a face. “Ach, this milk-wine of theirs! And ach, ach, this verfluchte music! What I would give for the taste of decent Moselle on my tongue now, eh, and the sound of the D minor toccata and fugue in my ears! Bach—do you know him?”


  “Who?”


  “Bach! Bach, Johann Sebastian Bach. The greatest of musicians, God’s own poet in sound. I saw him once, just once, years ago.” Schweitzer’s eyes were glowing. “I was new here. Not two weeks had I been here. It was at the villa of King Friedrich—Frederick the Great, you know him? No? The king of Prussia? Der alte Fritz? No matter. No matter. Es macht nichts. A man entered, ordinary, you would never notice him in a crowd, yes? And began to play the harpsichord, and he had not played three measures when I said, This is Bach, this must be the actual Bach, and I would have dropped down on my knees before him but that I was ashamed. And it was he. I said to myself. Why is it that Bach is in Hell? But then I said, as perhaps you have said, as I think everyone here must say at one time or another, Why is it that Schweitzer is in Hell? And I knew that it is that God is mysterious. Perhaps I was sent here to minister to the damned. Perhaps it is that Bach was also. Or perhaps we are damned also; or perhaps no one here is damned. Es macht nichts aus, all this speculation. It is a mistake, or even vielleicht a sin, to imagine that we can comprehend the workings of the mind of God. We are here. We have our tasks. That is enough for us to know.”


  “I felt that way once,” said Gilgamesh. “When I was king in Uruk, and finally came to understand that I must die, that there was no hiding from that. What is the purpose, then, I asked myself? And I told myself: The gods have put us here to perform our tasks, and that is the purpose. And so I lived thereafter, and so I died.” Gilgamesh’s face darkened. “But here—here—”


  “Here too we have our tasks,” Schweitzer said.


  “You do, perhaps. For me there is only the task of passing the time. I had a friend to bear the burden with me, once—”


  “Enkidu.”


  Gilgamesh seized the doctor’s sturdy wrist with sudden fierce intensity. “You know of Enkidu?”


  “From the poem, yes. The poem is very famous.”


  “Ah. Ah. The poem. But the actual man—”


  “I know nothing of him, nein.”


  “He is of my stature, very large. His beard is thick, his hair is shaggy, his shoulders are wider even than mine. We journeyed everywhere together. But then we quarreled, and he went from me in anger, saying, Never cross my path again. Saying, I have no love for you, Gilgamesh. Saying, If we meet again I will have your life. And I have heard nothing of him since.”


  Schweitzer turned and stared closely at Gilgamesh. “How is this possible? All the world knows the love of Enkidu for Gilgamesh!”


  Gilgamesh called for yet another flagon. This conversation was awakening an ache within his breast, an ache that made the pain that his wound had caused seem like nothing more than an itch. Nor would the drink soothe it; but he would drink all the same.


  He took a deep draught and said somberly, “We quarreled. There were hot words between us. He said he had no love for me any longer.”


  “This cannot be true.”


  Gilgamesh shrugged and made no reply.


  “You wish to find him again?” Schweitzer asked.


  “I desire nothing else.”


  “Do you know where he is?”


  “Hell is larger even than the world. He could be anywhere.”


  “You will find him.”


  “If you knew how I have searched for him—”


  “You will find him. That I know.”


  Gilgamesh shook his head. “If Hell is a place of torment, then this is mine, that I will never find him again. Or if I do, that he will spurn me. Or raise his hand against me.”


  “This is not so,” said Schweitzer. “I think he longs for you even as you do for him.”


  “Then why does he keep himself from me?”


  “This is Hell,” said Schweitzer gently. “You are being tested, my friend; but no test lasts forever. Not even in Hell. Not even in Hell. Even though you are in Hell, have faith in the Lord: You will have your Enkidu soon enough, um Himmels Willen.” Smiling, Schweitzer said, “The emperor is calling you. Go to him. I think he has something to tell you that you will want to hear.”


  Prester John said, “You are a warrior, are you not?”


  “I was,” replied Gilgamesh indifferently.


  “A general? A leader of men?”


  “All that is far behind me,” Gilgamesh said. “This is the life after life. Now I go my own way and I take on no tasks for others. Hell has plenty of generals.”


  “I am told that you were a leader among leaders. I am told that you fought like the god of war. When you took the field, whole nations laid down their arms and knelt before you.”


  Gilgamesh waited, saying nothing.


  “You miss the glory of the battlefield, don’t you, Gilgamesh?”


  “Do I?”


  “What if I were to offer you the command of my army?”


  “Why would you do that? What am I to you? What is your nation to me?”


  “In Hell we take whatever citizenship we wish. What would you say, if I offered you the command?”


  “I would tell you that you are making a great mistake.”


  “It isn’t a trivial army. Ten thousand men. Adequate air support. Tactical nukes. The strongest firepower in the Outback.”


  “You misunderstand,” said Gilgamesh. “Warfare doesn’t interest me. I know nothing of modern weapons and don’t care to learn. You have the wrong man, Prester John. If you need a general, send for Wellington. Send for Marlborough. Rommel. Tiglath-Pileser.”


  “Or for Enkidu?”


  The unexpected name hit Gilgamesh like a battering ram. At the sound of it his face grew hot and his entire body trembled convulsively.


  “What do you know about Enkidu?”


  Prester John held up one superbly manicured hand. “Allow me the privilege of asking the questions, great king.”


  “You spoke the name of Enkidu. What do you know about Enkidu?”


  “First let us discuss other matters which are of—”


  “Enkidu,” said Gilgamesh implacably. “Why did you mention his name?”


  “I know that he was your friend—”


  “Is.”


  “Very well, is your friend. And a man of great valor and strength. Who happens to be a guest at this very moment at the court of the great enemy of my realm. And who, so I understand it, is preparing just now to make war against me.”


  “What?” Gilgamesh stared. “Enkidu is in the service of Queen Elizabeth?”


  “I don’t recall having said that.”


  “Is it not Queen Elizabeth who even now has sent an army to encroach on your domain?”


  Yeh-lu Ta-shih laughed. “Ralegh and his five hundred fools? That expedition’s an absurdity. I’ll take care of them in an afternoon. I mean another enemy altogether. Tell me this: do you know of Mao Tse-tung?”


  “These princes of the New Dead—there are so many names—”


  “A Chinese, a man of Han. Emperor of the Marxist Dynasty, long after my time. Crafty, stubborn, tough. More than a little crazy. He runs something called the Celestial People’s Republic, just north of here. What he tells his subjects is that we can turn Hell into Heaven by collectivizing it.”


  “Collectivizing?” said Gilgamesh uncomprehendingly.


  “To make all the peasants into kings, and the kings into peasants. As I say: more than a little crazy. But he has his hordes of loyal followers, and they do whatever he says. He means to conquer all the Outback, beginning right here. And after that, have all of Hell subjected to his lunatic ideas. I fear that Elizabeth’s in league with him—that this nonsense of looking for a way out of Hell is only a ruse, that in fact her Ralegh is spying out my weaknesses for her so that she can sell the information to Mao.”


  “But if this Mao is the enemy of all kings, why would Elizabeth ally herself with—”


  “Obviously they mean to use each other. Elizabeth aiding Mao to overthrow me, Mao aiding Elizabeth to push her father from his throne. And then afterward, who knows? But I mean to strike before either of them can harm me.”


  “What about Enkidu?” Gilgamesh said. “Tell me about Enkidu.”


  Prester John opened a scroll of computer printout. Skimming through it, he read, “The Old Dead warrior Enkidu of Sumer—Sumer, that’s your nation, isn’t it?—arrived at court of Mao Tse-tung on such-and-such a date—ostensible purpose of visit, Outback hunting expedition—accompanied by American spy posing as journalist and hunter, one E. Hemingway—secret meetings with Kublai Khan, Minister of War for the Celestial People’s Republic—now training Communist troops in preparation for invasion of New Kara-Khitai—” The emperor looked up. “Is this of interest to you, Gilgamesh?”


  “What is it you want from me?”


  “This man is your famous friend. You know his mind as you do your own. Defend us from him and I’ll give you anything you desire.”


  “What I desire,” said Gilgamesh, “is nothing more than the friendship of Enkidu.”


  “Then I’ll give you Enkidu on a silver platter. Take the field for me against Mao’s troops. Help me anticipate whatever strategies your Enkidu has been teaching them. We’ll wipe the Marxist bastards out and capture their generals, and then Enkidu will be yours. I can’t guarantee that he’ll want to be your friend again, but he’ll be yours. What do you say, Gilgamesh? What do you say?”


  Across the gray plains of Hell from horizon to horizon sprawled the legions of Prester John. Scarlet-and-yellow banners fluttered against the somber sky. At the center of the formation stood a wedge of horseborne archers in leather armor; on each flank was a detachment of heavy infantry; the emperor’s fleet of tanks was in the vanguard, rolling unhurriedly forward over the rough, broken terrain. A phalanx of trans-atmospheric weapons-platforms provided air cover far overhead.


  A cloud of dust in the distance gave evidence of the oncoming army of the Celestial People’s Republic.


  “By all the demons of Stygia, did you ever see such a cockeyed sight?” Robert Howard cried. He and Lovecraft had a choice view of the action from their place in the imperial command post, a splendid pagoda protected by a glowing force-shield. Gilgamesh was there too, just across the way with Prester John and the officers of the Kara-Khitai high command. The emperor was peering into a bank of television monitors and one of his aides was feverishly tapping out orders on a computer terminal. “Makes no goddamned sense,” said Howard. “Horsemen, tanks, weapons-platforms, all mixing it up at the same time—is that how these wild sons of bitches fight a war?”


  Lovecraft touched his forefinger to his lips. “Don’t shout so, Bob. Do you want Prester John to hear you? We’re his guests, remember. And King Henry’s ambassadors.”


  “Well, if he hears me, he hears me. Look at that crazy mess! Doesn’t Prester John realize that he’s got a twentieth-century Bolshevik Chinaman coming to attack him with twentieth-century weapons? What good are mounted horsemen, for God’s sake? A cavalry charge into the face of heavy artillery? Bows and arrows against howitzers?” Howard guffawed. “Nuclear-tipped arrows, is that the trick?”


  Softly Lovecraft said, “For all we know, that’s what they are.”


  “You know that can’t be. H.P., I’m surprised at you, a man with your scientific background. I know all this nuke stuff is after our time, but surely you’ve kept up with the theory. Critical mass at the tip of an arrow? No, H.P., you know as well as I do that it just can’t work. And even if it could—”


  In exasperation Lovecraft waved him to be silent. He pointed across the room to the main monitor in front of Prester John. The florid face of a heavy-set man with a thick white beard had appeared on the screen.


  “Isn’t that Hemingway?” Lovecraft asked.


  “Who?”


  “Ernest Hemingway. The writer. A Farewell to Arms. The Sun Also Rises.”


  “Never could stand his stuff,” said Howard. “Sick crap about a bunch of drunken weaklings. You sure that’s him?”


  “Weaklings, Bob?” said Lovecraft in astonishment.


  “I read only the one book, about those Americans in Europe who go to the bullfights and get drunk and fool around with each other’s women, and that was all of Mr. Hemingway that I cared to experience. I tell you, H.P., it disgusted me. And the way it was written! All those short little sentences—no magic, no poetry, H.P.—”


  “Let’s talk about it some other time, Bob.”


  “No vision of heroism—no awareness of the higher passions that ennoble and—”


  “Bob—please—”


  “A fixation on the sordid, the slimy, the depraved—”


  “You’re being absurd, Bob. You’re completely misinterpreting his philosophy of life. If you had simply taken the trouble to read A Farewell to Arms—” Lovecraft shook his head angrily. “This is no time for a literary discussion. Look—look there.” He nodded toward the far side of the room. “One of the emperor’s aides is calling us over. Something’s going on.”


  Indeed there had been a development of some sort. Yeh-lu Ta-shih seemed to be conferring with four or five aides at once. Gilgamesh, red-faced, agitated, was striding swiftly back and forth in front of the computer bank. Hemingway’s face was still on the screen and he too looked agitated.


  Hastily Howard and Lovecraft crossed the room. The emperor turned to them. “There’s been a request for a parley in the field,” Prester John said. “Kublai Khan is on his way over. Dr. Schweitzer will serve as my negotiator. The man Hemingway’s going to be an impartial observer—their impartial observer. I need an impartial observer too. Will you two go down there too, as diplomats from a neutral power, to keep an eye on things?”


  “An honor to serve,” said Howard grandly.


  “And for what purpose, my lord, has the parley been called?” Lovecraft asked.


  Yeh-lu Ta-shih gestured toward the screen. “Hemingway has had the notion that we can settle this thing by single combat—Gilgamesh versus Enkidu. Save on ammunition, spare the Undertaker a devil of a lot of toil. But there’s a disagreement over the details.” Delicately he smothered a yawn. “Perhaps it can all be worked out by lunchtime.”


  It was an oddly assorted group. Mao Tse-tung’s chief negotiator was the plump, magnificently dressed Kublai Khan, whose dark sly eyes gave evidence of much cunning and force. He had been an emperor in his own right in his former life, but evidently had preferred less taxing responsibilities here. Next to him was Hemingway, big and heavy, with a deep voice and an easy, almost arrogant manner. Mao had also sent four small men in identical blue uniforms with red stars on their breasts—“Party types,” someone murmured—and, strangely, a Hairy Man, big-browed and chinless, one of those creatures out of deepest antiquity. He too wore the Communist emblem on his uniform.


  And there was one more to the group—the massive, deep-chested man of dark brow and fierce and smoldering eyes, who stood off by himself at the far side—


  Gilgamesh could barely bring himself to look at him. He too stood apart from the group a little way, savoring the keen edge of the wind that blew across the field of battle. He longed to rush toward Enkidu, to throw his arms around him, to sweep away in one jubilant embrace all the bitterness that had separated them—


  If only it could be as simple as that!


  The voices of Mao’s negotiators and the five that Prester John had sent—Schweitzer, Lovecraft, Howard, and a pair of Kara-Khitai officers—drifted to Gilgamesh above the howling of the wind.


  Hemingway seemed to be doing most of the talking. “Writers, are you? Mr. Howard, Mr. Lovecraft? I regret I haven’t had the pleasure of encountering your work.”


  “Fantasy, it was,” said Lovecraft. “Fables. Visions.”


  “That so? You publish in Argosy? The Post?”


  “Five to Argosy, but they were westerns,” Howard said. “Mainly we wrote for Weird Tales. And H.P., a few in Astounding Stories.”


  “Weird Tales,” Hemingway said. “Astounding Stories.” A shadow of distaste flickered across his face. “Mmm. Don’t think I knew those magazines. But you wrote well, did you, gentlemen? You set down what you truly felt, the real thing, and you stated it purely? Of course you did. I know you did. You were honest writers or you’d never have gone to Hell. That goes almost without saying.” He laughed, rubbed his hands in glee, effusively threw his arms around the shoulders of Howard and Lovecraft. Howard seemed alarmed by that and Lovecraft looked as though he wanted to sink into the ground. “Well, gentlemen,” Hemingway boomed, “what shall we do here? We have a little problem. The one hero wishes to fight with bare hands, the other with—what did he call it?—a disruptor pistol? You would know more about that than I do: something out of Astounding Stories, is how it sounds to me. But we can’t have this, can we? Bare hands against fantastic future science? There is a good way to fight and that is equal to equal, and all other ways are the bad ways.”


  “Let him come to me with his fists,” Gilgamesh called from the distance. “As we fought the first time, in the Market-of-the-Land, when my path crossed his in Uruk.”


  “He is afraid to use the new weapons,” Enkidu replied.


  “Afraid?”


  “I brought a shotgun to him, a fine 12-gauge weapon, a gift to my brother Gilgamesh. He shrank from it as though I had given him a venomous serpent.”


  “Lies!” roared Gilgamesh. “I had no fear of it! I despised it because it was cowardly!”


  “He fears anything which is new,” said Enkidu. “I never thought Gilgamesh of Uruk would know fear, but he fears the unfamiliar. He called me a coward, because I would hunt with a shotgun. But I think he was the coward. And now he fears to fight me with the unfamiliar. He knows that I’ll slay him. He fears death even here, do you know that? Death has always been his great terror. Why is that? Because it is an insult to his pride? I think that is it. Too proud to die—too proud to accept the decree of the gods—”


  “I will break you with my hands alone!” Gilgamesh bellowed.


  “Give us disruptors,” said Enkidu. “Let us see if he dares to touch such a weapon.”


  “A coward’s weapon!”


  “Again you call me a coward? You, Gilgamesh, you are the one who quivers in fear—”


  “Gentlemen! Gentlemen!”


  “You fear my strength, Enkidu!”


  “You fear my skill. You with your pathetic old sword, your pitiful bow—”


  “Is this the Enkidu I loved, mocking me so?”


  “You were the first to mock, when you threw back the shotgun into my hands, spurning my gift, calling me a coward—”


  “The weapon, I said, was cowardly. Not you, Enkidu.”


  “It was the same thing.”


  “Bitte, bitte,” said Schweitzer. “This is not the way!”


  And again from Hemingway: “Gentlemen, please!”


  They took no notice.


  “I meant—”


  “You said—”


  “Shame—”


  “Fear—”


  “Three times over a coward!”


  “Five times five a traitor!”


  “False friend!”


  “Vain braggart!”


  “Gentlemen, I have to ask you—”


  But Hemingway’s voice, loud and firm though it was, was altogether drowned out by the roar of rage that came from the throat of Gilgamesh. Dizzying throbs of anger pounded in his breast, his throat, his temples. He could take no more. This was how it had begun the first time, when Enkidu had come to him with that shotgun and he had given it back and they had fallen into dispute. At first merely a disagreement, and then a hot debate, and then a quarrel, and then the hurling of bitter accusations. And then such words of anger as had never passed between them before, they who had been closer than brothers.


  That time they hadn’t come to blows. Enkidu had simply stalked away, declaring that their friendship was at an end. But now—hearing all the same words again—stymied by this quarrel even over the very method by which they were to fight—Gilgamesh could no longer restrain himself. Overmastered by fury and frustration, he rushed forward.


  Enkidu, eyes gleaming, was ready for him.


  Hemingway attempted to come between them. Big as he was, he was like a child next to Gilgamesh and Enkidu, and they swatted him to one side without effort. With a jolt that made the ground itself reverberate, Gilgamesh went crashing into Enkidu and laid hold of him with both hands.


  Enkidu laughed. “So you have your way after all, King Gilgamesh! Bare hands it is!”


  “It is the only way,” said Gilgamesh.


  At last. At last. There was no wrestler in this world or the other who could contend with Gilgamesh of Uruk. I will break him, Gilgamesh thought, as he broke our friendship. I will snap his spine. I will crush his chest.


  As once they had done long ago, they fought like maddened bulls. They stared eye to eye as they contended. They grunted; they bellowed; they roared. Gilgamesh shouted out defiance in the language of Uruk and in any other language he could think of; and Enkidu muttered and stormed at Gilgamesh in the language of the beasts that once he had spoken when he was a wild man, the harsh growling of the lion of the plains.


  Gilgamesh yearned to have Enkidu’s life. He loved this man more dearly than life itself, and yet he prayed that it would be given him to break Enkidu’s back, to hear the sharp snapping sound of his spine, to toss him aside like a worn-out cloak. So strong was his love that it had turned to the brightest of hatreds. I will send him to the Undertaker once again, Gilgamesh thought. I will hurl him from Hell.


  But though he struggled as he had never struggled in combat before, Gilgamesh was unable to budge Enkidu. Veins bulged in his forehead; the sutures that held his wound burst and blood flowed down his arm; and still he strained to throw Enkidu to the ground, and still Enkidu held his place. And matched him, strength for strength, and kept him at bay. They stood locked that way a long moment, staring into each other’s eyes, locked in unbreakable stalement.


  Then after a long while Enkidu said, as once he had said long ago, “Ah, Gilgamesh! There is not another one like you in all the world! Glory to the mother who bore you!”


  It was like the breaking of a dam, and a rush of life-giving waters tumbling out over the summer-parched fields of the Land.


  And from Gilgamesh in that moment of release and relief came twice-spoken words also:


  “There is one other who is like me. But only one.”


  “No, for Enlil has given you the kingship.”


  “But you are my brother,” said Gilgamesh, and they laughed and let go of each other and stepped back, as if seeing each other for the first time, and laughed again.


  “This is great foolishness, this fighting between us,” Enkidu cried.


  “Very great foolishness indeed, brother.”


  “What need have you of shotguns and disruptors?”


  “And what do I care if you choose to play with such toys?”


  “Indeed, brother.”


  “Indeed!”


  Gilgamesh looked around. They were all staring—the four party men, Lovecraft, Howard, the Hairy Man, Kublai Khan, Hemingway, all astonished, mouths drooping open. Only Schweitzer was beaming. The doctor came up to them and said quietly, “You have not injured each other? No. Gut. Gut. Then leave here, the two of you, together. Now. What do you care for Prester John and his wars, or for Mao and his? This is no business of yours. Go. Now.”


  Enkidu grinned. “What do you say, brother? Shall we go off hunting together?”


  “To the end of the Outback, and back again. You and I, and no one else.”


  “And we will hunt only with our bows and spears?”


  Gilgamesh shrugged. “With disruptors, if that is how you would have it. With cannons. With nuke grenades. Ah, Enkidu, Enkidu—!”


  “Gilgamesh!”


  “Go,” Schweitzer whispered. “Now. Leave this place and never look back. Auf Wiedersehen! Gluckliche Reise! Gottes Name, go now!”


  Watching them take their leave, seeing them trudge off together into the swirling winds of the Outback, Robert Howard felt a sudden sharp pang of regret and loss. How beautiful they had been, those two heroes, those two giants, as they strained and struggled! And then that sudden magic moment when the folly of their quarrel came home to them, when they were enemies no longer and brothers once more—


  And now they were gone, and here he stood amidst these others, these strangers—


  He had wanted to be Gilgamesh’s brother, or perhaps—he barely comprehended it—something more than a brother. But that could never have been. And, knowing that it could never have been, knowing that that man who seemed so much like his Conan was lost to him forever, Howard felt tears beginning to surge within him.


  “Bob?” Lovecraft said. “Bob, are you all right?”


  She-it, Howard thought. A man don’t cry. Especially in front of other men.


  He turned away, into the wind, so Lovecraft could not see his face.


  “Bob? Bob?”


  She-it, Howard thought again. And he let the tears come.
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    Or think of a decent young citizen in a toga—perhaps too much dice, you know—coming out here in the train of some prefect, or tax-gatherer, or trader even, to mend his fortunes. Land in a swamp, march through the woods, and in some inland post feel the savagery, the utter savagery, had closed round him—all that mysterious life of the wilderness that stirs in the forest, in the jungles, in the hearts of wild men. There’s no initiation either into such mysteries. He has to live in the midst of the incomprehensible, which is also detestable. And it has a fascination, too, that goes to work upon him. The fascination of the abomination—you know, imagine the growing regrets, the longing to escape, the powerless disgust, the surrender, the hate…


    —Conrad: Heart of Darkness

  


  1.


  There was fire everywhere: red fire in the sky, blue fire in the water, green fire dancing along the rim of the shore that receded behind the swiftly moving boat. The air had the stink of sulphur about it, and worse things. The clouds here were thick and heavy, with fat gray bellies that scraped against the nearby mountains. And the mountains themselves were demons in stone: a dozen angry volcanoes that were spewing fumes and flame up and down the coastal plain as far as Gilgamesh could see. Out here on the western edge of Hell, beyond the bleak plains of the Outback, it seemed to the Sumerian that the whole world must be burning, down to its deepest roots.


  The dolphin-prowed ship with the scarlet sail plunged on and on through the reef-strewn phosphorescent sea toward the island of Pompeii. The boat was the royal yacht of the dictator Sulla, who was somewhere belowdecks, far gone in wine.


  Come with me back to Pompeii, Sulla had said to Gilgamesh. Let us talk of finding the treasures of long-lost Uruk, you and I. Well, why not? Gilgamesh wondered. If it was true that the city of his life had been founded anew in Hell, and these Pompeiians had heard some tale that could help him learn where it might be situated, why not strike a deal with Sulla? What was life, in this interminable life after death, if not one long unending Why Not?


  The towering dark-haired Sumerian stared toward Pompeii. Off in the distance the magical city glimmered in the half-darkness with a strange light of its own.


  “Been here before?” a voice said.


  Gilgamesh looked to his left and down, a long way down. “Are you talking to me?”


  “To my shadow,” the man standing beside him at the rail said. He was short and sharp-nosed, with thick curly hair and dark greasy skin. “I was trying to make conversation. It’s an old shipboard custom. Do you mind?”


  Gilgamesh glanced balefully at the little man. There was a soft, sleek, pampered look about him. He dressed well, a Roman-style toga and glossy Italian leather shoes, and some sort of little brocaded skullcap perched jauntily at the back of his head. A shrewd face. Bright beady eyes with undeniable intelligence in them. But something fundamentally unlikable about him. And pushy. Surely he ought to be able to see at a glance that Gilgamesh wasn’t the sort who cared to be approached by strangers.


  The big brindle dog Ajax, sleeping by Gilgamesh’s side, awoke, peered, growled. Ajax didn’t much care for the little man either, it would seem.


  Gilgamesh scowled. “I don’t know you.”


  “Who knows anybody in this Godforsaken place? My name’s Herod. Herod Agrippa, actually. What I asked you was whether you’d been to Pompeii before.”


  “Probably,” said Gilgamesh, shrugging.


  “Probably? You aren’t sure?”


  Gilgamesh considered tossing the tiresome little pest over the side.


  “Maybe I have, maybe I haven’t. You wander back and forth across the face of Hell long enough and all places begin to look the same to you.”


  “Not to me,” Herod said. “And I’ve done my share of wandering. More than my share. A regular wandering Jew, that’s me. Anyway, Pompeii’s different. I know, I know, memory’s sometimes a problem here in Hell, but if you’d been to Pompeii before, you’d remember it. It’s unforgettable. Trust me.”


  “A wandering Jew?” said Gilgamesh vaguely. “I’ve heard that story, I think.”


  “Who hasn’t? But I’m not the Wandering Jew, you understand. That’s Ahasuerus. He’s still cruising around Upside, the way the original curse requires. Roaming Earth until the end of the world comes, which apparently hasn’t quite happened yet. I’m simply a wandering Jew. A different one. Herod.”


  “So you told me.” Pushy little bastard, yes, Gilgamesh thought. From the pushiness alone, it would seem that the little man was one of the New Dead, that irritating horde of scrambling noisy incomprehensible aggressive folk who had come swarming into Hell in the last few thousand years, pretty well ruining the character of the place. But yet there was some sort of Old Dead emanation about this man, too. A borderline type, maybe. From that period when what the New Dead called B.C. was shading into their A.D. time. Gilgamesh rummaged through his thousands of years of memories. “I met a Herod once. Some sort of minor desert prince, he was.”


  “King of Judaea, in fact.”


  “If you say so.”


  “Plump-faced man, bald in back, bloodshot eyes?”


  “He might have been. He had a rotten look about him, that much I recall. Like fruit left out in the rain too long.”


  “Herod the Great, that’s who you mean. My grandfather. A very nasty man, that one. A very bad piece of business indeed. Ten wives—that alone should show you how unstable he was. And other character deficiencies. A total paranoid, in fact. Though all that ugly nonsense about Salome and John the Baptist, the seven veils, the silver platter—that wasn’t him, you know. That was his son Herod Antipas, just as crazy. And it didn’t actually happen anything like that. The silver platter stuff was only a fable, and as for Salome—”


  “I don’t have any idea what you’re talking about.”


  “On the other hand,” Herod went on, as though Gilgamesh had not spoken, “My grandfather did order the slaying of the first-born. Including his own. The man was a lunatic. I’m not surprised you didn’t care for him. He cut a soft deal for himself with Augustus, though. Augustus was always willing to do business with lunatics if he saw political benefits in it for himself. Which is the only reasonable explanation of how my grandfather managed to hold his throne under the Romans for so long. But I understand Augustus won’t have anything to do with him now. That’s Kleopatra’s doing. Because Kleopatra still hates him—old Herod turned her down when she propositioned him, didn’t like the shape of her nose, or something like that, but imagine carrying a silly grudge for God knows how many centuries—”


  “You buzz like a wasp,” Gilgamesh muttered. “Don’t you ever stop talking?”


  “I like to talk, yes. You don’t, I assume. The strong silent type. A difference of style, nothing to get upset about. Oh, I say, look there—there goes Vesuvius again!”


  “Vesuvius?”


  Herod gestured toward the island-city. “Our volcano. Smack in the middle of downtown, it is. You ever see anything so gorgeous?”


  Gilgamesh looked off across the channel toward distant Pompeii. There was new fire in the sky, a single startling point of brilliant scarlet cutting through the murky smoke-fouled atmosphere like a torch, fifty times as bright as the flames coming from the mainland volcanoes. As though driven by a giant pump the blaze rose higher and higher, climbing toward the roof of the cosmos. Under its blinding glare the towers and battlements of the city took on a dazzling mirror-bright sheen.


  “And the city?” Gilgamesh asked. “Will it be destroyed?”


  Herod laughed. “There’s an eruption just like this every week. Sometimes more often than that. The Pompeiians wouldn’t have it any other way. But it never does any harm. All light and no heat, that’s the deal in the contract. And never any particulate matter. After the way they got trashed in 79, it’s hardly surprising that they don’t want an encore. That’s 79 A.D., you know. If you count your years at all. At any rate it was after my time, probably after yours. You talk to someone who was there, he’ll tell you that it was a total nightmare, but he’ll also say that he can’t get to sleep at night if there isn’t a decent volcano rumbling away nearby. Amazing the way some people not only adapt to danger but actually come to depend on living in the constant presence of—”


  Gilgamesh was barely paying attention. He was staring at the volcano-riven night sky. In that sudden fiery illumination a host of air-borne monsters and demons stood revealed. Things that were all mouth and no body, things that were all wing and no head, things that were mere claws, things that were nothing but giant red-streaked yellow eyes borne up by jets of green gas, all of them whirling and screeching high above the sea. Ajax, barking and snarling, capered up and down the deck, leaping wildly as if to challenge the monstrosities that thronged the sky.


  Herod laughed. “Sulla’s pets. I told you, once you see Pompeii you never forget it. Demons everywhere you look. And wizards. Sorcerers, mages, thaumaturges. Sulla collects them, you know. You can’t walk nine paces without someone trying to turn you inside out with one of his tricks.”


  “Let them try,” Gilgamesh said.


  He drew an imaginary bow and sent an imaginary shaft soaring through the gullet of one of the foulest of the monsters overhead.


  “Oh, they’d leave you alone, I think. Man your size, who’d fool around with you? And you look like you might have a little magic yourself. Sulla hire you for his bodyguard, did he?”


  “I am not a mercenary,” said Gilgamesh stiffly.


  “You look like you were a fighting man.”


  “A warrior, yes. But never for hire, except once, when I was a boy in exile. I was a king.”


  “Ah. A king! We have something in common, then. I was a king, too, you know.”


  “Were you?” said Gilgamesh without interest.


  “For four or five years, anyway, after Caligula finally banished my miserable uncle Antipas from Judaea and gave the place to me. Very popular with my subjects, I was, if you don’t mind my saying it. I think I did quite a decent job, and if I had lived a little longer I might actually have been able to wipe out Christianity before it really got started, thereby saving the whole world six bushels of trouble, but—” Herod paused. “You aren’t a Christian by any chance, are you? No, no, you don’t look the type. But you say you were a king. Where was that, may I ask? Somewhere out toward Armenia, maybe? Cilicia?”


  This was becoming infuriating.


  Gilgamesh drew himself up to his full looming height and intoned, “Be it known to you that I am Gilgamesh of Uruk, great king, king of Uruk, king of kings, lord of the Land of the Two Rivers.”


  “King of kings?” Herod repeated. “Lord of the Land of the Two Rivers?” He nodded as though mightily impressed. “Ah. Indeed. And what rivers would those be?”


  “You don’t know?”


  “You must forgive me, my friend. I am a mere provincial, a Judaean, even though it was my good fortune to be educated at the court in Rome. Although I was probably taught something about those Two Rivers of yours they seem to have slipped through one of the many damnable holes in my memory, and therefore—”


  Gilgamesh had heard such speeches many times before. Hell was full of Johnny-come-latelies.


  Coolly he said, “You Romans knew my country by the name of Mesopotamia.”


  “Oh, those rivers!” Herod cried. “Why didn’t you say so? King of Mesopotamia! A Parthian, then, is that what you are? Some relative of Mithridates?”


  I will throw him overboard, Gilgamesh thought in fury.


  With great control he said, “Not a Parthian, no. A Sumerian. We are before the Parthians. Before the Babylonians and Akkadians. Before the Romans as well. Long before the Romans.”


  “A thousand pardons,” Herod said.


  Gilgamesh glowered and turned away. He peered bleakly into the fire-riven night. The eruption over Pompeii was dying down, now. He wondered how much longer it would be before they reached the island. None too soon, if he had to listen to this Herod’s maddening jabber all the way across from the mainland.


  After a while Herod said, “Do you intend to be king again?”


  “What? Why should I?”


  “Most kings who come here do.”


  “Are you a king again?” Gilgamesh asked, without turning.


  “I prefer not to be. I never found being a king all that fascinating, to tell you the truth. And I like living in Pompeii too much. It’s the first place that’s felt like home to me since I died. But Pompeii is Sulla’s town, and I don’t have the urge to try to take it away from him, not that I’d be able to. If he enjoys being boss here, let him do it, is what I say.”


  “I understand,” said Gilgamesh. “You are beyond these ambitions.”


  “Well, you know the old line about how it’s better to reign in Hell than to serve in Heaven. That might be true, though I don’t really know much about Heaven. Assuming there is any such place. But so far as I’m concerned it feels better to let someone else reign in Hell. My notion is neither to reign nor serve, but just to do my own thing. I suppose that doesn’t make much sense to you, does it. If you’re like all the rest of the big goyishe sword-swingers I’ve known here, you’re itching to get yourself up on a throne again, some throne, any throne—”


  “No,” Gilgamesh said.


  “No?”


  “What was that line you used? ‘Just to do my own thing’? I like that. My own thing. Which was for me, as for you, to be a king; but that was a long time ago, in another life. Here I have no interest in it. What is there to rule, here? This land of trickery and sorcery, where places come and go as though in dreams, and time itself flows fast or slow according to some demon’s whim?” Gilgamesh spat. “No, Herod, you mistake me if you think I would be king again! Let me rove freely, let me hunt where I will. And let me find again my one beloved companion, whom I have lost in this land of Hell as I lost him once in the land of the living. Let me be reunited with Enkidu my true brother, the friend of my heart, who is the only one I have ever loved, and that is all I require. Let others be the kings here. While the likes of you and me do our own thing.” Gilgamesh grinned and slapped Herod broadly on the back, knocking the little man up hard against the rail. “Eh, Herod? I think we have more in common, you and I, than it seemed at first. Is that not so, King Herod? Is that not so?”


  2.


  The mainland and the louring fury of all its roaring, sputtering volcanoes dropped away aft and the royal yacht slipped gracefully through the gleaming water toward Pompeii. The city stood large before them now. Green ghost-fires danced on its many-towered walls.


  Here on the verge of arriving at a place unknown to him, Gilgamesh felt a faint flicker of excitement. It was the merest shadow of his ancient curiosity, that world-devouring hunger for knowledge and adventure that had sent him roving everywhere within the confines of the Land and far beyond it. Once the bards of Sumer and Akkad had sung of him as the man to whom all things had been made known, the secret things, the truths of life and death. They hadn’t been so far from wrong, those long-ago singers. He had wanted to know everything, to see everything, to taste everything, to do everything.


  Most of that was gone from him now, burned out of his soul in the thousands of years he had spent roving this immense and incomprehensible place after death that was known as Hell. He lived quietly now, seeking little, asking scarcely anything for himself. But some fragment of the old vanished Gilgamesh must yet remain alive within him; or else why did he stare so intently at the bizarre island-city that rose glittering before him out of the phosphorescent sea?


  “Make ready for landing!” someone shouted. “All hands make ready!”


  Herod disappeared belowdecks. Crewmen sprang from nowhere, half a dozen little oily-looking Levantine types who ran around doing busy things with lines and capstans. Surprisingly, a Hairy Man emerged from the depths of the boat: squat, thick-bodied, heavy-jawed, with hardly any chin and great jutting brows. He was wearing Roman costume. You found them in the most unlikely places, those harsh-voiced beings out of the dawn of time, from that lost and forgotten world before the Flood. This one appeared to be in the service of Sulla, judging by his dress and the decorations he was wearing.


  Sulla came out next, leaning on Herod’s arm: a balding, portly, fleshy-faced man, his face mottled with red blotches, his eyes red-rimmed from too much wine and too little sleep. The dictator of Pompeii was known to be a man much given to the excesses of the body; and yet you could see the power of his spirit within the flab and behind the blotches, you could see the iron strength of soul, the unwavering hunger for power. That hunger had survived Sulla’s own life. It was a pity, Gilgamesh thought, that a man of Sulla’s caliber wasn’t able to transcend his own lustful appetites. Gilgamesh knew something about appetite himself, and about lust and excess; but he had never allowed it to show on the surface the way this man did. His body was his temple and throughout his life he had kept it holy. And throughout his long death-life too.


  “Ah,” Sulla said. “The king of Uruk. Well, there’s Pompeii, just a few hundred yards off our bow. Your first glimpse of my little city. What do you think of it, Gilgamesh?”


  “It is not without merit,” said Gilgamesh.


  “Not without merit? Is that the best you can say of it, king of Uruk?” Sulla’s red blotches deepened to angry scarlet. Then, in a softer, more diplomatic tone, he said, “But of course my Pompeii is as nothing beside your great capital. I understand that.”


  “Your city is most splendid,” Gilgamesh said.


  In truth he had almost begun to forget the look of Uruk in all this time. The details of construction and design were going from him; about all he remembered were general outlines, low brick buildings with flat roofs, narrow streets, a temple high upon a platform of whitewashed brick. Which was the way Hell’s own cities too had looked, or some of them, at any rate, when first he had come here. But that was all so long ago, and everything was changed now. This Pompeii was a place of narrow spires set with bands of precious stones, parapets that went curving off at improbable angles, boulevards that wound in eye-baffling zigs and zags up the slopes of the lava-rimmed mountain that dominated the island. A gaudy place indeed, no doubt much transformed over time from the simple old Roman town after which it had been originally modeled. Nothing stayed the same in Hell for very long. Not even the mountains and rivers.


  Sulla said, “My prime minister, the Jew Herod.”


  “We have met,” said Gilgamesh.


  So Herod, for all his pious disclaimer of interest in power, nevertheless was prime minister here? Well, perhaps that was his way of—what was the phrase he had used?—doing his own thing. Let others be the kings here, he had said, but nevertheless he had managed to worm his way into a high enough position among these Romans. Gilgamesh was reminded of that Mongol, Kublai Khan, whom he had encountered while he was wandering the kingdoms of the Outback. The tale was that Kublai in his time on Earth had been one of the grandest of emperors; but here he claimed to have no imperial ambitions and avowed himself quite content to serve as minister of war for Mao Tse-tung’s Celestial People’s Republic. Which was easier than being an emperor, no doubt: but it was still a position of power.


  It seemed that your life on Earth determined the way you lived here. Perhaps it was so. The mountains and rivers might be in constant flux and transition here, but human souls, so it seemed, never really changed. Look at all those Achaean Greeks, off there somewhere still fighting and refighting their absurd little Trojan War. Or that little man Ché Guevara, feverishly launching plot and crazy counterplot in his endless pointless insurrection against the invisible and probably nonexistent demonic rulers of Hell. And all the kings and emperors trying to replicate their ancient realms in this other world, Caesar and Mao and Elizabeth and Prester John and the rest. This soldierly Sulla, reconstructing his Pompeii right down to the volcano that once destroyed it. Even those like Herod and Kublai who claimed to have renounced the lust for power tended to turn up somehow among those people who gave the orders rather than among those who took them.


  No, Gilgamesh thought, no one ever truly changes in Hell.


  Except me. Except me. I was the king of all the Land, and gloried in my mastery, and made all men bow to me. I conquered cities; I erected temples; I built walls and canals. Here I have done nothing for untold thousands of years but hunt and roam, roam and hunt, and it has been sufficient for me. Whether they will believe it or no, it has been sufficient.


  “And this,” said Sulla, “is my grand mage and high wizard, whose name, of course, I am unable to tell you.”


  He indicated the Hairy Man.


  “Peace and gladness, king of Uruk,” said the Hairy Man. Or so Gilgamesh thought. He never had an easy time understanding the speech of those peculiar folk. Like everyone else here now they spoke English, and before that they had spoken Greek when Greek was the main language of Hell; but whatever language they spoke, they spoke it in a deep, gruff, furry, all but incomprehensible way, as though speaking through a thick stack of oxhides and as though their tongues were attached the wrong way on. Perhaps they spoke their own language that way, too.


  The Hairy Men were mysteries to Gilgamesh. They had no names, or at least none that they would tell to anyone not of their own kind. They worshipped gods without names, too. They looked almost like beasts, covered as they were with dense coarse shaggy pelts of brown—or, more usually, reddish—fur. Enkidu was famed among men for his rough thick-haired body, but even he, shaggy as he was, seemed nearly as hairless as a woman beside a Hairy Man. Bestial though they looked and sounded, however, they conducted themselves as men among men, and when you spent a little time with them you quickly came to see that they were shrewd and wise, with deep cunning and a mastery of many arcane skills.


  The tale was that they came from the beginning of time, in those early days before the Flood, when the kingship of men first descended from heaven. Maybe so. But once when Gilgamesh had questioned one about those days, asking him what he knew of Alulim the first king who had reigned at holy Eridu, or Alalgar his successor, or En-men-lu-Anna who had been king after him with his capital at the city of Bad-tibira, the Hairy Man had simply shaken his head.


  “These are only names,” the Hairy Man had said. “Names are nothing.”


  “They are kings! Alulim was king for 28,800 years! Alalgar for 36,000! In Bad-tibira En-men-lu-Anna ruled for 43,200 years! Every boy learns of them in school. And you who lived before the Flood, you who come from deepest antiquity—how could you not know the names of the kings?”


  “They were not kings to me,” the Hairy Man had replied indifferently. “They were never. They were nothing.” Or so he seemed to be saying, in his thick-tongued indistinct way. And when Gilgamesh had asked other Hairy Men about the same matters, the answers that he got from them were always the same.


  Well, perhaps they had forgotten. It was such a long time, after all. Before the Flood! Or could it be that the Hairy Men were not men at all, but demons native to this other world? Nowhere in the books that Gilgamesh had studied when he was king in Uruk had he ever seen it said that in the days before the Flood men had looked like beasts. A mystery, yes. Maybe while he was in Pompeii he would attempt to learn more on these matters from this mage of Sulla’s.


  Looking shoreward Gilgamesh beheld slaves bustling around at the pier, some waving flags to guide the royal yacht into its slip, others unrolling an astonishingly long magenta carpet for Sulla. A trio of gunners detonated bright smoke-bombs, perhaps as a salute to the returning monarch and perhaps just to scare off the evil-looking winged creatures with scaly yellow necks and long glistening fangs that flew in wild circles, flapping and screaming over the harbor.


  Sulla said, “A few days to rest and enjoy the baths, yes, king of Uruk? A feast, a theatrical show, a circus in your honor with a hundred gladiators. And then we must get down to business, and discuss the expedition to find the kingdom that by rights is yours.”


  Gilgamesh frowned. “But I covet no—”


  Herod nudged him quickly to silence.


  “What’s that you say, great king?” Sulla asked.


  He needed no further warnings from Herod. “I said, How good it will be to enjoy your baths, Sulla. The feasting, the theatricals, the gladiators.”


  “And then to search for your city of Uruk, eh?”


  Gilgamesh made no reply. Serenely the royal yacht glided into its slip. Swarms of slaves and sycophants rushed forward to greet Sulla.


  To search for Uruk, Gilgamesh thought. What Uruk? Where? Uruk was lost in the swirling mists of time. There would never be another Uruk. What he wanted was Enkidu, who had been carried off or perhaps even slain by that scuttling bunch of gun-wielding drug-running New Dead who had followed them here, even to the end of the Outback and beyond. He would accept Sulla’s help in finding Enkidu, yes. But Uruk? Uruk?


  “You will enjoy our circus,” said Herod at his side. “In your honor we will send the hundred mightiest gladiators of Pompeii to the Undertaker.”


  Gilgamesh gave him a sour look. “That matters little to me. Why should a hundred heroes die for my amusement? You Romans and your bloody games—”


  “Please,” said Herod. “You keep calling me a Roman, but actually I prefer to think of myself as a Jew, you know. Although technically I suppose I could be thought of as a Roman—Julius Caesar did make my great-grandfather Antipater a Roman citizen, after all—but we Jews have a far more ancient lineage than the Romans, after all, and—”


  “Do you ever stop running off at the mouth?” Gilgamesh burst out.


  “Have I given offense, great king?”


  “This chatter of Jews and Romans, Romans and Jews. Who gives a demon’s fart about you or your lineage? I was a king when your land was nothing but a swamp!”


  Herod smiled. “Ah, Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh, forgive me! Of course your nation is far older than Rome, or even Judaea. But then again, there are others here to whom even grand and glorious Sumer is but a recent event.” He looked slyly toward the Hairy Man. “Under the specter of Eternity, Gilgamesh, most of us have been in Hell only an hour or two. Next to him, that is. But forgive me. Forgive me. I do speak too much. Nevertheless I urge you to attend the contests in our coliseum. And I bid you welcome to my adopted city of Pompeii, King Gilgamesh. Both as Roman and as Jew do I bid you be welcome here.”


  3.


  In Pompeii Gilgamesh took up residence in Sulla’s palace, a huge rambling building laid out around a courtyard and set in an enormous walled garden. His suite had a bath in the Roman style, a vast circular bed that somehow seemed to float in mid-air, and its own staff of valets, butlers, courtesans, and sycophants to meet his every need. Just at the moment he felt very few needs, a general austerity having been his mode for more years than he could remember. But it was good to know those comforts were there, he supposed.


  Herod came to him in early evening, when the murky glow of Paradise was beginning to tint the garden with the deep purples of twilight. He perched casually on a windowsill and said, “Tell me about this Uruk of yours.”


  “What can I tell? It was a city long ago, where I was born and lived and was king and—died. The River Buranunu ran along its flank. Enlil was the god of the city and Inanna its goddess, and—”


  “No. I mean the new Uruk, that is here in Hell.”


  “I know nothing of any such city,” said Gilgamesh.


  Herod studied him closely. “Sulla thinks you do.”


  “He does? Whatever I know of the new Uruk, which is very little, I’ve learned from Sulla.”


  “Ah. I begin to see.”


  “The first I heard of it,” Gilgamesh said, “was when I encountered Sulla across the bay in the land of the flaming mountains. There is a city called Uruk in Hell, he told me. He told me that this Uruk is a city much like the city of my life, and there are people of my kin there. This Uruk, he said, is a city of fabulous wealth and enormous treasure.”


  “Yes. The true picture does come into focus now,” said Herod.


  “He asked if I would join him in an expedition to Uruk. His soldiers, he said, are bored and seek adventure.”


  “And also he seeks treasure.”


  “The treasure of Uruk?”


  “Any treasure,” Herod said. “Have you looked at the walls and towers of this city? He’s encrusted Pompeii with emeralds and rubies and sapphires and diamonds. And gems the names of which no one knows, which were never seen on Earth but are found only in Hell. His appetite for such decoration is enormous. Five wizards conjure more stones into existence for him all day long and all the night; but of course those stones last only a short while. He craves the genuine article. If Uruk has great treasure, Sulla hungers for it.”


  “I took him for a wiser man.”


  “There is much wisdom in him. But this is Hell, Gilgamesh, where the decay of time turns wise men to folly. He loves bright stones.”


  “There were no stones at all in Uruk,” Gilgamesh pointed out. “We built our city from bricks made of mud. We had neither emeralds nor rubies.”


  “That was your Uruk. Sulla means to find Hell’s Uruk. He thinks you know the way.”


  “I told him that I did not.”


  “He thinks you lie,” said Herod amiably.


  “Then he’s an even greater fool. I’ve been in Hell twice as long as your Sulla, or even longer. Doesn’t he think that in all that time I’d have heard of it, if my countrymen had built a new Uruk for themselves here?”


  Herod rocked slowly back and forth on the windowsill, smiling to himself. “You two have really screwed each other over, haven’t you?”


  “What do you mean?”


  “The valiant Gilgamesh and the shrewd Sulla have led each other ass-deep into confusion. He believes you can find Uruk for him. You believe he can find it for you. Each of you thinks the other one holds the secret of Uruk’s location. But in fact neither of you knows anything at all about the place.”


  “I certainly don’t, at any rate.”


  “Neither does Sulla. I assure you.”


  “Then how—”


  “Some wandering swindler came to him a little while ago. One Hanno, a Carthaginian, claiming to be a maker of maps. You know how reliable maps are in Hell, Gilgamesh? But this Hanno began telling tales of the treasures of Uruk, and Sulla’s eyes lit up like the jewels he covets so hungrily. Where can I find this Uruk, Sulla asked. And Hanno sold him a map. Then he disappeared. When Romans start buying maps from Carthaginians no good can come of it, I say. The day after Hanno left Pompeii, Sulla proudly brought me the map and told me the story. Let us plan an expedition of conquest, he said. And unrolled the map. And its lines ran crazily in every direction, so that it would make your eyes ache to follow them, and even as we stared they flowed and twisted about. And then in five minutes the map was blank, just an empty piece of demon-hide. I thought Sulla would have a stroke. Uruk! Uruk! That was all he could say, over and over, grunting like that Hairy Man wizard of his. Then off we went to the mainland, where some caravan had arrived from the Outback, scoundrels and villains of some sort, dealers in drugs. Sulla had business with them. He’s mixed up in all sorts of garbage of that kind. I don’t have to pay any attention to it. And what do we hear but that there are two gigantic hulking Sumerians traveling with the caravan, and one of them is Gilgamesh the king of Uruk! Uruk again! Do you see, Gilgamesh? He means for you to lead him to Uruk!”


  “Sooner would I be able to lead him to Paradise. There is no Uruk here in Hell, Herod.”


  “Are you certain of that?”


  “Who can be certain of anything here? But why haven’t I ever heard of it, if it truly exists?”


  “Hell is very large, Gilgamesh. It may hold everyone who has ever lived, and yet it is not at all crowded and there are enormous open reaches. I’ve traveled in it for twice a thousand years and I haven’t even seen a tenth of it, I suspect. And you, much older even than I—even you, I wager, are a stranger to much of Hell. You told me yourself that you had never been in Pompeii before.”


  “Agreed. But Uruk—a city built by Sumerians, inhabited by Sumerians—no. Impossible that it could exist without my knowing of it.”


  “Unless you knew of it once, and have forgotten that you did.”


  “Also impossible.”


  “Is it?”


  “There is no Uruk in Hell,” said Gilgamesh sullenly. “Accept the truth of that or not as you like, King Herod. But I know where the truth lies in this matter.”


  “Merely a fable, then?”


  “Absolutely. A phantom of this Hanno’s imagination.”


  “Why would he name his phantom Uruk, which time itself has forgotten?”


  “Who knows? Perhaps he met me once, and the name stuck in his mind. I am well known in Hell, Herod.”


  “So in truth you are.”


  “There is no Uruk. Sulla deceives himself. If he thinks I know how to lead him there, he deceives himself doubly.”


  Herod was silent a long moment.


  At length he said, “Then answer me this, Gilgamesh. If this place really doesn’t exist, why have you agreed to join Sulla in an expedition to find a nonexistent place?”


  “Because,” said Gilgamesh carefully, “the thought came to me that it might just exist after all.”


  Herod’s eyes widened in amazement. “What? You told me yourself two minutes ago that there was no way for it to exist without your knowing about it!”


  “This is Hell,” said Gilgamesh. “Nothing is ever as we expect it to be here. There was Sulla, telling me that he has heard wondrous tales of Uruk. It sounded crazy to me, that there should be any such place, but what if I was wrong about that? As you said, Hell is large beyond anyone’s comprehension. For all I knew, Uruk did perhaps exist somewhere far off in this incomprehensible place and through some fluke I had never heard of it. Now the powerful dictator Sulla was offering me a chance to go searching for it. Why should I refuse? What did I have to lose?”


  “The only information that Sulla had about Uruk was absolute nonsense. He was gambling that you could fill in the blanks on his map for him.”


  “I wasn’t aware of that.”


  “He meant to use you. He’d let you take him to Uruk, where he could get his hands on all those strongboxes full of precious gems that Hanno said were there. And in return he’d set you up as Uruk’s king.”


  “As you know, I have no wish to be king of any city. Particularly one that doesn’t exist.”


  “But Sulla doesn’t know that. He thought you’d jump at the chance.”


  “I told you. I want only Enkidu.”


  “Your missing friend, you mean?”


  “My friend. My hunting companion. My true brother. Closer to me than any brother could be.”


  “And where might he be?”


  “Gone. A mystery. He was with me on the mainland—and then he was gone. The others in our camp were all dead, horribly butchered, no one left alive at all, only this dog Ajax. But of Enkidu’s body there was no trace. Vanished into the sky, it would seem, or into the bowels of the earth. He would never have fled a battleground; so he must have been carried off.”


  “By whom?”


  “I have no idea. But I mean to search for him.”


  “Even though you have about as much chance of finding him as you do of finding Uruk?”


  “At least I know that Enkidu exists.”


  “But he could be anywhere. A million miles away. Ten million. He could be dead. Who knows? You could look for a thousand years and never find him again.”


  Shrugging, Gilgamesh said, “I have lost him before, and eventually found him. I’ll find him again: and if it takes me a thousand years, Herod, so be it. What’s a thousand years to me? What’s ten thousand?”


  “And meanwhile?”


  “Meanwhile what?”


  “Uruk,” Herod said. “What do you plan to do about that, now that you know Sulla’s been bluffing you? Will you go along with him anyway on this lunatic expedition? With him hoping that you really do know the way—or at least can figure it out somehow—and you absolutely sure that there’s no such place, but praying that somehow you’ll get to it anyway?”


  Herod’s waspish buzzing was beginning to bother Gilgamesh again. The little man was constantly probing, pushing, maneuvering. For what purpose?


  Gilgamesh walked to the window and loomed over him.


  “Why are you so concerned about the Uruk journey, Herod?”


  “Because it means nothing but trouble for me.”


  “Trouble for you? Why for you?”


  “If Sulla takes off on a crusade to God knows where with you, I’m going to be stuck here running the shop until he gets back. Which could be centuries, and me trying to preside over this madhouse all the while. His viceroy, do you see? The regent, while he’s gone. Do you think I’m looking forward to that? Pompeii is stacked to the rafters with crazy heroes, most of them oversized and mentally underfurnished, who’d like nothing better than to kill me, or you, or each other, and if they aren’t enough trouble there are all these sorcerers, too, turning the air blue with their incantations, a great many of which unfortunately are quite potent. I’d go out of my mind without Sulla here to keep a lid on everything.”


  “If being regent of Pompeii would be such a burden for you, King Herod, you could always come with us to Uruk.”


  “Fine! Much better! March day and night for a hundred years through the demon wilderness looking for some place that isn’t even there!”


  “And if it is there?”


  “And if it isn’t?”


  Gilgamesh felt himself losing the last of his patience. “Well, then move somewhere else! You don’t have to stay in Pompeii. Get yourself a villa in New Hell, or have one of the Outback princes take you in. You could settle with the Israelis, for that matter. They’re Jews like you, aren’t they?”


  “Jews, yes,” said Herod dourly. “But not like me. I don’t understand them at all. No, Gilgamesh, I don’t want to do any of those things. I like it here. Pompeii is my home. I’ve got a sweet little niche here. I have no desire whatever to live anywhere else. But if Sulla—”


  The ground rumbled suddenly as if monsters were rising beneath the tiled mosaic floor of Sulla’s palace.


  “What’s that?” Gilgamesh asked.


  “Vesuvius!” cried Herod. He turned toward the window and stared out into the dusk. The ground shook a second time, more fiercely than before, and there was a tremendous roar. Gilgamesh plucked the little man aside and leaned out the window. An eye-dazzling spear of red flame split the darkness. Another roar, another, another: like the angry growls of some great beast struggling to break free. From the crest of the mighty volcano in the center of the city came cascades of bubbling lava, showers of pumice, choking clouds of dense black smoke: and throughout it all that single fiery scarlet lance kept rising and rising. Fearless though he was, Gilgamesh had to throttle back a reflexive impulse to run and hide.


  Hide? Where? Here on the slopes of that dread volcano there was no safety anywhere to be found.


  “Let me see!” Herod said, tugging at Gilgamesh’s arm. He was panting. His face was streaked with sweat. He forced his way past Gilgamesh’s elbow and thrust his head forth to have a better view. There came another world-shaking convulsion underground. “Fantastic!” Herod whispered. “Incredible! This is the best one ever!” There was awe in his voice, and reverence. Slowly it was dawning on Gilgamesh that this eruption was arousing extraordinary delight in Herod. He looked transfigured. His eyes were aglow, shining; and there seemed to be an almost sexual excitement throbbing in him. He seemed almost crazed with ecstasy. “Twice in two nights! Fantastic! Fantastic! Do you see why I could never leave this place, Gilgamesh? You’ve got to talk Sulla out of going off looking for Uruk. You’ve got to. I beg you!”


  4.


  Under the cloud-shrouded red light of Paradise Gilgamesh made his way through the daytime streets of Pompeii. By Enlil, had there ever been a city like this in all the world? There was witchcraft and deviltry everywhere.


  Streets that wound in on themselves in tight spirals, like the spoor of a drunken snail. Narrow high-vaulted buildings that looked like snails themselves, ready to pick up and move away. Black-leaved trees with weeping boughs, from which came curious sighs when you got close to them. And everywhere the dry powdery smell of last night’s eruption, motes of dark dust dancing in the air, and little sparkling bits of flaming matter that stung ever so lightly as they settled on your skin.


  Hands plucked at him as he walked briskly along. Hooded eyes stared from passageways. Once someone called him by name, but he could see no one. Ajax, trotting along at his heels, paused again and again to howl and glare, and even to raise the fur along his back and spit as though he were a cat rather than a dog; but the enemies that Ajax perceived were all invisible to Gilgamesh.


  Now and again flying fiery-eyed demons swooped through the city at rooftop height. No one paid any attention to them. Frequently they came to rest and perched, preening themselves like living gargoyles, beating their powerful wings against the air and sending down dank fetid breezes over the passersby below. Gilgamesh saw one of the winged things suddenly sway and fall, as though overcome by a spell. Little glossy scuttling creatures emerged from crevices in the gutter and pounced upon it. They devoured it before Gilgamesh had reached the end of the street, leaving nothing but scraps of leathery cartilage behind.


  When he looked off in the distance it seemed to him that there was some sort of translucent wall in the sky beyond the city, cutting Pompeii off from the rest of Hell. Its blue-white sheen glimmered with cold ferocity; and it seemed to him that there were monstrous creatures outside, not the usual hell-creatures but some other kind of even greater loathsomeness, all crimson beaks and coiling snaky necks and vast wings that flailed in fury against the wall that kept them out. But when he blinked and looked again he saw nothing unusual at all, only the heavy clouds and the dark glimmer of the light of Paradise struggling to break through them.


  Then he heard a sound that might have been the sound of a tolling bell. But the bell seemed to be tolling backward. First came the dying fall, and then the rising swell of sound, and then the initial percussive boom; and then silence, and then the dying fall again, climbing toward the clangor of the striking clapper:


  mmmmmmoooMMMMNGB! mmmmmmoooMMMMNGB! B!

  mmmmmmoooMMMMNGB!


  The impact of the sound was stunning. Gilgamesh stood still, feeling the immense weight of time drop away, centuries peeling from him with each heavy reverberation. As though on a screen before him in the air he saw his entire life in Hell running in reverse, the thousands of years of aimless wandering becoming a mad flight at fantastic speed, everything rushing in blurred and jumbled together as if it had happened in a single day, Gilgamesh here, Gilgamesh there, brandishing his sword, drawing his bow, slaying this devil-beast and that, climbing impossible mountains, swimming lakes of shimmering color, trekking across fields of blazing sand, entering cities that were twisted and distorted like the cities one enters in dreams, penetrating the far regions of this place even to the strangest region of all, in the north, where the great drifting ivory block-shaped creatures known as the Hoar Gods moved about on their mysterious tasks. Now he was wrestling joyously with Enkidu, now he watched the brawling swarms of New Dead come flooding in and filling the place with their noisy incomprehensible machines and their guns and their foul-smelling vehicles, now he was in the villa of Augustus in New Hell among Augustus’ whole unsavory crew of cold-eyed conspirators and malevolent bitchy queens, and now he sat roistering in the feasting-hall of the Ice-Hunter king Vy-otin, with Enkidu laughing and joking by his side and Agamemnon, too, and Amenhotep and Cretan Minos, and Varuna the king of Meluhha, his great companions in those early days in Hell. How long ago that was! And now—


  “Great king!” a woman cried, dashing up to him and clutching at his wrist. “Save us from doom, great king!”


  Gilgamesh stared at her, amazed. Not a woman but a girl. And he knew her. Had known her, once. Had loved her, even. In another life, far away, long ago, on the other side of the great barrier of life and death. For her face was the face of the girl-priestess Inanna, she whom he had embraced so rashly and with such passion in old Uruk, in the life he had led before this life! During his long years in Hell he had thought more than once about encountering Inanna again, had even once or twice considered seeking her out, but he had never acted on the thought. And now, to blunder into her like this here in Pompeii—


  Or was he still in Pompeii? Was this Hell at all?


  Everything was swirling about him. A thick mist was gathering. The earth was giving up its moisture. It seemed to him that he saw the walls of Uruk rising at the end of the street, the huge white platform of the temples, the awesome statues of the gods. He heard the clamor of his name on a thousand thousand tongues. Gilgamesh! Gilgamesh! And in the sky, instead of the dull red glaring light that people here called Paradise, was the yellow sun of the Land that he had not beheld in so unimaginably long a time, blazing with all its midsummer power.


  What was this? Had that tolling bell lifted him altogether out of this world and cast him back into the other, the world of his birth and death? Or was this only a waking dream?


  “Inanna?” he said in wonder. How slender she was! How young! Strings of blue beads about her waist, amulets of pink shell tied to the ends of her hair. Her body bare, painted along its side and front with the pattern of the serpent. And her dark-tipped breasts—the sharp stinging scent of her perfume—


  She spoke again, this time calling him by his name of names, the private name that no one had called him in thousands of years, since that day when he was still half a boy and he had put on the mantle of kingship and had for the first time heard his king-name roaring like a flooding river in his ears, Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh. He himself had forgotten that other name, that birth-name: but as she spoke it the dam of recollection burst in his soul. What wizardry was this, that he should be standing before the girl Inanna again?


  “I am Ninpa the Lady of the Scepter,” she murmured. “I am Ninmenna the Lady of the Crown.”


  She reached her hand toward his. As he touched her she changed: she was older now, fuller of body, her dark eyes gleaming with wanton knowledge, her deep-hued skin bright with oil. “Come,” she whispered. “I am Inanna. You must come with me. You are the only one who can save us.”


  A dark tunnel before him—a buzzing in his ears, as of a thousand wasps about his head—a brilliant purple light glowing before his eyes—a mighty roaring, as though Enlil of the Storms had loosed all his winds upon Hell—


  And then a fiery pain at his ankle. Ajax, sinking his fangs deep! Gilgamesh stared down at the dog, astonished.


  “Careful, Gilgamesh!” Ajax barked. “This is enchantment!”


  “What? What?”


  The woman held him by the hand. Heat came from her, and it was overwhelming, a furnace heat. And she was changing, again and again; now she had his mother’s face, and now she was the round-breasted temple-woman Abisimti who had first taught him the arts of love; and then she was the child-Inanna again, and then the woman. And then she was a thing with a hundred heads and a thousand eyes, pulling him down into the nether pits of Hell, into the yawning blackness that lay beneath the smoldering heart of the Vesuvius volcano.


  “I am Ereshkigal of Hell,” she whispered, “and I will be your bride.”


  
    
  

  Down—down—descending a ladder of lights—blinding whiteness all around, and a bright red mantle of copper fluttering in the breeze out of the pit, and demons dancing below. On all sides, lions. From high overhead, golden wine falling from two inverted wine-cups; and the wine was thick and fiery, and burned him where it touched him.


  He heard the furious howling of the dog. He felt the terrible pull of the black depths.


  “It is enchantment, Gilgamesh,” said Ajax again. “Stay—fight—I will get help—”


  The dog ran off, uttering terrible wolf-cries as he went.


  Gilgamesh stood his ground, baffled, shaking his head slowly from side to side like a wounded bull. If only Enkidu were here! Enkidu would pull him back from the abyss, just as Gilgamesh once long ago had tried to bring Enkidu out of that tunnel of old dry bones that led to the land of the dead. He had failed, then, and Enkidu had perished; but they were older now, they were wiser, they knew how to deal with the demons that surrounded them on all sides—


  Enkidu! Enkidu!


  “You should not have come to this street alone,” a new voice said. “There are many dangers here.”


  Enkidu, yes! At last! The dog Ajax had returned, and he had brought Enkidu with him to Gilgamesh’s side. Gilgamesh felt his soul soaring. Saved! Saved!


  Through blurred eyes he saw the powerful figure of his friend: the great muscles, the thick pelt of dark hair, the burning gleaming eyes. Enkidu was struggling with Ereshkigal-Inanna now. Shoving the hell-demon goddess back toward her pit, wresting her cold hands free of Gilgamesh’s wrist. Gilgamesh trembled. He was helpless to act on his own behalf.


  In all his years in Hell he had never known such peril, had never fallen so deeply into the power of the dark beings of the invisible world. But Enkidu was here—Enkidu would save him—


  Enkidu was freeing him. Yes. Yes. The frightful chill of the abyss which had enfolded him was relenting. The blinding lights had receded. The temples and streets and sun of Uruk no longer could be seen. Gilgamesh stepped back, blinking, shivering. His heart was pounding in dull heavy thuds, almost like the tolling of that backwards bell. Tears were streaming down his face. He looked about for his friend.


  “Enkidu?”


  Through blurring eyes he saw the shaggy figure. Enkidu? Enkidu? No. The heavy pelt was like a beast’s. A reddish color, and coarse and dense, letting none of the skin show through. And the face—that underslung chin, those fierce brooding ridges above the eyes—why, this was not Enkidu at all, but rather the Hairy Man who was Sulla’s wizard. Or perhaps not, perhaps another of that tribe altogether—it was so difficult telling one Hairy Man from the next—


  The very ugliness of the Hairy Man was comforting. The squat bulk of him, the solidity. This creature who had lived when the gods themselves were young, who had walked the earth in the days before the Flood, who had lived fifty thousand or a hundred thousand or a hundred hundred thousand years in Hell before Gilgamesh of Uruk first had come here. Ancient wisdom flowed deep in him. Next to him, Gilgamesh felt almost like a child again.


  “Come with me,” said the Hairy Man, thick-tongued, husky-voiced. “In here. You will be safe. You will be protected here.”
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  It might have been some sort of warehouse. A huge dark long room, walls of white plaster, curved wooden ceiling far overhead. A single piercing beam of light cutting through from above, illuminating the intricacies of the rafters and slicing downward to show the sawdust-strewn floor, the rows of bare wooden tables, the hunched and somber figures sitting on backless benches behind them. They were staring straight forward and exclaiming aloud, each in the midst of uttering some private recitation, each ploughing stubbornly onward over the voices of all the others.


  “I am Wulfgeat. For chronic disorder of the head or of the ears or of the teeth through foulness or through mucus, extract that which aileth there, seethe chervil in water, give it to drink, then that draweth out the evil humors either through mouth or through nose.”


  “I am Aethelbald. Seek in the maw of young swallows for some little stones, and mind that they touch neither earth, nor water, nor other stones; look out three of them; put them on the man, on whom thou wilt, him who hath the need, and he will soon be well.”


  “I am Eadfrith. Here we have rue, hyssop, fennel, mustard, elelcampane, southernwood, celandine, radish, cumin, onion, lupin, chervil, flower de luce, flax, rosemary, savory, lovage, parsley, olusatrum, savine.”


  In wonder and bewilderment Gilgamesh said, “Why, who are these people, and what’s all this that they’re babbling?”


  “—again, thou shalt remove the evil misplaced humors by spittle and breaking; mingle pepper with mastic, give it the patient to chew, and work him a gargle to swill his jowl—”


  “—they are good for headache, and for eye-wark, and for the fiend’s temptations, and for night goblin visitors, and for the nightmare, and for knot, and for fascination, and for evil enchantments by song. It must be big nestlings on which thou shalt find them. If a man ache in half his head, pound rue thoroughly, put it into strong vinegar—”


  The Hairy Man said, “These are dealers in remedies and spells, and this is the market where such things are sold in Pompeii.”


  “—and also mastic, pepper, galbanum, scamony, gutta ammoniaca, cinnamon, vermilion, aloes, pumice, quicksilver, brimstone, myrrh, frankincense, petroleum, ginger—”


  “—that he by that may comfortably break out the ill phlegm. Work thus a swilling or lotion for cleansing of the head, take again a portion of mustard seed and of navew seed and of cress seed, and twenty peppercorns, gather them all with vinegar and honey—”


  “—and smear therewith the head, right on top. Delve up waybroad without iron, ere the rising of the sun, bind the roots about the head, with crosswort, by a red fillet—”


  Gilgamesh shivered. “I think this place is no better than being in the street. A marketplace of wizards? A hundred mages bellowing spells?”


  “No harm can befall you here,” the Hairy Man said. “There is such a constant crying-forth of magics in here that each cancels the other out, so there is no peril.”


  “—the seed of this wort administered in wine is of much benefit against any sort of snake, and against sting of scorpions, to that degree that if it be laid upon the scorpions, it bringeth upon them unmightiness or impotence and infirmity—”


  “—for ache of loins and sore of the thighs, take this same wort pulegium, seethe it in vinegar—”


  “I am Aethelbald.”


  “I am Eadfrith.”


  “I am Wulfgeat.”


  “—this wort, which is named priapiscus, and by another name vinca pervinca, is of good advantage for many purposes, that is to say, first against devil sicknesses, or demoniacal possessions, and against snakes, and against wild beasts, and against poisons—”


  “Good sir! Good sir!” It was the one who said he was Aethelbald, waving wildly at Gilgamesh.


  “What does he want with me?”


  “To sell you something, no doubt,” the Hairy Man replied. “Why were you wandering in these streets by yourself?”


  “My head was aching when I awoke. From the noise of the eruptions all night long, and, I think, from some prattle of the Jew Herod last evening. So I went out to walk. To clear my head, to see the city. I saw no harm in it.”


  “—and for various wishes,” shouted the one called Eadfrith, “and for envy, and for terror, and that thou may have grace, and if thou hast this sort with thee, thou shalt be prosperous, and ever acceptable—”


  “Good sir! Here, good sir, here, if you please!”


  “No harm? No harm?” The Hairy Man guffawed, showing huge chopper-like teeth. “No harm playing tag with a mastodon, either, eh, my friend? If you’re big enough, I suppose. Walk right up to it, tweak it by the trunk, pull its ears? Eh?”


  “A mastodon?” Gilgamesh said blankly. A strange word: he wondered if he had heard it right.


  “Never mind. You wouldn’t know, would you? Before your time. Never mind. But I tell you, this is no city to be strolling around in unprotected. Nobody warned you of that?”


  “Herod said something about wizards and mages, but—”


  “Good sir! Good sir!”


  “But you ignored him. Herod! That clown!” The small deep-set eyes of the Hairy Man were bright with contempt. “Sometimes even Herod will tell you something useful. You should have heeded his warning. Pompeii’s a place of many perils.”


  “I have no fear of dying,” said Gilgamesh.


  “Dying is the least terrible thing that could happen to you here.” The Hairy Man placed a wrinkle-skinned leathery-looking hand on Gilgamesh’s arm. “Come. Here. Walk about with me a little, up and down.”


  “Do you have a name?”


  “Names are nothing,” said the Hairy Man. “It was a fright for you, what happened outside, eh?”


  Gilgamesh shrugged.


  The Hairy Man leaned close. There was an odd sweetish flavor about his furry body. “There are places in the streets here where the other worlds break through. That is always a danger, that the fabric will not hold, that other worlds will break through. Do you understand what I’m saying?”


  “Yes,” Gilgamesh told the Hairy Man. “There was such a place in Uruk. A passageway that ran down from our world into this one. Inanna the goddess descended through it, when she went to Hell to visit her sister Ereshkigal. And during the rite of the Closing of the Gate I dropped my drum and my drumstick into that passageway when a girl startled me by crying out the name of a god.” He had not thought of these things in centuries. Recollection, flooding back now, swept him with uncontrollable emotion. “The sacred drum, it was, which Ur-nangar the craftsman made for me from the wood of the huluppu-tree, by which I entered my trances and saw the things that mortal eyes are unable to see. That was how I lost my friend Enkidu, the first time, when I dropped my drum and my drumstick into that dark and terrible hole of cinders and ashes, and he entered the nether world to bring them back.”


  “Then you know,” the Hairy Man said. “You have to learn where these places are, and stay away from them.”


  Gilgamesh was trembling. Old memories were surging with new life within him.


  Enkidu! Enkidu!


  Once again he saw Enkidu, gray with dust and snarled in masses of tangled cobwebs, coming forth from that pit in Uruk that led down to the world of the dead; and Enkidu as he came forth was a dead man himself, shorn of all life-strength, who within twelve days would be carried off forever to the House of Dust and Darkness. How great had been the mourning of Gilgamesh! How he had cursed the gods of death for taking Enkidu from him! And then, after Gilgamesh’s own time had run its course and he had joined Enkidu in Hell, losing him again—what pain it was, to be reunited with him and then to lose him that second time, when Enkidu had stepped between quarrelsome Spaniards and Englishmen and caught a bullet meant for someone else—


  “And once more he is lost to me,” Gilgamesh said aloud. “As though the curse of Inanna follows us even to Hell, and we must find each other and be parted again, and find each other once more, and part once more, over and over and over—”


  “What is this you say?” asked the Hairy Man.


  “We were on that far shore, Enkidu and I, among those strangers, those sleazy conniving New Dead, because Enkidu craved the new kinds of weapons those people had, and I think also he desired one of their women. And while I was gone from the camp, while I was down at the water’s edge speaking with Sulla and his minions, there was an attack on the camp, and when I returned I found all of them dead except this brindle dog Ajax; but of Enkidu there was no sign. Demons must have swept him off, to torment me by separating us once again. But I will find him, if I must seek until the gods grow old!”


  “In Hell there is no finding anyone,” the Hairy Man said, “except by accident, or the whim of those who rule this place. You surely must know that.”


  “I will find him.”


  “And if he is dead?”


  “Then he’ll come back again, as all the dead here do sooner or later. I tell you I will find him.”


  “Come, now,” said the Hairy Man. “Come and walk with me, until your head is clear.”


  “Wait,” Gilgamesh said. He brushed the Hairy Man’s hand aside. “Do you think that these doctors here could give me a spell that would help me trace him?”


  “They will tell you they can. But in Hell there is no finding anyone, Gilgamesh.”


  “We’ll see about that.”


  Gilgamesh went toward the rows of wooden tables and benches.


  “Good sir, I am Aethelbald,” said one of the merchants of spells eagerly.


  “I am Eadfrith,” said the one beside him, beckoning.


  “I am Wulfgeat. I have here a drink that is good for giddiness and fever of the brain, for flowing gall and the yellow disease, for singing in the ears, and defective hearing—”


  Gilgamesh impatiently waved them to silence. “Who are you people?”


  “We are Angles here,” said Wulfgeat, “except for this Saxon beside me, and masters of wortcunning and leechdom are we, and starcraft. Our work is substantial! Our skills are boundless!”


  “Wortcunning?” Gilgamesh said. “Starcraft?”


  “Aye, and may it be that we have a spell for you! What is your need, good sir? What is your need?”


  “There is a man for whom I search,” said Gilgamesh after a moment. “A friend whom I have lost.”


  “A lost friend? A lost friend?” The spell-mongers began to murmur and confer among themselves. “Viper’s bugloss?” suggested one. “The ash of dead bees, and linseed oil?” Another said, “Cammock and thung, wenwort and elder root, stepped in strong mead or clear ale.” But the third shook his head violently and said, “It must be done by dreaming. The tokens must needs be induced. To see a well opened beside one’s house, or a hen with chickens, or to be shod with a new pair of shoes—aye, those are the tokens, and we must give him the potion that brings on such visions as will be useful, and then the next night—”


  “What is this?” a sudden familiar buzzing voice cut in. “What’s going on here?”


  Herod, pushing and shoving his way through the throng, appeared abruptly at Gilgamesh’s side. The Hairy Man scowled and muttered something unintelligible beneath his breath. The merchants of spells looked alarmed, and turned away, gesticulating toward the opposite side of the building and loudly crying out the merits of their wares to those gathered over there.


  “Where have you been?” Herod demanded. “Sulla’s had people looking all over the place for you.”


  “I thought I would walk through the town.”


  “And came here? Ah. Ah, I know why. Shopping for a spell that’ll lead you to Uruk, are you? Is that what you’re up to? Despite everything I told you last night?”


  From afar came the sound of a mighty voice crying, “The Book of the Fifty Names! Who will buy the Book of the Fifty Names?”


  “The Hairy Man brought me in here,” Gilgamesh said. “I was simply wandering from one street to another when something strange happened to me, a fit, perhaps—in the days when I lived on Earth I was subject to fits, you know, though I thought I was exempt from that in Hell—and I grew dizzy—I saw faces—I saw ancient streets—” Angrily he shook his head. “No, I’m not trying to buy a spell for finding Uruk. Enkidu is what I seek. And if these wizards—”


  “Marduk! Marukka! Marutukku!” roared the mighty voice.


  “These wizards are fishmongers and rabble,” Herod said scornfully, making the sign of the horns at Aethelbald and Eadfrith and Wulfgeat. They shrank back from him. “Peasants is what they are. Shopkeepers, at the very best.” He drew the six-pointed star in the air before them and they turned from him, pale and shaken. “You see? You see, Gilgamesh? What can they do? Cure an ague for you, maybe? Stop up a sniveling nose? These are foolish men here. They will not find your Enkidu for you.”


  “Can you be sure of that, Herod?”


  A crafty look came into Herod’s eyes as he peered up at Gilgamesh.


  “King of Uruk, if I show you a true wizard who will give you the answer you seek, will you abandon the idea of taking Sulla off on this insane expedition?”


  The Hairy Man’s yellow-rimmed eyes widened in surprise. “You speak of Calandola?” he asked in his thickest, harshest tone.


  “Calandola, yes,” said Herod.


  The Hairy Man scowled, twisting up his ape-like jaw and lowering his brows until he seemed almost to be winking, and emitted a rumbling sound from deep within his cavernous chest. “This is unwise,” he said, after a time. “This is most unwise.”


  Herod glared at him. “Let Gilgamesh be the judge of that!”


  “Asaraludu!” boomed the caller of the Fifty Names. “Namtillaku! Narilugaldimmerankia!”


  “And who is this great wizard you offer me?” Gilgamesh asked.


  “Imbe Calandola is his name,” said Herod. “A Moor, he is—no, a Nubian, or something of each, perhaps. Black as night, terrible to behold. He maintains a temple in the dark tunnels far below the streets of Pompeii, and there he presides over the giving of visions. There are those who think he is the Lord of Darkness himself, the Prince of Hell, the Great Adversary, the vast Lucifer of the Abyss: Satan Mephistopheles Beelzebub, the Archfiend, the King of Evil. Perhaps he is; but I think he is in truth only a great savage, who knows the wisdoms of the jungle. In either case he will tell you what you wish to know. The Hairy Men, I understand, consult him frequently.”


  Gilgamesh looked toward the ancient one.


  “Is this true?”


  The Hairy Man scowled again, screwing up his face even more bizarrely than before.


  “He sees into the other worlds, yes, this Calandola. And he can make others see what he sees.”


  “Then I mean to go to him,” said Gilgamesh.


  “There are dangers,” the Hairy Man warned.


  “So you frequently tell me. But what need I fear? Death? You know that death is a joke to one who has already met it once!”


  “Have I not said already that death is the least terrible thing to be feared in Pompeii?”


  “You have said that, yes. But what you say means nothing to me.”


  “Then go to Calandola.”


  “I will do that,” Gilgamesh said. He turned to Herod. “How soon can you bring me before him?”


  “Do we have a deal? I take you to Calandola, you persuade Sulla to abandon the idea of going off in search of Uruk?”


  It was maddening to be haggled with this way, as though he and Herod were tradesmen striking a bargain in the marketplace. With difficulty Gilgamesh resisted the urge to pick the little Judaean up and hurl him across the vast room.


  “Let there be no talk of favors for favors,” said Gilgamesh icily. “I am a man of honor. That’s all that should concern you. Take me to this wizard of yours.”


  6.


  Downward then they went, down into the depths, down into demon country, down into the tunnels of the devils, where the light of Paradise never was seen, where this black and monstrous Imbe Calandola had his dwelling-place.


  When he was still a boy in Uruk, a slave wearing the badge of the goddess Inanna had come to Gilgamesh one day as he practiced the throwing of the javelin, and had said to him, “You will come now to the temple of the goddess.” And the slave had conducted him to the temple that his grandfather Enmerkar had built on the platform of white brick, and down through winding passageways he had never seen before, into mysterious tunnels that descended beneath the white platform toward the depths of the earth. Past hallways where distant lamps glowed in the subterranean dark, and places where magicians did their work by candleglow, and crosspassages that afforded him glimpses of shaggy goat-hooved demons silently going about their tasks, until at last he had come to the secret room of Inanna herself, far below the sun-baked streets of Uruk.


  That had been long ago, in the days of his life. It had been his first glimpse of the worlds that lie beneath the world, where invisible wings flutter and the sound of scratchy laughter echoes in dusty corridors. That day the young Gilgamesh had learned that there was more to the world than its familiar surface: that layer upon layer of mystery existed, far from the sight of ordinary mortals. Again and again he had entered that lower world in the course of his kingship. And Enkidu, too, had gone into it once, to his cost; for it was the breaching of the hidden mysteries that had deprived him of his life, that time he had gone down into the pit of darkness to fetch Gilgamesh his drum and drumstick.


  Now here in Hell, where nothing ever was familiar and mystery was everywhere, Gilgamesh found himself descending once more into a world beneath the world.


  He had discovered long ago that Hell had its own subterranean region, a Hell beneath Hell, a land of tunnels and passageways of unfathomable dimensions and incomprehensible complexity. In the early years of the days of his death he had prowled those tunnels, for then he was still in the grip of the insatiable curiosity that once had driven him to the ends of the earth; but he had quickly lost interest in such explorations, as the aimlessness and passivity of his Hell-life had settled upon him, and this was his first descent into the tunnels in an eon and a half, or more.


  There were those who believed that a way out of Hell lay through those tunnels. Gilgamesh doubted that. To him it was meaningless to speak of a way out of Hell; to those who had come to dwell in it, Hell was forever, Hell was eternal. Some, he knew, had gone down into the tunnels and had never emerged. But to Gilgamesh that did not mean they had found a way out, only that they were lost in some doubly nether Hell, perhaps the House of Dust and Darkness itself, that terrible place of which the priests in Uruk had told, where the dead were clad like birds and sadly trailed their feathers in the dust. Gilgamesh had no yearning to go down into that forlorn land of unending night.


  But now—for the sake of finding out where Enkidu had gone this time—


  Down. Down. Herod’s torch flickered and sputtered. The air was thick and oppressive here. There was the taste of fire in it. In the dimness Gilgamesh saw hideous scenes carved on the tunnel walls, that made his eyes throb and pound. It was all he could do to tear his gaze away from those dreadful pictures.


  The tunnels curved and twisted, now plunging almost straight down, now rising in steep ramps. They crossed one another and seemed to blend and meld, and then to split apart again, so that it was all but impossible to remember which path they had originally been bound upon. Herod seemed to know the way, but even he was baffled now and again, and turned to the Hairy Man, who would gesture brusquely with one finger, jabbing the long dagger of his fingernail in the right direction: this way, this, this. No one spoke. They encountered few others in the tunnels. Occasionally demon-sounds reverberated in the distance: cacklings, screechings, hissings, moanings.


  And then music: a dreadful barbaric drumming, with the jabbing shriek of flutes or fifes rising above it.


  “The house of Calandola lies just beyond,” said Herod.


  “What must I do as we enter?” asked Gilgamesh.


  “Stand upright. Show no fear. Meet him eye to eye.”


  Gilgamesh laughed. “That will be no great task.”


  “Wait,” Herod said. “Tell me that five minutes from now.”


  The tunnel swung abruptly to the left, and Gilgamesh found himself staring into a secondary tunnel, long and narrow and lit only by the faintest of star-gleams. The only way to enter it seemed to be through an opening hardly suitable for a dwarf. “In here,” Herod said, clambering through. Gilgamesh, crouching, had to shuffle in on his knees, crawling at an angle, first this shoulder, then that. The Hairy Man followed.


  Beyond the one narrow point of light that illuminated the opening, the darkness within was like a night within night: blackness upon blackness, so stark and deep that it struck the eyes like the hammering of fists. Gilgamesh was stunned by the depth of that darkness. He understood now for the first time what it must be like to be blind.


  “This way,” Herod said confidently. “Follow me!”


  And what if a fathomless pit yawned before them on the path, with boiling oil or colossal serpents waiting at the bottom? What if swinging scythes were to reach forth from the sides of the tunnel to disembowel any comers who passed close by? What if swords on tripwires hung overhead, ready to descend and cleave? He could see nothing. He must surrender himself totally to faith.


  And yet, and yet, being blind in this fashion, other senses came into play—


  He could hear Herod’s Roman robe rustling on the heavy air. He felt the tread of Herod’s sandal-shod feet pattering against the ground. The skin of his cheeks and forehead told him of the breeze that Herod’s movements created. Like a hunter tracking his prey in the night Gilgamesh read all these signs, and more, and followed along without fear or hesitation.


  The tunnel narrowed until it pressed like a clammy fist on all sides. The tunnel widened until it became a vast echoing cavern. The tunnel narrowed again. It dipped; it rose; it twisted about and about. And abruptly it delivered them into an immense deep-shadowed room irregularly lit by smoldering torches set in brazen sconces, a room of angles, where ceiling met walls in a manner that oppressed and bewildered the eye. And toward the center of the room there sat enthroned a man of immense presence and authority who could only have been the great sorcerer Imbe Calandola, of whom it was rumored in Hell that he was the Archfiend, the King of Evil, the true Lucifer, the Lord of Darkness.


  Gilgamesh saw at once that this was not so. He knew with one glance that this Calandola was neither god nor demon nor devil, but a man of human flesh and blood, such as he was himself, or had been when he had lived. But having perceived that, Gilgamesh perceived also in that same moment that the man before whom he stood was one who was extraordinary in the extreme. Who, mortal though he might have been, might well have the blood of gods in him.


  As did Gilgamesh, who had known from childhood that he was two parts god and one part mortal, which was the source of his great stature and the depth of his wisdom. Though none of that had spared him from dying and coming to make his home these long years in Hell.


  “Stand and give obedience,” a deep rumbling voice commanded out of the shadows behind Calandola’s throne. “Yield yourselves, strangers, for you are in the presence of the great Jaqqa, Imbe Calandola.”


  Gilgamesh stared, and felt an emotion as close to awe as anything he could remember feeling in five thousand years.


  The blackness of Calandola was like the blackness of Calandola’s tunnel: a blackness upon blackness, the blackness of a void without suns, a blackness so intense that it seemed to suck light from all that was around it. Black-skinned men had not been unknown to Gilgamesh in his life before Hell. In his wanderings in distant places he had seen the flat-nosed thick-lipped woolly-haired sailors of the kingdom of Punt, who came from a land in the south where the air was like fire and darkened the skins of those who lived there. From far-off Meluhha had come other black ones with thin noses and lips, and long straight hair so dark it was nearly blue.


  And in Hell itself he had encountered many who were black in one of these fashions or another, from lands whose names meant nothing to him—Nigeria, Ethiopia, Nubia, Mali, Quiloa, India, Socotra, Zanzibar, and many more. Perhaps there were blacks in every part of the world, as also there were yellows and reds and browns, and, for all Gilgamesh knew, blue and green and piebald ones, each kept in a Hell of their own. But he had never seen anyone like Calandola.


  His skin had the blackness of the people of Punt but his nose was straight and his lips were narrow and harsh, something like the features of the men of Meluhha and India, though they were small men and this Calandola was huge, a giant verging on the great size of Gilgamesh himself. His hair was thick and long and curling and there were sea-shells woven into it, and around his neck was a collar of large shells of a different kind, that stood out like twisted turrets. A strip of glittering copper as long as a man’s small finger was thrust through his nose, and two more such strips dangled from his ears. His loins were clothed in a swath of brilliant scarlet cloth, but the rest of his massive body was bare. Red and white designs had been painted down his sides; and where he was not painted, his skin had been cut and carved and otherwise tormented into astonishing raised welts, some sort of monstrous decoration, that had the form of flowers and knots and lines. His skin also was oiled to a high gloss, so that reflections of the torchlight gleamed on him.


  And his eyes—!


  Gods! Enlil and Enki and Inanna, what eyes!


  They were black and bright and deep, pools of utter darkness set in fields of dazzling white. Gilgamesh knew them at once for the eyes of a true king. They were eyes that could seize and hold, eyes that could beat and oppress. Eyes that could charm if they had to, eyes that could kill.


  Gilgamesh felt no fear, for fear was a thing he had never been taught to know. But he felt a deep awe and a strange admiration. He knew that he was in the presence of one who was his equal in strength and force; and that was not an experience he had often had, neither in Hell nor out of it.


  Who was this man? Where had he reigned in life? Why did he dwell now in this cavern beneath Pompeii in the depths of Hell?


  Calandola rose. Stepped down from his throne, took a few slow steps toward Gilgamesh. There was a curious dark odor about him, a sour reek, which Gilgamesh suspected came from the oil that made his body shine. He moved with extreme deliberation, calm and measured and sure. It became apparent now that Calandola was not as tall as Gilgamesh by half a head; but then, few men were. His look of great size he owed to the massiveness of his neck and the mighty breadth of his shoulders and the power of his upper arms, which were as thick as thighs.


  He nodded in a sniffing way at the Hairy Man, and shrugged at the trembling, fawning Herod. To Gilgamesh he said in a voice that seemed to rise from some tunnel beneath even this tunnel, “Why have you come to me?”


  “I have questions, and they say that you have answers.”


  “I know where answers may be found, yes. Give me your hand.”


  And he put forth his own, extending it palm upward. It was dark below and pink in the palm, and its span was enormous, enough to have allowed him to take a man’s head in his grasp and squeeze it to a ruin. Gilgamesh, after a moment, placed his hand outspread atop Calandola’s, and waited. The outermost two of Calandola’s thick black fingers closed in on the sides of Gilgamesh’s hand and dug deep, and deeper still, until Gilgamesh could feel a faint stirring of pain, and the bones beginning to move around. A test of endurance? Very well. It was childish, but Gilgamesh would accept it. He withstood the terrible clamping pressure of those two fingers as though he were being stroked with feathers; and when the pain became too intense, he sent the pain from him as one might banish an annoying fly.


  A vein stood out now on Calandola’s gleaming forehead. The strange ornamentation of raised scars that had been carved upon his skin appeared to rise still higher, and to throb and pulse. The two fingers pressed inward even more fiercely. Unflinching, Gilgamesh looked down with indifference at his hand and Calandola’s beneath it; and then, without a word, he slid two fingers of his own along the sides of Calandola’s wrist, and returned the pressure with one of his own that was just as powerful.


  Calandola seemed not to react. It was as though he felt no pain; or else that he knew how, as Gilgamesh did, to treat pain as unworthy of his notice and dismiss it from awareness.


  As they stood locked this way, hand in hand, fingers digging deep, Calandola said, “You are too big to be a Portugal and too dark to be an Angleez. But not dark enough, I think, for an African.”


  “No. I’m not any of those.”


  “Then what are you?”


  Gilgamesh stepped up the pressure. Still Calandola showed no sign of discomfort. They were unable to hurt one another, it seemed.


  “When I lived on the other shore,” Gilgamesh said, “my land was known as the Land of the Two Rivers. Or we called it Sumer.”


  “In Africa?”


  “Not in Africa, no.” Now and then Gilgamesh had seen maps. He put little faith in them, but other men seemed to live by them; and on the maps, Africa was the name they gave that great hump-shouldered land far to the south of his own where the sky was like fire. “Some called my land Mesopotamia.”


  “I don’t know that place.”


  “Very few do, in these times. But once it was the center of the world.”


  “No doubt it was,” said Calandola, sounding unimpressed. He released Gilgamesh’s hand, casually letting go, not in any admission of defeat but merely, it would seem, because whatever test he had imposed had brought him whatever answer he sought. “These Two Rivers of yours: which two were those?”


  “The nearer was the Euphrates, as some call it. The other was the Tigris. We said the Buranunu, and the Idigna.”


  Calandola nodded remotely. Plainly those great names were nothing but noises to him. He seemed lost in private calculations.


  “Bring wine,” he called suddenly, gesturing to someone in the rear of the cavern.


  Gilgamesh saw that a considerable entourage lurked in the darkness behind Calandola: half a dozen black men nearly as huge as their master and perhaps eleven women of the same sort, all of them clad in little more than beads and shells, and their dark skins glossy with oil. One came forward now with a wooden bowl full of some thick sweet-smelling wine. Calandola dipped his fingertips into it, and shook wine out over Gilgamesh’s head as if anointing him, and then slowly rubbed the wine deep into his scalp, while murmuring in an unknown language. Gilgamesh submitted to the rite unprotestingly. Then the black giant offered the bowl to Gilgamesh. For an instant the Sumerian wondered if he was supposed to anoint Calandola in return; but no, apparently all he was meant to do was take a drink. He sipped, and found it heavy and almost nauseatingly sweet. Calandola watched him carefully. After a moment’s hesitation Gilgamesh reached for the bowl again and took a second draught, draining deep.


  Calandola threw back his head and laughed. His mouth was enormous, a great world-gulping hole set about with huge white teeth of formidable size. Four of the teeth were gone, two above and two below, so symmetrical in their absence that it seemed likely to Gilgamesh they had been removed deliberately, perhaps for beauty’s sake, or in some witch-rite. And when Calandola’s laughter set the men and women of his tribe laughing with him Gilgamesh saw that they too were missing two upper and two lower teeth, in the same pattern.


  “You drink like a king,” Calandola said. “Do you have a name?”


  “I am Gilgamesh the Sumerian, who was king of Uruk.”


  “Ah. I am Calandola the Jaqqa, who was king of the world.” He clapped his hands. “Oil for King Gilgamesh!” he roared.


  Two of the black women came forward, struggling with a huge wooden tub that held some sort of dark grease. Dipping his immense hands in it, Calandola scooped up a great gobbet of the stuff and clapped it to Gilgamesh’s bare chest; and then, with a surprisingly tender touch, he rubbed it in, chest and back and shoulders and the column of the neck, until the Sumerian gleamed as brightly as any of the Jaqqa folk. The same sharp and sour odor came from the oil that emanated from Calandola himself. Gilgamesh felt it permeating his skin, sinking in deep.


  When he was done, Calandola held Gilgamesh a moment in a tight embrace. Gilgamesh sensed the bull-like force of the man, the mountainous mass of him.


  Then Calandola let go of him and stepped back. “When you return, King Gilgamesh, perhaps we will seek the answers to these questions of yours.”


  Calandola flashed his eyes and grinned his gap-toothed grin; and then he turned in clear dismissal and stalked away into the shadows, and his entourage closed in behind him so that Gilgamesh no longer had sight of him.


  For a long moment Gilgamesh stood staring, feeling the weight of the sweet wine within his gut and the slippery slickness of the grease with which Calandola had besmeared him. Then he looked about to see what had become of his companions. The Hairy Man leaned against the wall, arms folded across his deep shaggy chest, thin lips clamped in a look of glowering disapproval. As for Herod, he was kneeling in a sweaty heap, eyes fixed in the distance, arms hanging slackly. He looked dazed. It was something of the same look that he had had when he was staring out the window of Gilgamesh’s room at the furious outpouring of flame from the erupting Vesuvius.


  Gilgamesh poked him with his toe.


  “Come,” he said. “Get up. I think we have to go now.”


  Numbly Herod nodded. His eyes were wide. “He gave you the wine!” he murmured. “He gave you the oil! Extraordinary! Astonishing! On the first visit, the wine, the oil!”


  “Is that so unusual?” Gilgamesh asked.


  Herod was shivering with excitement. “The power of the man! The sheer awesomeness of him! I can’t believe he gave you the wine the first time. And the oil. It was as though he looked at you and sized you up in a single glance, and said to himself, Yes, this man and I, we are of the same spirit. My God, how I envy you! To be taken right into Calandola’s arms—” He swung around toward Gilgamesh and the Sumerian saw the look of sickening devotion on Herod’s face.


  In some strange way Gilgamesh felt undeniably impressed by Calandola himself. But not like this. Not like this.


  From the shadowy corner the Hairy Man snorted contemptuously. “So much for half a million years of evolution. You lie down with savages and before long you turn into one yourself.”


  “And what are you?” Herod flared, whirling around in sudden fury. “You animal! You ape! You half-human thing! You wrap yourself in a toga and you think you’re a Roman. But I know what you really are!”


  “Come,” Gilgamesh said.


  “Before Adam ever was,” Herod said fiercely to the Hairy Man, “you ran naked in the forests, and lived in holes in the ground, and knew no gods nor language nor civilization, and ate worms and grubs and leaves. Talk about savages! We know what your kind was. Savage is too polite a word. Let me tell you something: You people are just here on a technicality. Hell is for humans. If we have a few of you grunting ape-men here, too, well, that’s just somebody twisting the rules a little. Maybe certain starry-eyed New Dead types have fooled themselves into thinking that you’re our ancestors, but we both know that that can’t be possible. And when you start putting on airs and pretending that you actually are human beings—”


  “Enough of this, Herod,” Gilgamesh said, more sternly. “Up. Out. Lead me back to the upper city.” To the Hairy Man he said apologetically, “He’s just overwrought. The air down here, I suppose—”


  “He wants to sell his soul,” said the Hairy Man. “The trouble is, he doesn’t know where to find it. But I take no offense. I’m as accustomed to being called an ape as you are to explaining where your Land used to be. If he needs to think of himself as the crown of Creation, what’s that to me? He knows nothing of the life we lived when the gods had not so much as imagined any of you.” The Hairy Man laughed and scratched his furry chest. “Ask him, later, what that grease was that the black wizard rubbed into your skin. Not now. Ask him later.”
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  “—human fat?” Gilgamesh said, incredulous.


  Herod moved his head in a quick affirmative. They were in Sulla’s palace again, by the courtyard fountain.


  “But where does he get it?”


  “There are plenty of bodies available. Life isn’t simply cheap in Hell, you know. It’s free for the taking, and who’s to say no?”


  Gilgamesh knew that well enough. No gods governed this world and law and order, or the lack of it, was a matter of purely local whim. There were marauding armies everywhere, and freelance bandits, and swaggering bullies, and mere casual random killers; and death was a daily commonplace. But death here was only an irritating annoyance, a bothersome but brief interruption of the endless ongoingness of your stay in Hell. There were those who had died three times the same week and came bounding back from it each time, apparently unchanged. Somewhere behind the scenes they reconstructed your body from whatever bits and pieces could be found, and stuffed your soul back into it and turned you loose to live again. Not that he had experienced it himself: so far as he could recall he had died only once in all his thousands of years, and that at the expected time, when his span on Earth had come to its appointed end. But keeping himself from being killed in Hell was only a matter of pride for him. Enkidu had said that of him once, hurling the accusation at him in anger the one time they had quarreled: “Too proud to die—too proud to accept the decree of the gods—” And Gilgamesh had had to admit to himself that it was true. Because he had been who he had been, he took care to guard himself constantly against attack here, and when he was attacked he saw to it that his strength or his cunning always would prevail. He would have no man able to boast that he had slain the mighty Gilgamesh. Yet if by some mischance he did someday die again, he was aware that it would not be for long.


  Still and all, to be slaughtering people or hauling in the corpses of those slain by others, and oiling one’s skin with the grease of them—!


  “Does it disgust you?” Herod asked.


  Gilgamesh shook his head. “A little. I don’t know. It seems displeasing. Who is this Calandola? He said he was a king in Africa. But that means little to me.”


  “And to me. The Africa we Romans knew was a land of light-skinned folk, just across the water from Rome. He’s from deeper down, the dark part of the continent. And of a much later time, they say. He lived by the river Zaire, in the land called Kongo, in the days when the Spaniards and the English and the Portuguese were building empires across the seas.”


  “Just the day before yesterday, that is to say.”


  “Yes. His people were known as Jaqqas. Nomads, they were. Warriors who would destroy everything that lay in their path, for the sheer love of destruction. There was something almost religious about it, their fondness for smashing things. Purifying the earth is what they called it.”


  “And when his army was finished purifying, he’d shine himself up with the fat of the conquered, is that it? A cheerful custom which he takes pleasure in continuing to practice in Hell?”


  “Oh, he does worse things than that.”


  Gilgamesh raised an eyebrow. “Does he?”


  “Far worse.”


  “Such as?”


  “Don’t ask me to tell you. You’ll have to discover the rest for yourself. I’m pledged to reveal nothing. If I break my oath he’ll know right away. And cast me out.”


  “Out of what?”


  Herod seemed surprised. “His presence! His fellowship! His—his light!”


  Light was an odd term to use, Gilgamesh thought, for one who reigned in darkness and who seemed himself to be the very embodiment of darkness. He stared at Herod in distaste. “You worship him, don’t you?”


  “That’s a bit of an overstatement, I’d say.”


  “As you wish.”


  “I’d say that I’m fascinated by him, is all.”


  “Merely in the way of scholarship?”


  “It’s more than scholarly,” Herod said. “I won’t deny that I’m in awe of him. Fascinated to the point of awe, yes. Yes. But so are you. Admit it, Gilgamesh! I was watching you. He’s practically as big as you are, and maybe just as strong as you are, and there’s something about him, something mysterious and powerful, that draws you in, just as he’s drawn in everyone else who ever came near him. Admit it! Admit it, Gilgamesh!”


  Herod’s high-pitched voice had taken on that buzzing intensity again, and for a moment Gilgamesh had to struggle to keep from swatting him. There were, Gilgamesh had heard, certain poor souls in Hell who had been given the forms of strange insects when they were reborn here, instead of bodies of their own. Well, Herod’s body certainly seemed human enough, but it was as if there was something of the insect about him as well. A wasp, a fly, a gnat. He was certainly infuriating.


  And this fascination that Herod claimed to feel for Calandola. This awe. There was something sick about it, weak, submissive, ugly. Clearly the black man emanated some magical force that Herod had allowed completely to seize possession of him. Gilgamesh understood now why he had taken so quick a dislike to Herod. The man was looking for some power greater than himself to which he could surrender everything: his identity, his soul, his entire self. If not Sulla, then the volcano. If not the volcano, then Calandola. Gilgamesh had never been able to understand the value of surrender of any sort; and certainly he had never held much regard for those who went about searching for it.


  “He may be able to see through the mists,” Gilgamesh said, “and tell me where Enkidu has gone. That’s where my interest in your Lord Calandola begins and ends.”


  “Not true! Not true! But you won’t own up to it.”


  “You tax my patience, Herod.”


  “You don’t find him—attractive?”


  “Attractive? Not in the least. ‘Repellent’ is the word I’d use.”


  “I wish I could believe that.”


  “Do you tell me that I’m lying?” asked Gilgamesh ominously.


  “I tell you that you may be hiding things even from yourself,” said Herod. “Oh, perhaps not! Perhaps not!” he added quickly, as Gilgamesh glared.


  “Oiled in the fat of the dead! I never heard of such a thing in any land, not even the most barbarous. It is a monstrous thing to do, Herod.”


  “All right, so he’s a monster. But won’t you at least agree that he’s a glorious monster? Larger than life, a monster of monsters. Oh, how my grandfather Herod would have loved him! So big, so dark. Those diabolical eyes. The way his skin is all carved and covered with bumps and welts. And those four teeth knocked out to make him look prettier—and the way he shines in the darkness, that gleam that he has—”


  That gleam, Gilgamesh thought somberly. Yes.


  “A monster, no question of that. I’m not so sure about glorious. The Hairy Man speaks the truth: your Calandola’s a savage.”


  “Of course he is,” Herod said at once. “That’s what’s so wonderful about him! A marvelous overwhelming hideous ghastly frightful savage! But he’s a seer, too. You mustn’t overlook the reality of his powers. You’ll find out. He can open the darkness for you. He’ll do the rite of the Knowing with you. And whatever questions you have will be answered.”


  “Ah, and will they be?”


  “Have no doubt of that, Gilgamesh. None at all. All that is secret will be laid bare.”


  Gilgamesh pondered that. Opening the darkness? The rite of the Knowing? A half-naked savage with a piece of copper thrust through his nose, laying bare all that is secret? Well, maybe. Maybe. The only thing that was certain in Hell was the absolute strangeness of it. What had been invisible on Earth, or nearly so, was made manifest here. On Earth one sometimes caught glimpses of demons out of the corner of one’s eye; here they sat down and played at dice with you, or sprawled by the fireside in a tavern, singing curious songs. Witchcraft was everywhere. Gilgamesh had no reason to doubt this Calandola’s powers of divination. And if covering one’s skin with loathsome grease was the price of finding the path to Enkidu, well, that was not too high a price to pay. No price would be too high for that.


  At the far side of the courtyard Sulla and his Hairy Man appeared. The dictator beckoned.


  “Gilgamesh! Where have you been?”


  The Sumerian answered only with a shrug.


  “Will you be at the party tonight?” Sulla called.


  “Party?”


  “After the games! Women, Gilgamesh! Wine! Rivers of wine! Don’t forget!”


  “Yes,” Gilgamesh said, without enthusiasm. “Of course.” Rivers of wine? Wine meant nothing to him now. The image of the Jaqqa Imbe Calandola rose up in his mind, soaring like a colossus above him, and then he had a sudden startling view of himself swimming desperately against a terrible current, in a river not of wine but of blood.
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  “Take,” Calandola said. “Drink.”


  For a second time Gilgamesh, led by a tense and apprehensive Herod Agrippa, had gone down into the tunnels below Pompeii. For a second time they had penetrated the torchlit chamber that was the lair of Imbe Calandola and his Jaqqa minions. And for a second time the black wizard-king had offered Gilgamesh the sweet wine and had rubbed his body with the oil of dread origin.


  Now some further, deeper rite was about to commence. The room was more crowded than it had been the other time. There seemed to be even more Jaqqas than before, a great shadowy crew of them, thirty or forty or even more, stalking like long-legged goblins through the dim smoky recesses of the cavern, performing tasks that not even Gilgamesh’s keen vision could clearly perceive. But also there were eight or ten or a dozen other figures in white Pompeiian garb, men and women, kneeling in the center of the room like acolytes, like initiates. Some of them were masked with strips of black cloth and others had their faces bared. Like Herod they seemed uneasy: their pale faces were glistening with perspiration and their eyes flickered constantly from side to side. Often during the rite of the wine and the oil they stared at Gilgamesh with great intensity, and sometimes with a strange expression that might have been loathing and fear, or perhaps pity and sorrow: he could not tell. It might even have been envy. Envy? For what? He felt like one who was about to be sacrificed to an unknown god.


  From the depths of the room came music. The Jaqqas were playing fifes that made an ear-piercing shrieking sound, and beating on drums fashioned from the scaly hides of demon-beasts, and also tapping their fingers against thin boards mounted on wooden stakes. Four of the women came dancing across the room in wild cavorting prancing leaps, their oiled breasts bobbling, their gap-toothed mouths wide open in frozen grimaces. Calandola himself, shining and immense, sat astride a small three-legged stool intricately carved with the faces of demons, and rocked back and forth, bellowing in pleasure.


  Then he rose and signaled, and two of the Pompeiian acolytes sprang to their feet, a man and a woman. Out of the darkness of the cavern’s strange-angled corners the man brought a crook-necked flask and the woman fetched a tasseled red pillow on which there rested a cup of strange design, wide and shallow.


  The music rose to a feverish frantic pitch. To Gilgamesh all music was irritating noise, save only the delicate flute-music and the light and lively drumming of Sumer, which he had not had the joy of hearing in five thousand years. But this Jaqqa stuff was a noise beyond noise: it was a thunder that thrust itself inside you and occupied all the space that there was within you, so that it threatened to evict your own soul from its housing.


  “This is the royal wine,” said Calandola in a voice like the dark rumbling of a bear. “It will make the first Opening for you, the Opening that comes before the Knowing. Are you prepared, King Gilgamesh?”


  “Give me your wine.”


  “First your dog, and then you.”


  “The dog?”


  “First the dog,” Calandola said again.


  “Very well,” said Gilgamesh. This was all madness to him; but he saw none of it as any more mad than any other part. The dog? Why not the dog? “If the dog is willing, give the dog the royal wine.”


  Calandola made a brusque signal with three fingers of his left hand. The woman holding the pillowed cup knelt; the man poured the royal wine from the crook-neck flask.


  When the cup was full she turned toward Ajax. The dog uttered a growling sound, but not, so it seemed, in any angry way. He looked up at Gilgamesh and there was an unmistakable questioning in his eyes.


  Gilgamesh shrugged. “You are to go first,” he said. “That is what I have been told. Drink, Ajax. If you will.”


  The room grew hushed. The dog drank, lapping quickly at the bowl. Wagging his tail, making little snuffling sounds: the royal wine appeared to please him. Gilgamesh had never known a dog to drink wine. But Ajax was a dog of Hell; there was no reason why the dogs of Hell could not drink wine, or fly through the air, or do any number of other unnatural things. Hell was not a natural place.


  At length Calandola signaled again, and the woman withdrew the cup from Ajax. The dog remained motionless. His eyes seemed strange: unmoving and, so it appeared, glowing.


  Gilgamesh reached now for the cup.


  “No,” Calandola said. “Not yet. Your other dog first.”


  “I have but one dog.”


  “This one,” said the Jaqqa, and pointed with his foot at Herod.


  The Judaean prince looked astounded. He had been kneeling beside the other acolytes; now he rose, shaking his head in disbelief, tapping his breast as though to say, “Me? Me?” Calandola pointed a second time, making a contemptuous hooking gesture with his outstretched foot to draw Herod forward. Gilgamesh thought the little man would topple over before he had managed to take five steps. But somehow he stayed upright long enough to approach the cup-bearer. She proffered the pillow. He took the cup from it, resting it in both his hands and putting his face down and forward, practically into the cup. In long sighing gulps he drank it dry. Then he swayed and shook; the cup-bearer seized the cup before he could drop it; Herod backed away, wearing now the same glazed look in his eyes that the dog Ajax did, and took up his kneeling position once more.


  This time Gilgamesh waited to see whether there were any more dogs in the room. But no: at last it was his turn to taste the royal wine.


  The man with the crook-necked flask poured. The woman who held the pillow carried the cup to the Sumerian.


  “Take,” said Calandola. “Drink.”


  Gilgamesh lifted the bowl as Herod had done, in both his hands. It was cool and smooth, like fine ivory, but irregular of shape beneath. As he stared down into it he ran his fingers over its undersurface and came to realize what sort of thing it was that he held in his hands: beyond any question a human skullcap, with the parts below the eyesockets cut away. Very well, he thought. We drink here from a polished skullcap. Why not? He was beginning to understand Lord Calandola’s style of doing things. A skullcap is well suited to be a cup. Why not? Why not?


  The wine was dark, not honey-colored like the other stuff, but tinged with red. He took a sip. There was an overpowering sweetness to it: a sweetness like that of the sweetest nectar, or perhaps even more intense. It lay strangely on his tongue, a heavy thick-textured wine. He swallowed it and took another, and suddenly he knew what it was that gave the wine its sweetness, and what tinged it with red. This royal wine of Imbe Calandola’s was a wine made of blood. Knowing that, he thought his stomach might rebel at it, and hurl it back. But no. No, it slipped down smoothly enough. He had some more.


  He drank until the cup was empty, and looked up, and smiled, and handed it back to its bearer.


  And waited.


  The Opening, this was. That comes before the Knowing.


  Well? Why was nothing happening? Why had his eyes not gone glassy, as had the dog’s, as had Herod’s? Why was he not swaying? Why not dizzy? Was he immune to Calandola’s monstrous wine? Was he so lost within the walls of his own self that there could be no Opening for him?


  He looked toward Calandola. “There is no effect,” he said. “Perhaps another draught of your wine, Lord Calandola—”


  Calandola laughed—a strangely drawn-out laugh, that sounded thin and far away, and came cascading down over Gilgamesh like the tumbling of a waterfall. He made no other reply.


  Then came a weird droning voice from somewhere to his left, saying, “Alas, alas, you fall in error, world-striding Gilgamesh! No further wine do you need! The walls are down! The Opening is at hand!”


  “What? What?”


  “See me revealed! My previous self is what you behold.”


  The Sumerian gasped. Ajax had disappeared; and in his place a bizarre creature fluttered midway between the floor and the level of Gilgamesh’s shoulders. It was something like a wasp, but larger than any insect Gilgamesh had ever seen, and covered with a shining blue incrustation almost like some precious stone. From its rear jutted a cruel-looking green stinger; and its tiny face was the face of a human woman. It buzzed and beat its wings as it hovered beside him.


  
    
  

  “You see?” the wasp-woman cried. “In the Opening, much is shown! In my last life I was this, who am come back into Hell now as Ajax the dog.”


  “Your—last life—”


  “As insect, yes. Though even before that did I have human flesh, the same as you. Yet I gave myself up to sin, and down I was forced to slip. For my penance was I made insect and greatly did I suffer. But then in later times for loyal service was I granted dog. You see, it is down the ladder and then sometimes up again. I still aspire, beyond dog. I rise again, and be better than dog. Though dog is good. When one has known insect, dog seems good.”


  Ah. That was it. Gilgamesh understood. His dog Ajax, then, was one of those unfortunates whose fate it was to drift from body to body, from form to form, during their eternal stay in Hell. So it seemed Calandola’s wine was doing some work, if he was able to see such things as this. Yes, he was sure now: an Opening of some sort had been achieved, and he was perceiving things beyond the ordinary realm of perception.


  “Indeed, dog is good,” the wasp-woman was saying. “To have King Gilgamesh as my master is good. I follow the mighty Gilgamesh and he will take mercy on me some day and put me into a woman-body again. Or even a man-body. What does it matter, man or woman, if only human? Human I would be again, as who would not?”


  Gilgamesh smiled. “If I can, I will,” he said.


  Instantly the wasp was a dog again; and Ajax lay flattened by his feet, nuzzling close.


  Gilgamesh bent and stroked the beast fondly. Then he rose and turned toward Herod.


  “And what of you?” asked Gilgamesh. “You, wasp in human form, what shape do you present now?”


  But no outward change had come over Herod under the influence of Calandola’s drink. Herod was still Herod, a small bushy-haired quick-eyed man wearing a rumpled white toga, slumped in a kneeling position halfway across the chamber. Yet something was different now. The Herod whom Gilgamesh had come to know in these few days in Pompeii was a man of tricks and chatter, fast and flashy of mind, forever swiftly weaving a web of words about himself to keep bigger and more stupid foes at bay. It was a defense that must have served him well in his centuries in Hell; but now it seemed that the royal wine of the Jaqqa king had stripped all that away from him.


  Herod was wide open, defenseless: a sad frightened dependent man who was spending the years of his death as he had spent the years of his life, searching for a master. Once it had been the Roman Emperor Caligula, who had turned him briefly into a king. Later—much later, here in Hell—it had been Sulla. Now it was this monstrous overbearing creature of darkness, Calandola. It could just as well be Gilgamesh next. Or Ché Guevara, or Mao Tse-tung, or Prester John, or any of the million million other emperors and princes and demigods and warlords who had set themselves up to rule some little corner of this vast and unknowable realm that was called Hell. Herod needed a master. He would probably be happier as a dog: if only he and Ajax could trade bodies somehow! Look at him, sitting there half slumped. Wishing he had a tail to wag, wishing he had soft brown worshipful eyes that he could turn lovingly upon his master, instead of those beady clever ones of his.


  Gilgamesh felt a surge of scorn for Herod, that pitiful and most unkingly king.


  But the scorn was short-lived. It melted at once and gave way to a deep sense of compassion that swept through Gilgamesh with unexpected force and left him shaken and weak. How could he feel kindness for the dog who had been a wasp and yearned to be a human again, and not for this human whose soul was the soul of a dog? To despise Herod because he was no hero was itself a despicable thing. There was no shortage of heroes in Hell. By the thousands and tens of thousands they swaggered about, replaying in death the dramas they had chosen in life. And if Herod—poor miserable little Herod—could manage nothing better than to find the joy of his life in the shattering outbursts of a volcano and in the barbaric blood-feasts of a nightmare savage, why, it was because he was who he was. He had no choice. No one had any choice. The gods decreed everything.


  You, Gilgamesh: you will be a hero of heroes, a man like a god, a king among kings. And it will be your doom to die nevertheless, and to live forever in Hell.


  You, Enkidu: you will be a bold hunter and warrior, friend to the great king. And it will be your doom to die again and again, while the king your friend seeks you through all the halls of eternity.


  You, Herod: you will be clever and cautious, a mouse in a world of lions. And you will have wit enough to deceive them all and keep your throne and your life, no matter how terrifying the risks of power may be to you.


  We are who we are, all of us. The gods determine. We play the parts assigned. Why, then, feel contempt for those who play parts unlike our own? Herod, Sulla, Calandola, the Hairy Man, the little scheming quarrelsome New Dead folk, and all the rest—each was playing his proper part, each was fulfilling the decree of the gods. And each was in his own way the hero of his own drama, doing as it seemed fit for him to do. How could anyone be condemned for that?


  Gilgamesh went to Herod’s side and bent down to take him by the arm.


  “Up,” he said gently. “No more crouching, here. You are a man. Stand up like a man.”


  “Gilgamesh—”


  “There’s nothing to fear. I am your friend. I will protect you against whatever it is that you fear.”


  But even as he spoke the words, Gilgamesh realized that the spell was breaking, became aware that the power of the wine was slipping away from him. The warmth and tenderness he felt for Herod fell away. The irritation and scorn returned. This sad weak man: why offer to protect him? What was Herod to him? Let him fend off his demons for himself. Let him grovel before Calandola. Let him dance on the rim of the crater of Vesuvius and throw himself into the volcano’s boiling heart, if that was where he thought the true home of joy was to be found. Gilgamesh looked down at Herod and shook his head. Released his hold on Herod’s arm. Turned away.


  “Well, then, it seems to be over,” said Calandola, his voice coming as though from a great distance.


  Gilgamesh stood blinking and baffled like one who has stepped from midnight darkness into the full noonday blaze of the sun.


  “That was it?” he asked. “The Opening?”


  “When other souls stand bare before you, yes, that is the Opening, King Gilgamesh.”


  “And what now? Now the Knowing?”


  “No,” said Calandola. “Another time. You resisted the wine; you achieved only a partial Opening. Your soul is a stubborn one. It will not yield to forces from outside. Come back another time, King Gilgamesh: and then we will see if you are strong enough to accomplish the Knowing.”
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  “What did I do wrong?” Gilgamesh asked. “Where did I fail?”


  “You held back,” said Herod. “You were nearly there, and then at the last moment you held back. When the Opening begins, it’s necessary to surrender completely to it. You were fighting it.”


  “Fighting is in my nature. Surrender isn’t.”


  “Do you want the Knowing or don’t you?”


  “I thought I was yielding to the wine,” Gilgamesh said. “I entered the soul of the dog. I saw what he had been in his last life. A wasp-creature, do you know that? With a woman’s face and the body of some hideous insect. And then I turned to you—I saw your soul, Herod, I saw the true self within you, I—”


  “All right. I don’t need to hear about it.”


  “I saw nothing that would shame you.”


  “Thanks all the same, but I’d rather not know.”


  “It was as if the walls that separate us from each other had broken down. And then—then they were up again. The wine had worn off. Maybe if I had taken more—”


  “Maybe,” Herod said. “You’re so damned big. Maybe Calandola misjudged the quantity. But he’s been doing this for centuries. He knows what quantity is right. I think it’s you, Gilgamesh. You held back, you kept some part of yourself in reserve. I can understand that. But if you want to learn the answers to your questions—if you hope to discover where Enkidu has gone—”


  “Yes. I know.”


  “Calandola may not allow you to return to him for a week, or even a month. But when he summons you, go. And whatever he asks of you, do it. Or there’ll be no Knowing for you. Eh, Gilgamesh?”


  “What are you two chattering about?” Sulla asked, appearing suddenly beside them. “Hatching a good conspiracy?” The dictator, grinning, clapped one hand to Gilgamesh’s broad back and one to Herod’s. “It’s useless, you know. I have seers who tell me everything. Past, present, and future lie revealed to them. The slightest hint of subversion here will show up instantly as a blip on their screens.”


  “No need to fear,” Gilgamesh said. “I think Herod prefers being prime minister here to any higher responsibility. And surely you know that to rule in Pompeii is not a thing that I desire either, Sulla.”


  “I know what you desire, Gilgamesh. Come to me this time two days hence, and we’ll study the map of Uruk together. We should be thinking of setting forth soon. What do you say, Gilgamesh? King of Uruk that was, king of Uruk that will be! How does that sound to you?”


  “Like music,” said Gilgamesh.


  Sulla laughed and moved on.


  Herod, looking troubled, said when the dictator was out of sight, “Is that true? You do want to be king of Uruk again after all?”


  “I said Sulla’s words were like music to me.”


  “So you did.”


  Gilgamesh chuckled. “But I am no lover of music.”


  “Ah. Ah.”


  “And as for the journey to Uruk—well, let’s see what wisdom your great Calandola can offer me, first. When we do the true Opening. And the Knowing that follows it. And then I’ll comprehend whether I am to make this journey or not. Let’s wait and see, King Herod. Let’s wait and see.”
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  The room of angles in the cavern of the tunnels. The smoldering torches in the brazen sconces. The drums, the fifes, the masks, the dancers. The long-legged black men pursuing unknown rituals in the shadows. The honeyed wine, the shining oil. This was Gilgamesh’s third visit to the dwelling-place of Imbe Calandola. Once more now he would undertake to make the Opening; once more he would drink of the second and stronger wine, the thick sweet red beverage. Once more he would see beyond the barriers that divide soul from soul; and this time, perhaps, all the veils of mystery would be stripped away and he would be allowed to know the things he had come here to learn.


  “I think you are ready,” Calandola said. “For the deeper feast. For the full Knowing.”


  “Bring me the wine, yes,” said Gilgamesh.


  “It will not only be wine today,” replied Calandola.


  In the darkness, chanting and drums. Fires flickering behind the Imbe-Jaqqa’s throne. Figures moving about. A sound that might have been that of water boiling in a great kettle.


  A signal from Calandola.


  The bearer of the wine came forth, and the bearer of the cup. Ajax once again drank first, and then Herod, and then Gilgamesh. But this time Calandola drank also, and drank deep, again and again calling for the cup to be filled, until his lips and jowls were smeared with red.


  “Belial and Beelzebub,” Herod whispered. “Moloch and Lucifer!”


  Gilgamesh felt the strangeness of the Opening settling upon him once more. He could recognize its signs now: an eerie hush, a heightened awareness. Invisible beings brushed past him in the air. There was a deep humming sound that seemed to come from the core of the world. He could touch the souls of Ajax the dog and Herod the Jew; and now there was the formidable presence of black Calandola also revealed to him. Revealed and not revealed, for although Gilgamesh saw the inwardness of Calandola it was like a huge black wall of rock rising before him, impenetrable, unscalable.


  “Now will you join our feast,” said Calandola. “And the Knowing will descend upon you, King Gilgamesh.”


  He threw back his head and laughed, and made a gesture with his massive arms like the toppling of two mighty trees. From the musicians came a crashing of sounds, a terrible thunder, and a screeching. The throne was drawn aside; and a great metal cauldron stood revealed, bubbling over a raging fire of logs.


  Calandola’s minions were preparing a rich and robust stew.


  Into the cauldron went onions and leeks and peppers, beans and squash, pomegranates and grapes, vegetables and fruits of every sort imaginable. The steaming vessel seemed bottomless. Ears of com and sacks of figs, huge gnarled tuberous roots of this kind and that, most of them unknown to Gilgamesh. Clusters of garlic, double handfuls of radishes, slabs of whole ginger. A barrel of dark wine, of what sort Gilgamesh dared not think. Spices of fifty kinds. And meat. Massive chunks of pale raw meat, flung in whole, still on the bone.


  A troublesome feeling stirred in Gilgamesh. To Herod he said, “What meat is that, do you think?”


  Herod was gazing at the cauldron with unblinking eyes. He laughed in an oddly nervous way and said, “One that is not kosher, I would suspect.”


  “Kosher? What is that?”


  But Herod made no answer. A shiver ran through him that made his whole body ripple like a slender tree beset by the wild autumn gales. His face was aglow with the brightness that Gilgamesh had seen in it that time when the volcano had erupted. Herod had the look of one who was held tight in the grip of some powerful enchantment.


  By the virtue of the dark wine they had shared, Gilgamesh looked into Herod’s soul. What he saw there made him recoil in amazement and shock.


  “That meat?”


  “They say there is no better one for this purpose, King Gilgamesh.”


  His stomach twisted and turned.


  He had eaten many strange things in many strange lands. But never this. To devour the flesh of his own kind—


  No. No. No. No. Not even in Hell.


  Gilgamesh had heard tales, now and then, of certain races in remote parts of the world that did such things. Not for nourishment’s sake but for magic. To take into themselves the strength or the wisdom or the mystical virtue of others. It had been hard for him to believe that such things were done.


  But to be asked to do it himself—


  “Unthinkable. Forbidden. Abominable.”


  “Forbidden by whom?” asked Herod.


  “Why—by—”


  Gilgamesh faltered and could say no more.


  “We are in Hell, King Gilgamesh. Nothing is forbidden here. Have you forgotten that?”


  Gilgamesh stared. “And you truly mean to commit this abomination? You want me to commit it with you?”


  “I want nothing from you,” Herod said. “But you are here in search of knowledge.”


  “Which is obtained like this?”


  Herod smiled. “So it is said. It is the gateway, the way of the full Opening that leads to the Knowing.”


  “And you believe this insanity?”


  The Judaean prince turned to face him, and there was a look of terrible conviction in his eyes.


  “Do as you please, King Gilgamesh. But if you would have the knowledge, take and eat. Take and eat.”


  “Take and eat!” came the booming voice of Calandola. “Take and eat!”


  The cannibal tribesmen leaped and danced. One who was whitened with chalk from head to toe and wore straw garments that seemed to be the costume of a witch rushed to the cauldron, pulled a joint of meat from the boiling water with his bare hands, held it aloft.


  “Ayayya! Ayayya!” the Jaqqas cried. “Ayayya!”


  The witch brought the meat to Calandola and held it forth to him for his inspection. From Calandola came a roar of approval; and he seized the joint with both his hands, and put his jaws to it and buried his teeth in it.


  “Ayayya! Ayayya!” cried the Jaqqas.


  Gilgamesh felt the wine of the cannibals flowing through his soul. He swayed in rhythm to the harsh and savage music. Beside him, Herod now seemed wholly transported, lost in an ecstasy, caught up entirely in the fascination of this abomination. As though he had waited all his life and through his life after life as well to make this surrender to Calandola’s foul mystery. Or as though he had no choice but to be swept along into it, wherever it might take him.


  And I feel myself swept along also, thought Gilgamesh in shock and amazement.


  “Take,” said Calandola. “Eat.”


  Joyously he held the great slab of steaming meat out toward Gilgamesh.


  Gods! Enlil and Enki and Sky-father An, what is this I am doing?


  The gods were very far from this place, though. Gilgamesh stared at the slab of meat.


  “This is the way of Knowing,” said Calandola.


  This?


  No. No. No. No.


  He shook his head. “There are some things I will not do, even to have the Knowing.”


  The aroma from the kettle mixed with some strange incense burning in great braziers alongside it, and he felt himself swaying in mounting dizziness. Turning, he took three clumsy, shambling steps toward the entrance. Acolytes and initiates drew back, making way for him as he lumbered past. He heard Calandola’s rolling, resonant laughter behind him, mocking him for his cowardice.


  Then Herod was in his path, blocking him. The little man was drawn tight as a bow: trembling, quivering.


  Huskily he said, “Don’t go, Gilgamesh.”


  “This is no place for me.”


  “The Knowing—what about the Knowing—”


  “No.”


  “If you try to leave, you’ll never find your way out of the tunnels without me.”


  “I’ll take my chances.”


  “Please,” said Herod. “Please. Stay. Wait. Take the Sacrament with me.”


  “The Sacrament? You call this a Sacrament?”


  “It is the way of the Knowing. Take it with me. For me. Don’t spurn it. Don’t spurn me. We are already halfway there, Gilgamesh: the wine is in our souls, our spirits are opening to each other. Now comes the Knowing. Please. Please.”


  He had never seen such an imploring look on another human being’s face. Not even in battle, when he raised his axe above a foe to deliver the fatal stroke. Herod reached his hands toward Gilgamesh. The Sumerian hesitated.


  “And I ask you too,” came a voice from his left. “Not to take depart. Not to abandon loyal friends.”


  Ajax.


  The dog was flickering like the shadows cast by a fire on a wall: now the great brindle hound, now the strange little wasp-woman, and now, for only a moment, a hint of a human shape, a sad-eyed woman smiling timidly, forlornly.


  “If you take the meat you can set me free,” said the dog. “Reach into soul, separate dog and spirit. You would have the power. Send poor suffering soul on to next sphere, leave dog behind to be dog. I beg you, mighty king.”


  Gilgamesh stared, wavering. The dog’s pleas moved him deeply.


  “Your friends, great hero. Forget not your friends in this time of savioring. Long enslavement must end! You alone can give freedom!”


  “Is this true?” Gilgamesh asked Herod.


  “It could be. The rite releases much power to those who have power within them.”


  “Forget not your friends,” the wasp-woman cried again.


  For a moment Gilgamesh closed his eyes, trying to shut out all the frenzied madness about him. And a voice within him said, Do it. Do it.


  Why not? Why not? Why not?


  This is Hell, nor is there any leaving of it.


  He crossed the room to Calandola, who still held the meat. The cannibal chieftain grinned ferociously at Gilgamesh, who met his fiery gaze calmly and took the meat from him. Held it a moment. It was warm and tender, a fine cut, a succulent piece. Out of the buried places of his mind came words he had been taught five thousand years before, that time in his youth when he was newly a king and he had knelt before the priests in Uruk on the night of the rite of the Sacred Marriage:


  
    
      
        	
          What seems good to oneself

          is a crime before the god.


          What to one’s heart seems evil

          is good before one’s god.


          Who can comprehend the minds of gods

          in heaven’s depths?

        
      

    

  


  “Take,” Herod whispered. “Eat!”


  Yes, Gilgamesh thought. This is the way. He lifted the slab of meat to his lips.


  “Ayayya! Ayayya! Ayayya!”


  He bit down deep, and savored, and swallowed; and from the volcano Vesuvius somewhere not far away there came a tremendous roar, and the earth shook; and as he tasted the forbidden flesh the Knowing entered into him in that moment.


  It was like becoming a god. All things lay open to him, or so it seemed. Nothing was hidden. His soul soared; he looked down on all of space and time.


  “Your friends, Gilgamesh,” came a whispering voice from high overhead. “Do not forget—your friends—”


  No. He would not forget.


  He sent forth his soul into the dog that was the wasp-woman that once had been a human sinner. Without difficulty he distinguished the human soul from the dog-soul and the wasp-soul; and separated the one from the others, and held it a moment, and released it like a bird that one holds in one’s hand and casts into the sky. There was a long sigh of gratitude; and then the wandering soul was gone, and Ajax the dog lay curled sleeping at Gilgamesh’s feet, and of the wasp-creature there was no sign.


  To Herod then he turned. Saw the sadness within the man, the weakness, the hunger. Saw too the quick agile mind, the warm spirit eager to please. And Gilgamesh touched Herod within, only for an instant, letting something of himself travel across the short distance from soul to soul. A touch of strength; a touch of resilience. Here, he thought. Take this from me; and hold something of myself within you, for those times when being yourself is not enough for you.


  Herod seemed to glow. He smiled, he wept, he bowed his head. And knelt and offered a blessing of thanks.


  Gilgamesh could feel the presence of monstrous Calandola looming over him like a titan. Like a god. And yet he seemed no longer malevolent. Distant, dispassionate, aloof: serving only as a focus for this strange rite of the joining of souls.


  “Seek your own Knowing now, Gilgamesh,” said the Jaqqa. “The time has come.”


  Yes. Yes. The time has come. Now—Enkidu—?


  Where?


  Ah: there. There he was, among that contentious pack of fools with whom they had been traveling when they first came into this region of Hell. With an effort Gilgamesh brought their names to mind. There was red-haired Achilles darting here and there, and the woman, the beautiful sorceress, she was called Tanya Burke, and the black-clad man with the gun was Nichols, and the other one, Welch, whose hair was cut as short as stubble. New Dead, all of them except Achilles, who might as well have been one of them himself, since he had adopted all their ways, the guns and the helicopters and the cheap coarse language and the cheap coarse way of thinking that those modern people had. Why was Enkidu with them? Why, because he was their prisoner. Yes. Nichols’ gun was trained on Enkidu’s chest. They were in a gulley somewhere on the mainland, a steep ravine, and the helicopter was damaged, it must have landed badly, it was tipped up on one side and smoke was coming from it. Enkidu? Enkidu? Gilgamesh felt tears crowding into his eyes at the sight of his friend, his brother, held captive by these tawdry people. Enkidu was squatting down, studying them, seemingly held in spell by that golden-haired woman’s beauty. Gilgamesh knew how a woman could bind Enkidu that way. But also he knew that squatting posture of Enkidu’s, knew that it was his way of gathering strength and force, that he was waiting, tightening himself like a coiling spring—


  Rising suddenly—lunging, darting for freedom—


  “Enkidu! No!” Gilgamesh cried.


  But it was like crying out within a dream. He could do nothing. He was not a god; and this vision, he knew, was sealed already into the irremediable past. Enkidu, rushing toward the edge of the ravine—Nichols raising the gun, aiming, and firing almost in the same instant—Enkidu lurching, staggering, falling—


  Falling—


  Then there was only nothingness where Enkidu had been. His spirit had been swept away to that mysterious place of reassignment. Where he would wait in limbo until it was his turn to be given flesh and breath again, and be sent forth into the death-in-life of Hell.


  “Where will I find him?” Gilgamesh asked.


  And a voice replied, “You must seek him in Uruk of the treasures.”


  Fiercely Gilgamesh shook his head. “There is no Uruk!”


  “No? No? Are you sure, King Gilgamesh? Is that what the Knowing tells you?”


  “Why—”


  He looked. And saw. And the veils of memory dropped away.


  Uruk!


  It lay glittering upon the breast of a broad dark plain, a white city bright as a jewel. There was the platform of the temples, there were the sacred buildings, there were the ceremonial streets. Uruk. Not the Uruk where he had been born and been king and died, but that other Uruk, New Uruk, the Uruk of Hell, that great Uruk which he—


  —had founded—


  —had ruled for a hundred years, or was it a thousand—


  —he—he—a king in Hell—


  The Knowing came upon him like a torrent. Why had he thought he was an exception to the rule that the heroes in Hell must recapitulate the struggles of their lifetimes? How had he deceived himself into thinking that he and Enkidu had spent all their thousands of years in Hell merely wandering, and hunting, and wandering again, shunning the ambitions that raged like fire in the rest? Of course he had sought to reign in Hell. Of course he had brought followers together here once upon a time, and built a city, and made it magnificent, and defended it against all attack. How could he not have done such a thing? For was he not Gilgamesh the king?


  And then—then—


  Then to forget—


  He understood now. Memory was tricky in Hell. Whole centuries might collapse into a single moment, and be forgotten. Whole empires might rise and fall and go unremembered. There was no history here. There was really no past, only a stew of events that did not form a pattern; and there was no future, and scarcely any present, either.


  In Hell everything is flux and change, though beneath the flux nothing ever changes. He had truly thought the lust for power had been burned out of him by time. Perhaps it had. But there was no longer any denying the things he had so long been able to hide even from himself. He knew now why all those little men engaged in conspiracies and revolutions and the other trips of power here in Hell. Without striving, what is there to keep one from going mad in this eternity? He had put striving behind him, or so he thought. Perhaps. Perhaps. But perhaps he was not entirely done with it yet.


  He stood stunned and gaping in the midst of Calandola’s terrible feast. Within him blazed the forbidden food that had opened his eyes.


  Enkidu dead. Uruk real. Himself not yet entirely immune to the craving for power.


  Now I have had the Knowing, Gilgamesh thought.


  Enkidu is gone from me once more. And I have been a king in Hell. And he dropped to his knees and covered his face with his hands and let great sobs of mourning rip through his body. But whether it was for Enkidu that he mourned, or for himself, he could not say.
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  “So soon?” Sulla asked. “What’s your hurry? We need time to plan things properly.”


  “I mean to set out for Uruk in five days or less,” said Gilgamesh. “You may come with me or not, as you please. I have my bow. I have my dog. I am well accustomed to traveling by myself through the wilderness.”


  Sulla looked mystified. “Just a day or two ago I had my doubts that you wanted to go to Uruk at all. You didn’t even seem to believe the place was there. And now—now you can’t wait to get started. What happened that turned you around so fast?”


  “Does it matter?” Gilgamesh asked.


  “It’s your friend Enkidu, isn’t it? Some wizard here has told you that he’s waiting for you in Uruk. Am I right?”


  “Enkidu is dead,” said Gilgamesh.


  “But he’ll be reassigned to Uruk. By the time you get there, he’ll be waiting. Right?”


  “It could be.”


  “Then there’s no hurry. He’ll be there when you get there. Whenever that is. Relax, Gilgamesh. Let’s organize this thing the right way. Picked men, decent equipment, give the Land Rovers a good tuneup—”


  “You do those things. I don’t plan to wait around.”


  Sulla sighed. “Rush, hurry, go off half-cocked, never stop to think anything through! It’s not my style. I didn’t think it was yours. I thought you were different from all the other dumb heroes.”


  “So did I,” said Gilgamesh.


  “Ten days?” Sulla said.


  “Five.”


  “Be merciful, Gilgamesh. Eight days is the soonest. I have responsibilities here. I have to draw up a schedule for my viceroy. And there are decrees to sign, material to requisition—”


  “Eight days, then,” said Gilgamesh. “Not nine.”


  “Eight days,” said Sulla.


  Gilgamesh nodded and went out. Herod was waiting in the hall, cowering by the door, probably eavesdropping. Almost certainly eavesdropping. He looked up, his eyes not quite meeting those of Gilgamesh. Since the last visit to the cavern of Calandola Herod had been remote, furtive, withdrawn, as though unable to face the recollection of the terrible rite he had led Gilgamesh into.


  “You heard?” Gilgamesh asked.


  “Heard what?”


  “We leave for Uruk, Sulla and I. In eight days.”


  “Yes,” Herod said. “I know.”


  “You’ll be the viceroy, I think. I’m sorry about that.”


  “Don’t be.”


  “You didn’t want this to happen.”


  “I didn’t want to be viceroy, no. But I won’t be. So there’s no problem.”


  “If you aren’t going to be viceroy, who will be?”


  Herod shrugged. “I don’t have any idea. Calandola, for all I care.” He reached out uncertainly toward Gilgamesh, not quite touching his arm. “Take me with you,” he said suddenly.


  “What?”


  “To Uruk. I can’t stay here any longer. I’ll go with you. Anywhere.”


  “Are you serious?”


  “As serious as I’ve ever been.”


  Gilgamesh gave the little man a close, long look. Yes, he did indeed seem to mean it. Leave the comforts and tame terrors of Pompeii, take his chances roaming in the hinterlands of Hell? Yes. Yes, that was what he appeared to want. Maybe the experience in the cavern beneath the city had transformed Herod. It was hard to imagine going through something like that and not coming out transformed. Or perhaps it was simply that sad little Herod had formed one more attachment that he felt unable to break.


  “Take me with you,” said Herod again.


  “The journey will be a harsh one. You’ve grown accustomed to ease here, Herod.”


  “I can grow unaccustomed to it. Let me come with you.”


  “I don’t think so.”


  “You need me, Gilgamesh.”


  It was all Gilgamesh could do to keep from laughing at that.


  “I do?”


  “You’ll be a king again when you reach Uruk, won’t you? Won’t you? Yes. You can’t hide that from me, Gilgamesh. I was there when you had the Knowing. I had the Knowing, too.”


  “And if I am?”


  “You’ll need a fool,” Herod said. “Every king needs a fool. Even I had one, when I was a king. But I think somehow I’d do the other job better. Take me along. I don’t want to stay in Pompeii. I don’t want to visit Calandola’s cavern again. I might want another dinner there. Or I might become dinner there. Will you take me along with you, Gilgamesh?”


  Gilgamesh hesitated, frowned, said nothing.


  “Why not?” Herod demanded. “Why not?”


  “Yes,” Gilgamesh said. “Why not?” His own favorite phrase floating back at him. The great unending Why Not? that was Hell.


  “Well?” asked Herod.


  “Yes,” said Gilgamesh again. There was some charm in the idea, he thought. Herod was intelligent, and shrewd besides: a good combination, not overly common. He could be a lively companion, when he wasn’t buzzing and chattering. A better companion, very likely, than old wine-guzzling Sulla. And possibly Herod wouldn’t buzz and chatter quite so much, while they were on the march, out among the rigors of the back country. It might almost make sense. Yes. Yes. Gilgamesh nodded. He smiled. Yes. “Why not, Herod? Why not?”
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  Oh dream of joy, is this indeed


  The lighthouse top I see


  Is this the hill? is this the kirk?


  Is this mine own countree?


  —Coleridge: The Ancient Mariner


  “Surely you would agree, Gilgamesh, that it’s better to reign in Hell than be a slave in it!”


  “I think you have that phrase a little wrong,” said Gilgamesh quietly. “But never mind. We have lost the thread of our discourse, if ever there was one. Did I mock you? Why, then, I ask your forgiveness, Sulla. It was not my intention.”


  “Spoken like a king. There is no grievance between us. Will you have more wine?”


  “Why not?” Gilgamesh said.


  The gritty smear of browns and yellows that was the western desert of Hell appeared to stretch on before Gilgamesh and his companions for a million leagues: past the horizon, and up the side of the sky. Perhaps it actually did. The narrow shoddy highway that they were following was vanishing behind them as soon as they passed over it, as though demons were gobbling up its cracked and pitted paving-stones, and ahead of them the road gave the impression of traveling in several directions at once.


  Day and night the caravan rolled steadily onward across this dismal barren land. They were journeying up the coast above the island-city of Pompeii, hoping to find a city whose very existence was at this moment nothing more than a matter of conjecture and speculation.


  Gilgamesh drank in silence. The wine was all right. He had had worse. But he could remember, after thousands of years, the joy that had come from the sweet strong wine and rich foaming beer of Sumer the Land. How many flagons he and Enkidu had quaffed together of that dark purple stuff, in the old days of their life! Indeed it made the soul soar upward. But in Hell there was no soaring, and the wine gave small joy. It was only a momentary tickle upon the tongue, and then it was gone. You expected no more, in Hell. Once, at the beginning, he had thought otherwise. Once he had thought this to be a second life in which true accomplishments might be achieved and true purposes won, and true pleasures could be had, and great kingdoms founded. Well, it was a second life, a life beyond life, no question of that. But the wine had no savor here. Nor did a woman’s body, nor did a steaming haunch of meat. This was not a place where joy was to be had. One simply went on, and on and on. Hell was by definition meaningless, and so all striving within it was meaningless also. He had come to that bleak awareness long ago. And it had puzzled him then that so few of these great heroes, these Sullas and Caesars and Pharaohs and all, had learned the truth of that in all their long residence here.


  He shook his head. Such thoughts as these were not appropriate for him any more. No longer could he look with contempt on other men’s ambitions, ever since he had had the Knowing of his soul at the hands of Imbe Calandola in Pompeii.


  He reminded himself that he too had dabbled in kingship in Hell: even he, aloof austere Gilgamesh. Had quested for power in this chaotic place and gained it, and founded a great city, and ruled in high majesty. And then had forgotten it all and gone about Hell piously insisting that he was above such worldly yearnings.


  Diabolical Calandola, the black cannibal chieftain and seer, had forced the troublesome reality upon Gilgamesh during his sojourn in Pompeii. The giant sorcerer Calandola, his body glistening with unguents made of human fat, awakening revelations in the Sumerian with a devil’s brew of wine mixed with blood, and a monstrous sacrament of forbidden flesh.


  Through his witchcraft Calandola had shown Gilgamesh New Uruk, the Uruk of Hell, and had stripped away the years to let him see what he had forgotten: that he too once had desired as others did to reign in Hell, that he had founded that great Uruk, that he had been its king. So it ill behooved him to scorn others for their ambitions and their pride in their achievements. He had forgotten his own, that was all. You could forget anything in Hell. Memory was random here. Whole segments of experience dropped away, thousands of years of hurly-burly event. And then would return unexpectedly, leading you into the deepest contradictions of spirit.


  Gilgamesh wondered now whether the fever of power-lust that he had claimed so to despise might not seize him again before long. Hell was a great kindler of opposites in one’s breast, he knew: whatever you were most certain you would never do, that in time you would most assuredly find yourself doing.


  “Look at this place!” Sulla muttered. “Uglier and uglier. Worse and worse.”


  “Yes,” said Gilgamesh. “We have reached the edge of nowhere.”


  Originally there had been seven Land Rovers in the expedition—the gilded bullet-proof palanquin of Sulla of Pompeii, who was not a king but who conducted himself as if he were; two lesser vehicles for Gilgamesh of Uruk and Herod of Judaea, who had been kings in their former lives but felt no need to burden themselves with crowns in Hell; and four more that carried baggage and slaves. But on the third day the roadbed had gaped suddenly beneath the rear vehicles of the baggage train and the lastmost Land Rover had disappeared amid tongues of purple flame and the discordant wailing of unseen spirits. Then two days later Sulla’s magnificent motor-chariot had developed a leprosy of its shining armor, turning all pockmarked and hideous, and its undercarriage had begun to melt and flow as if eaten by acid. So now five Land Rovers remained. Sulla, disgruntled and fidgety, rode with Gilgamesh, consoling himself with prodigious quantities of dark sweet wine.


  Their goal was Uruk: not Gilgamesh’s ancient Uruk in the land of Sumer on Earth, but the great and fabled New Uruk of Hell, which for all any of them knew might be only a figment of some liar’s overheated imagination.


  This supposed Uruk, Gilgamesh thought, could be anywhere: to the north, the south, the east, the west. Or some other direction entirely. Or nowhere at all. Uruk might indeed be only a rumor, a vision, a wishful fantasy: mere vaporous hearsay, perhaps. They might spend a hundred years in search of it, or a thousand, and never find it.


  There was no denying the folly of this endeavor, then. But not to search for Uruk would be folly also.


  Sulla had heard that it was a city overflowing with jewels, and there was nothing he coveted more. And by good report Gilgamesh had learned that in Uruk he was likely to find his long-lost friend Enkidu, whose company he desired above all else. How could they not attempt the quest, then? Even if Uruk did not exist, they must at least attempt it. If there are no beginnings, there are no fulfillments.


  Sulla of Pompeii, squirming beside Gilgamesh in the lead Land Rover, said uneasily, “I thought we would be traveling through a region of marshes and lakes, not a desert. This place looks like nothing that was shown on the map the Carthaginian sold me.”


  Gilgamesh shrugged. “Why should it? The map was a dream, Sulla. This desert is a dream. The city we seek is possibly only a dream too.”


  “Then why were you in such a hurry to set out from Pompeii to find it?”


  “Even if it may not exist, that in itself is no reason not to search for it,” Gilgamesh replied. “And once we are resolved on the quest, searching sooner is better than searching later.”


  “No Roman would talk such nonsense, Gilgamesh.”


  “Perhaps not, but I am no Roman.”


  “There are times when I doubt that you’re even human.”


  “I am a poor damned soul, the same as you.”


  Sulla snorted and handed a fresh flask of wine to a slave to have its cork drawn. “Listen to him! A poor damned soul, he says! Since when do you believe in damnation, or any such New Dead idiocy? And that note of sniveling self-pity! A poor damned soul! You couldn’t snivel sincerely if your life depended on it.” The dictator of Pompeii accepted the opened flask of wine, took a deep thoughtful pull, nodded, belched. Sulla was a heavy-bodied balding man, blotchy-faced and red-eyed, a bold warrior gone soft outside from too great a fondness for drink. He offered the bottle to Gilgamesh, who drank indifferently, scarcely tasting the stuff.


  “I spoke sincerely,” Gilgamesh said after a time. “We are all damned in this place, though that seems to mean different things to different folk. And we are all poor, no matter how many caskets of treasure we amass, for everything is demon-stuff here, without substance to it, and only a fool would think otherwise.”


  Sulla went crimson, and his blotches and blemishes stood out angrily. “Don’t mock me, Gilgamesh. I’m willing to accept a great deal of your arrogance, because I know you were something special in your own day, and because you have many qualities I admire. But don’t mock me. Don’t patronize me.”


  “Do I, Sulla?”


  “You do it all the time, you condescending oversized Sumerian bastard!”


  “Is it mockery to tell you that I accept the fact that the gods have sent me to this place with a flick of a finger—even as they have sent you here, and Herod, and everyone else who ever drew breath on Earth? Do I mock you when I admit that I am and always have been nothing but a plaything in their hands—even as you?”


  “You, Gilgamesh? A plaything in the gods’ hands?”


  “Do you believe we have free will here?”


  “There are some who rule and some who are slaves,” said Sulla. “Even in Hell, I live in a palace bedecked with rubies and emeralds, and I have hundreds of servants to draw my baths and drive my chariots and prepare my meals. Here as once in Rome I am a leader of men. Is that by accident? Or is it by free will, Gilgamesh? By my choice, by my diligent effort, by my hard striving?”


  “Those meals you eat: do they have any savor?”


  “It is said I set the finest table in this entire region of Hell.”


  “The finest, yes. But do you get any pleasure from what you eat? Or is the finest not but a short span from the meanest, Sulla?”


  “Jupiter and Isis, man! This is Hell! Nobody expects the food to have much taste!”


  “But yet you have free will.”


  “The inconveniences of this place don’t have a demon’s turd to do with the question of free will, which in any case is a foolish issue, a lot of gasbag vapor dreamed up by New Dead idlers. Why are some men kings here and some slaves, if not that we shape our own destinies?”


  “We have debated this point before, I think,” said Gilgamesh with a shrug. He turned away and stared out at the landscape of Hell.


  Mean jagged cliffs that looked like chipped teeth rose on both sides of them. The air had turned the color of dung. The earth was palpitating like a blanket stretched above a windy abyss. Black gaseous bubbles erupted from it here and there. Everything seemed suspended in a trembling flux. A blood-hued rain had begun to fall, but not a drop reached the parched ground. Lean dog-like beasts that were all mouth and fangs and eyes ran beside the highway, leaping and screeching and howling. Far away Gilgamesh saw a dark lake that appeared to be standing on its side. The road ahead still veered crazily, drifting both to the right and left at the same time without forking, and seeming now also to curve upward into the sky. A demon-road, Gilgamesh thought, designed to torment those who dared travel it. A demon-land.


  “The Carthaginian’s map—” Sulla said.


  “Was all lies and fraud,” said Gilgamesh. “It turned blank in your hands, did it not? Its purpose was to swindle you. Forget the Carthaginian’s map. We are where we are, Sulla.”


  “And where is that?”


  Gilgamesh gestured with his hands outspread, and leaned forward, narrowing his eyes, seeking to make sense out of what he saw before him.


  All was confusion and foulness out there. And, he realized, it was folly to try to comprehend it.


  In Hell there was never any hope of understanding distances, or spatial relationships, or the passing of time, or the size of things, or anything else. If you were wise, you took what came to you as it came, and asked no questions. That, Gilgamesh thought, was the fundamental thing about Hell, the particular quality above all others that made it Hell. You took what came to you. Nobody was the shaper of his own destiny here. If you believed you were, you were only deceiving yourself.


  Suddenly all the madness outside disappeared as if it had been blotted out. Thick gray mist began to spout from fissures in the ground and clung close as a cotton shroud, enfolding everything in dense murk. The Land Rover came to a jolting halt. The one just behind it, in which Herod of Judaea was riding, did not stop quite as quickly, and bashed into Sulla’s with a resounding clang.


  Then invisible hands seized the sides of Sulla’s Land Rover and began to rock it up and down.


  “What now?” Sulla grunted. “Demons?”


  Gilgamesh had already swung about to seize his bow, his quiver of arrows, his bronze dagger.


  “Bandits, I think. This has the feel of an ambush.”


  Faces appeared out of the mist, peering through the foggy windows of the Land Rover. Gilgamesh stared back at them in amazement. Straight dark hair, dark eyes, swarthy skins—an unmistakably familiar cast of features—


  Sumerians! Men of his own blood! He’d know those faces anywhere!


  A mob of excited Sumerians, that was who was out there—clustering about the caravan, jumping about, pounding on fenders, shouting.


  Sulla, aflame with rage and drunken courage, drew his short Roman sword and fumbled with the latch of the door.


  “Wait,” Gilgamesh said, catching his elbow and pulling him back. “Before you get us embroiled in a battle, let me speak with these men. I think I know who they are. I think we’ve just been stopped by the border police of the city of Uruk.”


  In a huge dank basement room on the Street of the Tanners and Dyers, the man who called himself Ruiz sat before his easel under sputtering, crackling floodlights, working steadily in silence in the depths of the night. He sat stripped to the waist, a stocky, powerful man past his middle years, with deep-set piercing eyes and a round head that had only a fringe of white hair about it.


  The work was almost going well. Almost. But it was hard, very hard. He could not get used to that, how hard the work was. It had always been easy for him up above, as natural as breathing. But in this place there were maddening complications that he had not had to face in the life before this life.


  He squinted at the woman who stood before him, then at the half-finished canvas, then at the woman again. He let her features enter his mind and expand and expand until they filled his soul.


  What a splendid creature she was! Look at her, standing there like a priestess, like a queen, like a goddess!


  He didn’t even know her name. She was one of those ancient women that the city was full of, one of those Babylonian or Assyrian or Sumerian sorts that could easily have stepped right off the limestone reliefs that they had in the Louvre. Shining dark eyes, great noble nose, gleaming black hair gathered in back under an elaborate silver coronet set with carnelian and lapis. She wore a magnificent robe, crimson cloth interwoven with silver strands and fastened at her shoulder by a long curving golden pin. It was not hard for the man who called himself Ruiz to imagine what lay beneath the robe, and he suspected that if he asked, she would undo the garment readily enough and let it slip. Maybe he would, later. But now he wanted the robe in the painting. Its powerfully sculpted lines were essential. They helped to give her that wondrously primordial look. She was Aphrodite, Eve, Ishtar, mother and whore all in one, a goddess, a queen.


  She was splendid. But the painting—the painting—


  ¡Mierda! It was coming out wrong, like all the others.


  Anger and frustration roiled his soul. He could not stop—he would keep on going until he finally got one of them right—but it was a constant torture to him, these unaccustomed failures, this bewildering inability to make himself the master of his own vision, as he had so triumphantly been for all the ninety-odd years of his former life.


  There were paintings stacked everywhere in the room, amid the ferocious clutter, the crumpled shirts, unwashed dishes, torn trousers, old socks, wax-encrusted candlesticks, empty wine-bottles, discarded sandals, fragments of rusted machinery, bits of driftwood, broken pottery, faded blankets, overflowing ashtrays, tools, brushes, guitars that had no strings, jars of paint, bleached bones, stuffed animals, newspapers, books, magazines. He painted all night long, every night, and by now, even though he destroyed most of what he did by painting over the canvases, he had accumulated enough to fill half a museum. But they were wrong, all wrong, worthless, trash. They were stale, useless paintings, self-imitations, self-parodies, even. What was the use of painting the harlequins and saltimbanques again, or the night-fishing, or the three musicians? He had done those once already. To repeat yourself was a death worse than death. The girl before the mirror? The cubist stuff? The demoiselles? Even if this new life of his was truly going to be eternal, what a waste it was to spend it solving problems whose answers he already knew. But he could not seem to help it. It was almost as though there were a curse on him.


  This new one, now—this Mesopotamian goddess with the dark sparkling eyes—maybe this time, at last, she would inspire him to make it come out right—


  He had made a bold start. Trust the eye, trust the hand, trust the cojones, just paint what you see. Fine. She posed like a professional model, tall and proud, nothing self-conscious about her. A beauty, maybe forty years old, prime of life. He worked with all his old assurance, thinking that perhaps this time he’d keep control, this time he’d actually achieve something new instead of merely reworking. Capture the mythic grandeur of her, the primordial goddess-nature of her, this woman of Sumer or Babylonia or wherever she came from.


  But the painting began to shift beneath his hand, as they always did. As though a demon had seized the brush. He tried to paint what he saw, and it turned cubist on him, all planes and angles, that nonsensical stuff that he had abandoned fifty years before he died. ¡Mierda! ¡Carajo! ¡Me cago en la mar! He clenched his teeth and turned the painting back where he wanted it, but no, no, it grew all pink and gentle, rose-period stuff, and when in anger he painted over it the new outline had the harsh and jagged barbarism of the Demoiselles d’Avignon.


  Stale and old, old and stale, old, old, old, old.


  “¡Me cago en Dios!” he said out loud.


  “What is that?” she said. Her voice was deep, mysterious, exotic. “What are those words?”


  “Spanish,” he said. “When I curse, I curse in Spanish, always.” He spoke now in English. Everyone spoke English here, even he, who in his other life had hated that language with a strange passionate hatred. But it was either that or speak ancient Greek, which he found an even worse notion. He marveled at the idea that he was actually speaking English. You made many concessions in this place. Among his friends he spoke French, still, and among his oldest friends Spanish, or sometimes Catalan. With strangers, English. But to curse, Spanish, always Spanish.


  “You are angry?” she said. “With me?”


  “Not with you, no. With myself. With these brushes. With the Devil. How hellish Hell is!”


  “You are very funny,” she said.


  “Droll, yes, that is what I am. Droll.” He put his finger to his lips. “Let me work. I think I see the way.”


  And for a moment or two he actually did. Bending low over the canvas, he gave himself up fully to the work. Frowning, chewing his cigarette, scratching his head, painting quickly, confidently. The wondrous goddess-woman rose up from the canvas at him. Her eyes gleamed with strange ancient wisdom. And the painting turned, it turned again, it showed bones and teeth where he wanted robes and flesh, and when he fought with it it took a neoclassical turn, with gaudy late-period slashes of color also and a hint of cubism again trying to break through down in the lower left. An impossible hodgepodge it was, all his old styles at once. The painting had no life at all. An art student could have painted it, if he had had enough to drink. Maybe what he needed was a new studio. Or a holiday somewhere. But this had been going on, he reflected, since he had first come here, since the day of—he hesitated, not even wanting to think the filthy words—


  —the day of his death—


  “All right,” he said. “Enough for tonight. You can relax. What is your name?”


  “Ninsun.”


  “Ah. A lovely name. A lovely woman, lovely name. You are Babylonian?”


  “Sumerian,” she said.


  He nodded. There was a difference, though he had forgotten it. He would ask someone tomorrow to explain it to him. This whole city was full of Mesopotamians of various kinds, and yet in the five years he had lived here he had not managed to learn much about them. Five years? Or was it fifty? Or five weeks? Somehow you never could tell. Well, no matter. No matter at all. Perhaps this was the moment to suggest that she slip out of that lovely robe.


  There was a knock at the door, a familiar triple knock, repeated: the signal of Sabartés. This would not be the moment, then, to suggest anything to the priestess, the goddess.


  Well, there would be other moments.


  He grunted permission for Sabartés to enter.


  The door creaked open. Sabartés stood there blinking: his friend of many years, his confidante, his more-or-less secretary, his bulwark against annoyance and intrusion—now, maddeningly, himself an intruder. These days he had the appearance of a young man, with plump healthy cheeks and vast quantities of wild black hair, the Sabartés of the giddy old Barcelona days, 1902 or so, when they had first met. But for the eyes, the chin, the long thin nose, it would be impossible to recognize him, so familiar had the Sabartés of later years become. One of the minor perversities of Hell was that people seemed to come back at any age at all. It was not easy to get accustomed to. The man who called himself Ruiz looked perhaps sixty, Sabartés no more than twenty, yet they had known each other for nearly seventy years in life and some years more—ten? Twenty? A thousand?—in the life after life.


  Sabartés took everything in at a glance: the woman, the easel, the scowl on his friend’s face. Diffidently he said, “Pablo, do I interrupt?”


  “Only another worthless painting.”


  “Ah, Picasso, you are too hard on yourself!”


  He looked up, glaring fiercely. “Ruiz. You must always remember to call me Ruiz.”


  Sabartés smiled. “I will never get used to that.” He turned and looked with admiration and only faintly disguised envy at the silent, stately Sumerian woman. Then he stole a quick glance at the canvas on the easel, and a sequence of complex, delicate emotions flitted across his face, which after the many decades of their friendship the man who called himself Ruiz was able to decipher as easily as though each were inscribed in stone: admiration mixed with envy once again, for the craftsmanship, and awe and subservience, for the genius, and then something darker, which Sabartés tried in vain to suppress, a look of sadness, of pity, of almost condescending sorrow not unmingled with perverse glee, because the painting was a failure. In all the years they had known each other in life, Picasso had never once seen that expression on Sabartés’ face; but here in Hell it came flashing out almost automatically whenever Sabartés looked at one of his old friend’s new works. If this kept up, Picasso thought, he would have to deprive Sabartés of the right to enter the studio. It was intolerable to be patronized like this, especially by him.


  “Well?” Picasso demanded. “Am I too hard on myself?”


  “The painting is full of wonderful things, Pablo.”


  “Yes. Wonderful things which I put behind me a million years ago. And here they come again. The brush twists in my hand, Sabartés! I paint this and it comes out that.” He scowled and spat. “¡A la chingada! But why should we be surprised? This is Hell, no? Hell is not supposed to be easy. Once I had only the dealers to wrestle with, and the critics, and now it is the Devil. But I beat them, eh? And I will beat him too.”


  “You will, indeed,” said Sabartés. “What is the name of your new model?”


  “Ishtar,” said Picasso casually. “No. No, that’s not right.” He had forgotten it. He glanced at the woman. “¿Como se llama, amiga?”


  “I do not understand.”


  English, he reminded himself. We speak English here.


  “Your name,” he said. “Tell me your name again, guapa.”


  “Ninsun, who was the Sky-father An’s priestess.”


  “A priestess, Sabartés,” Picasso said triumphantly. “You see? I knew that at once. We met in the marketplace, and I said, Come let me paint you and you will live forever. She said to me, I already live forever, but I will let you paint me anyway. What a woman, eh, Sabartés? Ninsun the priestess.” He turned to her again. “Where are you from, Ninsun?”


  “Uruk,” she said.


  “Uruk, yes, of course. We’re all from Uruk now. But before this place. In the old life. Eh? ¿Comprende?”


  “The Uruk that I meant was the old one, in Sumer the Land. The one that was on Earth, when we were all alive. I was the wife of Lugalbanda the king then. My son also was—”


  “You see?” Picasso crowed. “A priestess and a queen!”


  “And a goddess,” Ninsun said. “Or so I thought. When I was old, my son the king told me he would send me to live among the gods. There was a temple in my honor in Uruk, beside the river. But instead when I awoke I was in this place called Hell—so long ago, so many years, everything still so strange—”


  “You are a goddess also,” Picasso assured her. “A goddess, a priestess, a queen.”


  “May I see the painting you have made of me?”


  “Later,” he said, covering it and turning it aside. To Sabartés he said, “What news is there?”


  “Good news. We have found the matador.”


  “¿Es verdad?”


  “Absolutely,” said Sabartés, grinning broadly. “We have the very man.”


  “¡Espléndido!” Instantly Picasso felt an electric surge of pleasure that utterly wiped out the hours of miserable struggle over the painting. “Who is he?”


  “Joaquin Blasco y Velez,” said Sabartés. “Formerly of Barcelona.”


  Picasso stared. He had never heard of him.


  “Not Belmonte? Joselito? Manolete? You couldn’t find Domingo Ortega?”


  “None of them, Pablo. Hell is very large.”


  “Who is this Blasco y Velez?”


  “An extremely great matador, so I am told. He lived in the time of Charles IV. This was before we were born,” Sabartés added.


  “Gracias. I would not have known that, Sabartés. And your matador, he knows what he is doing?”


  “So they say.”


  “Who is they?”


  “Sportsmen of the city. A Greek, one Polykrates, who says he saw the bull-dancing at Knossos, and a Portuguese, Duarte Lopes, and an Englishman named—”


  “A Greek, a Portuguese, an Inglés,” Picasso said gloomily. “What does a Portuguese know of bullfighting? What does an Inglés know of anything? And this Greek, he knows bull-dancing, but the corrida, what is that to him? This troubles me, Sabartés.”


  “Shall I wait, and see if anyone can find Manolete?”


  “As you have just observed, Sabartés, Hell is a very large place.”


  “Indeed.”


  “And you have been organizing this bullfight for a very long time.”


  “Indeed I have, Pablo.”


  “Then let us try your Blasco y Velez,” Picasso said.


  He closed his eyes and saw once again the bull-ring, blazing with color, noise, vitality. The banderilleros darting back and forth, the picadors deftly wielding their pikes, the matador standing quietly by himself under the searing sun. And the bull, the bull, the bull, black and snorting, blood streaming along his high back, horns looming like twin spears! How he had missed all that since coming to Hell! Sabartés had found an old Roman stadium in the desert outside Uruk that could be converted into a plaza de toros, he had lined up three or four bulls—they were hell-bulls, not quite the real thing, peculiar green-and-purple creatures with double rows of spines along with backs and ears like an elephant’s, but por dios they had horns in the right place, anyway—and he had found some Spaniards and Mexicans in the city who had at least a glancing familiarity with the art of the corrida, and could deal with the various supporting roles. But there were no matadors to be had. There were plenty of swaggering warriors in the city, Assyrians and Byzantines and Romans and Mongols and Turks, who were willing to jump into the ring and hack away at whatever beast was sent their way. But if Picasso simply wanted to see butchers at work, he could go to the slaughterhouse. Bull-fighting was a spectacle, a ritual, an act of grace. It was a dance. It was art, and the matador was the artist. Without a true matador it was nothing. What could some crude gladiator know about the Hour of Truth, the holding of the sword, the uses of the cape, movements, the passes, the technique of the kill? Better to wait and do the thing properly. But the months had passed, or more than months, for who could reckon time in a sane way in this crazyhouse? The bulls were growing fat and sleepy on the ranch where they were housed. Picasso found it maddening that no qualified performer could be found, when everyone who had ever lived was somewhere in Hell. You could find El Greco here, you could find Julius Caesar, you could find Agamemnon, Beethoven, Toulouse-Lautrec, Alexander the Great, Velásquez, Goya, Michelangelo, Picasso. You could even find Jaime Sabartés. But where were all the great matadors? Not in Uruk, so it seemed, or in any of the adjacent territories. Maybe they had some special corner of Hell all to themselves, where all those who had ever carried the muleta and the estoque had gathered for a corrida that went on day and night, night and day, world without end.


  Well, at last someone who claimed to understand the art had turned up in Uruk. So be it. A corrida with just one matador would make for a short afternoon, but it was better than no corrida at all, and perhaps the word would spread and Belmonte or Manolete would come to town in time to make a decent show of it. The man who called himself Ruiz could wait no longer. He had been absent from la fiesta brava much too long. Perhaps a good bullfight was the magic he needed to make the paintings begin to come out right again.


  “Yes,” he said to Sabartés. “Let us try your Blasco y Velez. Next week, eh? Next Sunday? Is that too soon?”


  “Next Sunday, yes, Pablo. If there is a Sunday next week.”


  “Good. Well done, Sabartés. And now—”


  Sabartés knew when he was being dismissed. He smiled, he made a cavalier’s pleasant bow to Ninsun, he flicked a swift but meaningful glance toward the covered canvas on the easel, and he slipped out the door.


  “Shall I take the pose again?” the Sumerian woman asked.


  “Perhaps a little later,” said Picasso.


  The city was just as Gilgamesh had seen it in his vision, that time in Pompeii when Calandola had opened the way for him and given him the Knowing. It was a shimmering place of white cubical buildings that sprawled for a vast distance across a dark plain rimmed by towering hills. A high wall of sun-dried brick, embellished by glazed reliefs of dragons and gods in brilliant colors, surrounded it. Looking down into Uruk from the brick-paved road that wound downward through the mountains, Gilgamesh could see straight to the heart of the city, where all manner of structures in the familiar Sumerian style were clustered: temples, palaces, ceremonial platforms.


  It was for him as though the endless years of his life in Hell had fallen away in a moment, and he had come home to Sumer the Land, that dear place of his birth where he had learned the ways of gods and men, and had risen through adversity to kingship, and had come to understand the secret things, the truths of life and death.


  But of course this was not that Uruk. This was the Uruk of Hell, a different place entirely, a hundred times larger than the Uruk of his lost Sumer and a thousand times more strange. Yet this place was familiar to him too; and this place seemed to him also like home, for his home is what it was, his second home, the home of his second life.


  He had founded this city. He had been king here.


  He had no memory of that—it was all lost, swallowed up in the muddle and murk that was what passed for the past here in Hell. But the Knowing that Calandola had bestowed on him had left him with a clear sense of his forgotten achievements in this second Uruk; and, seeing the city before him in the plain exactly as it had looked in his vision, Gilgamesh knew that all the rest of that vision must have been true, that he had once been king in this Uruk before he had been swept away down the turbulent river of time to other places and other adventures.


  Herod said, “It’s the right place, isn’t it?”


  “No question of it. The very one.”


  They were all three riding together in the first Land Rover now, Sulla and Gilgamesh and Sulla’s prime minister, Herod of Judaea, with their baggage train close behind them and half a dozen of the low, snub-nosed Uruk border-guard vehicles leading the way. Herod was growing lively again, more his usual self, quick-tongued, inquisitive, an edgy, nervy little man. It had given him a good scare when the caravan had been halted by that sudden fog and surrounded by those wild-looking shouting figures. He had been certain that a pack of demons was about to fall upon them and tear them apart. But seeing Gilgamesh step calmly out of his Land Rover and all the wild ones instantly drop down on their faces as though he were the Messiah coming to town had reassured him. Herod seemed relaxed now, sitting back jauntily with his arms folded and his legs crossed.


  “It’s very impressive, your Uruk,” Herod said. “Don’t you think so, Sulla? Why don’t you tell Gilgamesh what you think of his city?”


  Sulla gave the Judaean prince a cold, sour look. He was immensely proud of his grotesque and fanciful Pompeii, that sorcerer-infested metropolis of baroque towers and clotted, claustrophobic alleys.


  “I haven’t seen his city yet, Herod.”


  “You’re seeing it now.”


  “Its walls. Its rooftops.”


  “But aren’t they the most majestic walls? And look how far the city stretches! It’s much bigger than Pompeii, wouldn’t you say?”


  “Pompeii sits on an island,” replied Sulla frostily. “Its size is limited by that, as you are well aware. But yes, yes, this is a very fine city, this Uruk. I look forward to experiencing its many wonders.”


  “And to getting your hands on its treasure,” Herod said. “Which surely is copious. Is that the treasure-house down there, Gilgamesh, that big building on the platform?”


  “The temple of Enlil, I think,” said Gilgamesh.


  “But certainly it’s full of rubies and emeralds. My master Sulla is very fond, you know, of rubies and emeralds. He’s here to fill his purse to overflowing with them. Do you think they’ll mind in this town if he helps himself to a little of their treasure, Gilgamesh?”


  Sulla said, scowling, “Why are you baiting me like this, Jew? You make me regret I brought you with me on this journey.”


  “I simply try to amuse you, Sulla.”


  “If you keep this up, it may amuse me to have you circumcised a second time,” the Roman said. “Or something worse.” To Gilgamesh he said, “Does any of it start to come back to you yet? Your past life in Uruk?”


  “Nothing. Not a thing.”


  “But yet you’re sure you lived here once.”


  “I built this city, Sulla. So I truly believe. I brought people of my own kind together in this place and gave them laws and ruled over them, just as I did in the other Uruk on Earth. But all knowledge of that has fled from my mind.” Gilgamesh laughed. “Can you remember everything that has befallen you in Hell since first you came here?”


  “If I had been king of some city before Pompeii, I think I would remember that.”


  “How long have you been here, Sulla?”


  “Who can say? You know what time is like here. But I understand some two thousand years have gone by on Earth since my time there. Perhaps a little more.”


  “In two thousand years,” said Gilgamesh, “you might have been a king five times over in Hell, and forgotten it all. You could have embraced a hundred queens and forgotten them.”


  Herod chuckled. “Helen of Troy—Kleopatra—Nefertiti—all forgotten, Sulla, the shape of their breasts, the taste of their lips, the sounds of their pleasure—”


  Sulla reached for his wine. “You think?” he asked Gilgamesh. “Can this be so?”


  “The years float by and run one into another. The demons play with our memories. There are no straight lines here, and no unbroken ones. How could we keep our sanity, Sulla, if we remembered everything that has happened to us in Hell? Two thousand years, you say? For me it is five thousand. Or more. A hundred lifetimes. Ah, no, Sulla, we are born again and again here, with minds wiped clean, and the torment of it is that we don’t even know that that is the case. We imagine that we are as we have always been. We think we understand ourselves, and in fact we know only the merest surface of the truth. The irreducible essence of our souls remains the same, yes—I am always Gilgamesh, he is Herod, you are Sulla, we make the choices over and over that someone of our nature must make—but the conditions of our lives fluctuate, we are tossed about on the hot winds of Hell, and most of what happens to us is swallowed eventually into oblivion. This is the wisdom that came to me from the Knowing I had of Calandola.”


  “That barbarian! That devil!”


  “Nevertheless. He sees behind the shallow reality of Hell. I accept the truth of his revelation.”


  “You may have forgotten Uruk, Gilgamesh,” said Herod, “but Uruk seems not to have forgotten you.”


  “So it would appear,” said Gilgamesh.


  Indeed it had startled him profoundly when the Sumerian border guards had hailed him at once as Gilgamesh the king. Hardly was he out of the Land Rover but they were kneeling to him and making holy signs, and crying out to him in the ancient language of the Land, which he had not heard spoken in so long a time that it sounded strange and harsh to his ears. It was as if he had left this city only a short while before—whereas he knew that even by the mysterious time-reckoning of Hell it was a long eternity since last he could have dwelled here. His memory was clear on that point, for he knew that he had spent his most recent phase of his time in Hell roving the hinterlands with Enkidu, hunting the strange beasts of the Outback, shunning the intrigues and malevolences of the cities—and surely that period in the wilderness had lasted decades, even centuries. Yet in Uruk his face and form seemed familiar to all.


  Well, he would know more about that soon enough. Perhaps they held him in legendary esteem here and prayed constantly for his return. Or, more likely, it was merely some further manifestation of Hell’s witchery that spawned these confusions.


  They were practically in Uruk now. The road out of the hills had leveled out. A great brazen gate inscribed with the images of serpents and monsters rose up before them. It swung open as they neared it, and the entire procession rolled on within.


  Sulla, far gone in wine, clapped the Sumerian lustily on the shoulder. “Uruk, Gilgamesh! We’re actually here! Did you think we’d ever find it?”


  “It found us,” said Gilgamesh coolly. “We were lost in a land between nowhere and nowhere, and suddenly Uruk lay before us. So we are here, Sulla: but where is it that we are?”


  “Ah, Gilgamesh, Gilgamesh, what a sober thing you are! We are in Uruk, wherever that may be! Rejoice, man! Smile! Lift up your heart! This city is your home! Your friend will be here—what’s his name, Inkibu, Tinkibu—”


  “Enkidu.”


  “Enkidu, yes. And your cousins, your brothers, perhaps your father—”


  “This is Hell, Sulla. Delights turn to ashes on our tongues. I expect nothing here.”


  “You’ll be a king again. Is that nothing?”


  “Have I said I feel any wish to rule this place?” Gilgamesh asked, glowering at the Roman.


  Sulla blinked in surprise. “Why, Herod says you do.”


  “He does?” Gilgamesh skewered the little man with a fierce glare. “Who are you to pretend to speak what is in my mind? How do you imagine you dare know my heart?”


  In a small voice Herod said, shrinking back as though he expected to be hit, “It is because I was with you when you had the Knowing, Gilgamesh. And had the Knowing with you. Have you forgotten that so soon?”


  Gilgamesh considered that. He could not deny the truth of it.


  Quietly he said, “This city must already have some king of its own. I have no thought to displace him. But if the gods have that destiny in mind for me—”


  “Not the gods, Gilgamesh. The demons. This place is Hell,” Herod reminded him.


  “The demons, yes,” said Gilgamesh. “Yes.”


  They were well within Uruk now and the caravan had come to rest in the midst of a huge plaza. At close range Gilgamesh saw that Uruk was only superficially a Sumerian city: many of the buildings were in the ancient style, yes, but there was everything else here too, all periods and styles, the hideous things that they called office buildings, and the sullen bulk of a power-plant spewing foulness into the air, and an ominous-looking barracks of dirty red brick without windows, and something that looked like a Roman lawcourt or palace off to one corner. A crowd was gathered outside the Land Rover, many in Sumerian dress but by no means all; there was the usual Hellish mix, Old Dead and New, garbed in all the costumes of the ages. Everyone was staring. Everyone was silent.


  “You get out first,” Sulla said to Gilgamesh.


  He nodded. A gaggle of what were obviously municipal officials, plainly Sumerian by race, had assembled alongside the Land Rover. They were looking in at him expectantly. They seemed worried, or at least puzzled, by his presence here.


  He stepped out, looming like a giant above them all.


  A man with a thick curling black beard and a shaven skull, who wore the woolen tunic of Sumer the Land, came forward and said—in English—“We welcome Gilgamesh the son of Lugalbanda to the city of Uruk, and his friends. I am the arch-vizier Ur-ninmarka, servant to Dumuzi the king, whose guests you are.”


  “Dumuzi?” said Gilgamesh, astonished.


  “He is king in Uruk, yes.”


  “He who ruled before me, when we lived on Earth?”


  Ur-ninmarka shrugged. “I know nothing of that. I was a man of Lagash in the Land that was, and Uruk was far away. But Dumuzi is king here, and he has sent me to give you greeting and escort you to your lodgings. Tonight you will dine with him and with the great ones of the city.”


  Dumuzi, Gilgamesh thought in wonder. That pathetic weakling! That murderous swine! Surely it is the same one; for in Hell everything that has befallen befalls over and over, and so Dumuzi is king in Uruk once again, the same Dumuzi who in the old life, fearing Gilgamesh the son of Lugalbanda as a rival, had sent assassins to slay him, though he was then only a boy. Those assassins had failed, and in the end it was Dumuzi who went from the world and Gilgamesh who had the throne. No doubt he fears me yet, Gilgamesh suspected. And will try his treacheries on me a second time. Some things never change, thought Gilgamesh: it is the way of Hell. As Dumuzi will learn to his sorrow, if he has new villainy in mind.


  Aloud he said, “It will please me greatly to enjoy the hospitality of your king. Will you tell him that?”


  “That I will.”


  “And tell him too that he will be host to Sulla, ruler of the great city of Pompeii, and to his prime minister, Herod of Judaea, who are my traveling companions.”


  Ur-ninmarka bowed.


  “One further thing,” said Gilgamesh. “I take it there are many citizens of Sumer the Land dwelling in this city.”


  “A great many, my lord.”


  “Can you say, is there a certain Enkidu here, a man of stature as great as my own, and very strong of body, and hairy all over, like a beast of the fields? He who is well known everywhere to be my friend, and whom I have come here to seek?”


  The arch-vizier’s bare brow furrowed. “I cannot say, my lord. I will make inquiries, and you will have a report this evening when you dine at the palace.”


  “I am grateful to you,” said Gilgamesh.


  But his heart sank. Enkidu must not be here after all; for how could Ur-ninmarka fail to know of it, if a great roistering shaggy giant such as Enkidu had come to Uruk? There is no city in Hell so big that Enkidu would not be conspicuous in it, and more than conspicuous, thought Gilgamesh.


  He kept these matters to himself. Beckoning Sulla and Herod from the Land Rover, he said only, “All is well. Tonight we will be entertained by Uruk’s king.”


  Dumuzi, at any rate, seemed to do things with style. For his visitors he provided sumptuous lodgings in a grand hostelry back of the main temple, a massive block of a building that seemed to have been carved of a single slab of black granite. Within were fountains, arcades, so much statuary that it was hard to move about without bumping into something, and towering purple-leaved palm trees growing in huge ruby-red planters that glistened like genuine rubies. Perhaps they were. Gilgamesh saw Sulla fondling one covetously as though contemplating how many hundreds of egg-sized stones it could be broken into.


  Each of the travelers had a palatial room to himself, a broad bed covered in silk, a sunken alabaster tub, a mirror that shimmered like a window into Paradise. Of course, there were little things wrong amid all this perfection: no hot water was running, and a line of disagreeable-looking fat-bellied furry insects with emerald eyes went trooping constantly across the ceiling of Gilgamesh’s room, and when he sprawled on the bed it set up a steady complaining moan, as though he were lying on the protesting forms of living creatures. But this was Hell, after all. One expected flaws in everything, and one always got them. All things considered, these accommodations could hardly be excelled.


  Half a dozen sycophants appeared as if from a closet to help Gilgamesh with his bath, and anoint him with fragrant oils, and garb him in a white flounced woolen robe that left him bare to the waist in the Sumerian manner. After a time Herod came knocking at the door, and he too was garbed after the fashion of Sumer, though he still wore his gleaming Italian leather shoes instead of sandals, and he had his little Jewish skullcap on his head. His dark curling hair had been pomaded to a high gloss.


  “Well?” he said, preening. “Do I look like a prince of Sumer the Land, Gilgamesh?”


  “You look like a fop, as always. And a weakling, besides. At least your toga would have covered those flabby arms of yours and that spindly chest.”


  “Ah, Gilgamesh! What need do I have of muscles, when I have this?” He touched his hand to his head. “And when I have the brave Gilgamesh the king to protect me against malefactors.”


  “But will I, though?”


  “Of course you will.” Herod smiled. “You feel sorry for me, because I have to live by my wits all the time and don’t have any other way of defending myself. You’ll look after me. It’s not in your nature to let someone like me be endangered. Besides, you need me.”


  “I do?”


  “You’ve lived in the Outback too long. You’ve got bits of straw in your hair.”


  Automatically Gilgamesh reached up to search.


  “No, no, you foolish ape, not literally!” said Herod, laughing. “I mean only that you’ve been out of things. You don’t understand the modern world. You need me to explain reality to you. You stalk around being heroic and austere and noble, which is fine in its way, but you’ve been paying no attention to what’s really been going on in Hell lately. The fashions, the music, the art, the new technology.”


  “These things are of no importance to me. Fashion? And music? Music is mere tinkling in my ear. Art is decoration, a trivial thing. As for this new technology you speak of, it is an abomination. I despise all the inventions of the New Dead.”


  “Despise them all you like, but they’re here to stay. The New Dead outnumber us a thousand to one, and more of them arrive every day. You can’t just ignore them. Or their technology.”


  “I can.”


  “So you may think. A bow and a couple of arrows, that’s good enough for you, right? But you keep running afoul of things you don’t comprehend. You blunder on and on and you get yourself out of trouble most of the time pretty well, but you fundamentally don’t know what’s what, and sooner or later you’ll come up against something that’s too much even for you. Whereas I have kept up with modern developments, and I can guide you through all the pitfalls. I’m aware, Gilgamesh. I know what’s happening. I stay in touch. Politics, for example. Do you have the foggiest notion of the current situation? The really spectacular upheavals that are going on right now?”


  “I take great care not to think of them.”


  “You think it’s safe, keeping your head in the sand that way? What happens on the far side of Hell can have a tremendous impact on how we operate here. This isn’t your ancient world, where it took forever and a half just to carry the news from Rome to Syria. Do you know what a radio is? A telephone? A microwave relay? Like it or not, we’re all New Dead now. You may still be living like a Sumerian, but the rest of the people here are neck-deep in modern life.”


  “They have my compassion,” said Gilgamesh.


  “You don’t know the slightest thing about the revolutionary movements swirling in half a dozen cities back East, do you? The whole Dissidence? The Rebellion against the Administration? What Achilles is doing, and Ché Guevara, and Frederick Barbarossa? The latest deeds of Rameses? The present status of Hadrian? No, no, Gilgamesh, you’re out of things. And proud of your ignorance. Whereas I have kept up with the news, and—”


  “I have spent time in New Hell, Herod. I have seen Julius Caesar and Machiavelli and Augustus and Kleopatra and the rest of that crowd putting together their petty schemes. Why do you think I went to the Outback? I wept with boredom after half an hour among them. Their intrigues were like the squeakings of so many mice to me. Whatever they may be planning to do, it will all wash away like a castle of sand by the edge of the sea, and Hell will go on and on as it always has. And so will I. The demons who are the masters here laugh at the pretensions of the rebellious ones. And so do I. No, Herod, I haven’t any need of your guidance. If I choose to protect you against harm, it’ll be out of mercy, not out of self-interest.” He glanced at his watch. “It grows late. We should be on our way to the feast.”


  “The wristwatch you wear is a despised invention of the New Dead.”


  “I take what I choose from among their things,” said Gilgamesh. “I choose very little. You are not the first to try to mock me for inconsistency. But I know who I am, Herod, and I know what I believe.”


  “Yes,” Herod said, in a tone that was its own negation. “How could anyone have doubt of that?”


  Gilgamesh might have pitched him from the window just then, but the sycophants returned to lead them to the feasting-hall. Sulla, waiting for them amid the splendors of the lobby, greeted them with wine-flushed face. He had spurned Sumerian robes altogether and was decked out in a purple toga and high gilded buskins in the Greek style.


  As they moved toward the door Sulla caught Gilgamesh by the wrist and said quietly, “One moment. Tell me about this king we are about to meet, this Dumuzi.”


  “If it is the same one, he succeeded my father Lugalbanda on the throne of Uruk—the first Uruk—when I was a boy, and drove me into exile. He was a coward and a fool, who neglected the rites and squandered public funds on ridiculous adventures, and the gods withdrew the kingship from him and he died. Which made the way clear for me to become king.”


  Sulla nodded. “You had him murdered, then?”


  Gilgamesh’s eyes widened. Then he laughed, seeing how quickly Sulla had drawn the correct conclusion of murder from the innocent phrase, the gods withdrew the kingship from him. This man might be a drunkard but his mind was still shrewd.


  “Not I, Sulla. I had nothing to do with it. I was in exile then; it was the great men of the city who saw that Dumuzi must go, and the priestess Inanna who actually gave him the poison, telling him it was a healing medicine for an illness he had.”


  “Mmm,” said Sulla. “You and he take turns succeeding one another in the kingship of Uruk, here and in the former life. Now it’s his turn to rule. And yours may be due to come again soon. Everything revolves in an endless circle.”


  “It is the way of this place. I am used to it.”


  “He was afraid of you once. He’ll be afraid of you still. There’ll be old grudges at work tonight. Perhaps an attempt at some settling of scores.”


  “Dumuzi has never frightened me,” said Gilgamesh, making the gesture one might make to flick away a troublesome fly.


  Sabartés said, “Which is it, Pablo, that has you so excited these days? That you have a new mistress, or that we are finally to have a bullfight for you to attend?”


  “Do you think I am excited, brother?”


  With a sweeping gesture Sabartés indicated the litter of sketches all about the studio, the dozen new half-finished canvases turned to the wall, the bright splotches everywhere where Picasso, in his haste, had overturned paints and not bothered to wipe them up. “You are like a man on fire. You work without stopping, Pablo.”


  “Ah, and is that something new?” Rummaging absentmindedly in a pile of legal documents, Picasso found one with a blank side and began quickly to draw a caricature of his friend, the high forehead, the thick glasses, the soft fleshy throat. A little to his surprise he saw that what he was drawing was the old pedantic Sabartés of the last years on Earth, not the incongruously young Bohemian Sabartés who in fact stood before him now. And then the sketch changed with half a dozen swift inadvertent strokes and became not Sabartés but a demon with fangs and a flaming snout. Picasso crumpled it and tossed it aside. To Sabartés he said, “She will be here soon. Do you have anything you must tell me?”


  “Then it is the woman, Pablo.”


  “She is splendid, is she not?”


  “They were all splendid. La Belle Chelita was splendid, the one from the strip-tease place. Fernande was splendid. Eva was splendid. Marie-Therese was splendid. Dora Maar was—”


  “Bastante, Sabartés!”


  “I mean no offense, Pablo. It is only that I see now that Picasso has chosen once more a new woman, a woman who is as fine as the ones who went before her, and—”


  “You will call me Ruiz, brother.”


  “It is hard,” said Sabartés. “It is so very hard.”


  “Ruiz was my father’s name. It is an honest name for calling me.”


  “The world knows you as Picasso. All of Hell will know you as Picasso too as time goes along.”


  Picasso scowled and began a new sketch of Sabartés, which began almost at once to turn into a portrait of El Greco, elongated face and deep-set sorrowful eyes, and then, maddeningly, into the face of a goat. Again he threw the sheet aside. He would not mind these metamorphoses if they were of his own choosing. But this was intolerable, that he could not control them. Painting, he had liked to tell people in his life before this life, is stronger than I am. It makes me do what it wants. But now he realized that he must have been lying when he said that; for it was finally happening to him, just that very thing, and he did not like it at all.


  He said, “I prefer now to be known as Ruiz. That way none of my heirs will find me here. They are very angry with me, brother, for not having left a will, for having forced them to fight in the courts for year after year. I would rather not see them. Or any of the women who are looking for me. We move on, Sabartés, we must not let the past pursue us. I am Ruiz now.”


  “And you think that by calling yourself a name that is not Picasso you can hide from your past, though you look the same and you act the same and you paint day and night? Pablo, Pablo, you deceive only yourself! You could call yourself Mozart and you would still be Picasso.”


  The telephone rang.


  “Answer it,” said Picasso brusquely.


  Sabartés obeyed. After a moment he put his hand over the receiver and looked up.


  “It is your Sumerian priestess,” said Sabartés.


  Picasso leaned forward, tense, apprehensive, already furious. “She is canceling the sitting?”


  “No, no, nothing like that. She will be here in a little while. But she says King Dumuzi has asked her to attend a feast at the royal hall tonight, and that you are invited to accompany her.”


  “What do I have to do with King Dumuzi?”


  “She asks you to be her escort.”


  “I have work to do. You know I am not one to go to royal feasts.”


  “Shall I tell her that, Pablo?”


  “Tell her—wait. Wait. Let me think. Speak with her, Sabartés. Tell her—ask her—yes, tell her that the king’s feast is of no importance to me, that I want her to come here right away, that—that—”


  Sabartés held up one hand for silence. He spoke into the telephone, and listened a moment, and looked up again.


  “She says the feast is in honor of her son, who has arrived in Uruk this day.”


  “Her son? What son?” Picasso’s eyes were blazing. “She said nothing about a son! How old is he? What is this son’s name? Who is his father? Ask her, Sabartés! Ask her!”


  Sabartés spoke with her once again. “His name is Gilgamesh,” he reported after a little while. “She has not seen him since her days on Earth, which were so long ago. I think you ought not to ask her to refuse the king’s invitation, Pablo. I think you ought not to refuse it yourself.”


  “Gilgamesh?” Picasso said, wonderstruck. “Gilgamesh?”


  Motorized chariots painted in many gaudy colors conveyed them the short distance from the lodging-hall to the feasting-place of the king, on the far side of the temple plaza. The building startled Gilgamesh, for it was not remotely Sumerian in form: a great soaring thing of ash-gray stone, it was, with a pair of narrow spires rising higher than any of Pompeii, and pointed arches over the heavy bronze doors, and enormous windows of stained glass in every color of the rainbow and a few other hues besides. Ghastly monsters of stone were mounted all along its facade. Some of them seemed slowly to be moving. It was very grand and immense and massive, but somehow also it seemed flimsy, and Gilgamesh wondered how it kept from falling down, until he saw the huge stone buttresses flying outward on the sides. Trust Dumuzi to build a palace for himself that needed to be propped up by such desperate improvisations, Gilgamesh thought. He loathed the look of it. It clashed miserably with the classic Uruk style of the buildings that surrounded it. If I am ever king of this city again, Gilgamesh vowed, I will rip down this dismal pile of stone as my first official act.


  Herod, though, seemed to admire it. “It’s a perfect replica of a Gothic cathedral,” he told Gilgamesh as they went inside. “Perhaps Notre Dame, perhaps Chartres. I’m not sure which. I’m starting to forget some of what I once learned about architecture. I had some instruction in it, you know, from a man named Speer, a German, who passed through Pompeii a while back and did a little work for Sulla—peculiar chap, kept asking me if I wanted him to build a synagogue for me—what use would we have for a synagogue in Hell?—but he knew his stuff, he taught me all sorts of things about New Dead architectural design—you’d be astounded, Gilgamesh, what kinds of buildings they—”


  “Can you try being quiet for a little while?” Gilgamesh asked.


  The interior of the building actually had a sort of beauty, he thought. Paradise was still glowing ruddily in the sky at this hour, and its subtle light, entering through the stained-glass windows, gave the cavernous open spaces of the palace a solemn, mysterious look. And the upper reaches of the building, gallery upon gallery rising toward a dimly visible pointed-arch ceiling, were breathtaking in their loftiness. Still, there was something oppressive and sinister about it all. Gilgamesh much preferred the temple in honor of Enlil that he had built, and still well remembered, atop the White Platform in the center of the original Uruk. That had had grandeur. That had had dignity. These New Dead understood nothing about beauty.


  Dumuzi’s sycophants escorted them to the other end of the palace, where the building terminated in a great rounded chamber, open on one side and walled with stained glass on the other. A feasting-table had been set up there and dozens of guests had already gathered.


  Gilgamesh saw Dumuzi at once, sumptuously robed, standing at the head of an enormous stone table.


  He had not changed at all. He carried himself well, with true kingly bearing: a vigorous-looking man, heavy-bearded, with thick flowing hair so dark it seemed almost blue. But his lips were too full, his cheeks were too soft; and his eyes were small, and seemed both crafty and dull at the same time. He looked weak, unpleasant, untrustworthy, mean-souled.


  Yet as he spied Gilgamesh he came down from his high place as though it were Gilgamesh and not he who was the king, and went to his side, and looked up at him, craning his neck in an awkward way—it was impossible for him to hide the discomfort that Gilgamesh’s great height caused him—and hailed him in ringing tones, as he might a brother newly returned after a long sojourn abroad:


  “Gilgamesh at last! Here in our Uruk! Hail, Gilgamesh, hail!”


  “Dumuzi, hail,” said Gilgamesh with all the enthusiasm he could find, and made a sign to him that one would have made to a king in Sumer the Land. “Great king, king of kings.” He detected a quick flash of surprise in Dumuzi at that: plainly Dumuzi was not expecting much in the way of subservience out of him. Nor would he get much, Gilgamesh thought; but Dumuzi was king in this city, and proper courtesy was due a king, any king. Even Dumuzi.


  “Come,” Dumuzi said, “introduce me to your friends, and then you must sit beside me in the place of honor, and tell me of everything that has befallen you in Hell, the cities you’ve visited, the kings you’ve known, the things you’ve done. I want to hear all the news—we are so isolated, out here between the desert and the sea—but wait, wait, there are people here you must meet—”


  Forgetting all about Sulla and Herod, who were left behind gaping indignantly, Dumuzi thrust his arm through Gilgamesh’s and led him with almost hysterical eagerness toward the feasting-table. It was all Gilgamesh could do to keep from knocking him sprawling for the impertinence of this offensive overfamiliarity. He is a king, Gilgamesh reminded himself. He is a king.


  And the desperate bluster behind Dumuzi’s effusive cordiality was easy enough for Gilgamesh to see. The man was frightened. The man was scrambling frantically to gain control of a situation that must be immensely threatening to him.


  For thousands of years Dumuzi had had the leisure in Hell to reflect on the shameful truth that he had been, in his earlier life, the feckless irresolute interpolation between the two great royal heroes Lugalbanda and Gilgamesh, a mere hyphen of history. Now he was king again, having risen by some mysterious law of incompetence to his former summit. And now here was that same hulking Gilgamesh for whose sake he had been thrust aside once before, materializing like an unwelcome specter in New Uruk to claim his hospitality.


  Of course Dumuzi would be cordial, and effusively so. But all the same it was likely to be a good idea, Gilgamesh thought, to guard his back at all times while in Dumuzi’s city. Cowards are more dangerous than heroes, for they strike without fair warning; Dumuzi, tremulous and resentful, might work more harm than Achilles in all his wrath could ever manage.


  A moment later these gloomy ruminations went completely from his mind; for a voice he had not heard in more centuries than he could count, but which was so different from any other man’s that not even in Hell could it ever be forgotten, came pealing across the room, calling his name.


  “Gilgamesh! Gilgamesh! By the Mother, it is truly you! By the Tusk! By the Horns of God! Gilgamesh, here!”


  Gilgamesh stared. A man seated near the head of the banquet table had risen and held his arms wide outspread in a gesture of greeting.


  Gilgamesh’s first thought was that he must be New Dead, for alone in this great hall this man wore the strange formal costume of the most recent arrivals in Hell, what they called a business suit: tight gray pantaloons that hugged his legs, and a stiff-looking wide-shouldered half-length coat, not exactly a tunic, of the same close-woven gray woolen material, with a white vestment under it, and a narrow strip of blue cloth knotted about his throat and dangling down his chest. He was tall, too, as New Dead often were—taller by far than any of the Sumerians in the room but for Gilgamesh himself.


  Yet there could be no mistaking that voice. It was a voice that came from the dawn of time, from the lost world that had been before the Flood, and it rang through the great room like a brazen trumpet, hard and clear. No New Dead had ever had a voice like that.


  Nor was his lean face that of a New Dead, clean-shaven though it was. His skin had the burnished gleam of one who has faced the winds and snows of a world without warmth. His cheekbones were broad and strong, his lips were full, his nose was straight and very prominent, his mouth was extraordinarily wide. His eyes were wide-set too, far apart in his forehead, and one of them was missing from its socket: an ancient scar slashed crosswise over the left side of his face.


  This man had been king of the cave-dwelling Ice-Hunter people, in that time before time when even the gods were young; and there had been a time in Hell when Gilgamesh had known him well.


  Gilgamesh felt a chill of astonishment. How long had it been, he wondered, since they had enjoyed high merriment together in the great windy hall of the Ice-Hunter folk on the northern reaches of Hell—that vast cavern hung with woolly beast-skins where the huge curving tusks of the hairy elephants were scattered like straws on the floor, and the thick mead flowed in rivers, and the smoky fires burned high? A thousand Hellish years? Three thousand? It had been in his earliest days in Hell, that simpler, easier time that now seemed forever lost.


  “Vy-otin!” Gilgamesh cried. With a whoop he rushed forward, mounting the dais on which the stone feasting-table sat, holding out his arms in a lusty embrace.


  “So you have not forgotten,” the Ice-Hunter said. “I thought for a moment you had.”


  “No, by the breasts of Inanna, how could I ever forget you! The old memories are brighter than anything after. Last year is hazy for me, but those old times, Vy-otin, you and I and Enkidu, and Minos, and Agamemnon—”


  “Ah, but you looked doubtful a moment, Gilgamesh.”


  “You confused me with these New Dead clothes of yours,” said Gilgamesh reproachfully. “You, who lived when the world was new, when the great shaggy beasts roamed, when Sumer itself was nothing but a muddy marsh—you, decking yourself out like some tawdry twentieth-century creature, someone out of—what do they call it, A.D.?” He made it sound like an obscenity. “I remember a man in fur robes, Vy-otin, and a necklace of boar’s teeth around his throat, and armlets of shining bone, not this—this businessman costume!”


  Vy-otin said, laughing, “It’s a long story, Gilgamesh. And I go by the name of Smith now, not Vy-otin. In this hall you can call me by my true name. But in the streets of Uruk my name is Smith.”


  “Smith?”


  “Henry Smith, yes.”


  “Is that a New Dead name? How ugly it is!”


  “It is a name that no one can remember as long as five minutes, not even me. Henry Smith. Sit with me, and we’ll share a flask or two of this wine of Dumuzi’s, and I’ll tell you why I dress this way, and why my name is Smith now.”


  “I pray you, Vy-otin, let your story wait a while,” said Dumuzi, who had been standing to one side. “There is someone else to whom Gilgamesh owes greetings, first—”


  He touched Gilgamesh by the elbow, and nodded toward the other side of the table. A woman had risen there, a magnificent dark-haired woman of splendid stature and regal bearing, who stood calmly smiling at him.


  She was a wondrous creature, radiant, beautiful, with shining eyes and the poise of a goddess. It was as if light emanated from her. Plainly, by the look of her and by her dress, she was Sumerian. She wore the robe of a priestess of An the Sky-father. She was within a year or two of Gilgamesh’s age, so it seemed, or perhaps a little younger than that. Her face was familiar, though he could not place it. From her size and majesty she seemed surely to be of royal stock, and her features led him to think she might even be his own kinswoman. Some daughter of his, perhaps? He had had so many, though. Or the daughter of his daughter’s daughter to the tenth generation, for here in Uruk as everywhere else in Hell there were folk of every era living jumbled all together, and one might meet one’s own remote kin at every turning, distant ancestors who seemed to be mere boys, and one’s children’s children who looked to be in their dotage—


  Dumuzi said, “Will you not go to her and show your respect, Gilgamesh?”


  “Of course I will. But—”


  “You hesitate?”


  “I almost know her, Dumuzi. But the name slips from my tongue, and it shames me not to recall it.”


  “Well it should shame you, Gilgamesh, to forget your own mother!”


  “My mother?” said Gilgamesh, with a gasp.


  “The great queen Ninsun, and none other. Are you addled, man? Go to her! Go to her!”


  
    
  

  Gilgamesh looked toward her in wonder and awe. Of course it was plain now. Of course. The years fell away as though they had never been, and he saw his mother’s face, the unmistakable features of the goddess-like wife of Lugalbanda, king of Uruk, that great woman who had brought the hero Gilgamesh into the world.


  But yet—yet—


  What tricks Hell plays on us, he thought. Never once had her path crossed his in the hundred lifetimes of his second life. He had not seen his mother since the days of that other world long gone; and he remembered her as she had been in her latter years, still majestic, still regal, but her hair white as the sands, her face lined and seamed; and now here she was in full robust beauty again, not youthful but far from old, a woman in glorious prime. He had been only a child when last she had looked like that. No wonder he had not recognized her.


  He hastened to her now, and dropped down on his knees before her, taking the hem of her robe and putting it to his lips. The thousands of years of his wanderings in this vile harsh land became as nothing; he was a boy again, in his first life, and the goddess his mother was restored to him and stood before him, agleam with warmth and love.


  Softly she said his secret name, his birth-name, that no one but she was permitted to utter. Then she told him to rise, and he came to his full height, folding her against his bosom: for, tall as she was, she was like a child beside him. After a time he released her and she stepped back to look at him.


  “I despaired of ever seeing you again,” she said. “In all the places I have lived in Hell I have heard tales of great Gilgamesh, and never once, never ever, have I been where you have been. I saw Enkidu once, from a distance, in a great noisy mob: that was in New Albion, I think, or the Realm of Logres, or perhaps the place they call Phlegethon. I forget, now. But we were swept apart before I could call to him. And when I asked of Gilgamesh in that place, no one there knew anything of him.”


  “Mother—”


  “And then I came to this new Uruk, knowing you had been king here, and thinking you might still hold your throne—but no, no, they said you had taken your leave of this city long ago, that you had gone hunting with Enkidu and never returned, more years ago than anyone could remember. And I thought, very well, the gods have no wish to let me see my son again, for this is Hell and few wishes are granted here. But then the word came that you were approaching the city. Oh, Gilgamesh! What joy it is to behold you again!”


  “And my father?” Gilgamesh asked. “What of the divine Lugalbanda? Surely he must not be here, for he is a god, and how can there be gods in Hell? But do you know anything of him?”


  Ninsun’s eyes clouded a moment. “He is here too, of that I am certain. For those who were made gods after their lives in Sumer are gods no longer, and dwell in Hell. You elevated me to godhood, Gilgamesh, do you remember?”


  “Yes,” he said, only a murmur.


  “And you yourself—they ranked you with the gods also. It makes no difference. Those who lived as mortals die as mortals, and come to this place.”


  “You know with certainty that Lugalbanda is here, then?”


  “I think he is. Of him I have heard not one word in all the time I have been here. But some day he and I will find one another again, that I know.”


  “Yes,” Gilgamesh said once more, nodding. It had never occurred to him that his father might indeed be somewhere in Hell, and the possibility aroused excitement and amazement in his breast. “In Hell all things happen, sooner or later. You will be reunited with the king your husband and live by his side as the Sky-father ordained, for you and he were mated for all time and this span in Hell has been but a brief separation; and I—”


  An odd look came then into Ninsun’s face. For an instant she lowered her eyes, as though abashed. The queenly splendor, the goddess-glow, went from her, and for that instant she seemed to be only a mere mortal woman.


  “Have I spoken amiss?” Gilgamesh asked.


  She said, “You have said nothing that should not have been said. But I would have you meet my friend, Gilgamesh.”


  “Your—friend—?”


  Color rose to her cheeks in a curiously girlish way that he was altogether unable to associate with his memories of the regal presence of his mother. She nodded toward an elderly man sitting beside her, who got now to his feet.


  Standing, he was less than breast-high to Gilgamesh, a short balding man, very short, not so tall by half a head as Ninsun herself; and yet as Gilgamesh looked more closely he saw that there was a strange elemental force about this man, a look of enormous power and commanding strength, that made him seem not nearly as short as he actually was, made him look, indeed, kingly in size and stance. It was the depth and breadth of his shoulders and torso that gave him that potent look, Gilgamesh thought: that and his eyes, which were the most intense that the Sumerian had ever seen, more penetrating, even, than those of Imbe Calandola the mage. Astonishing eyes they were, dark and glittering, the eyes of a hawk, the eyes of an eagle—no, the eyes of a god, merciless eyes, all-seeing eyes. They blazed like black jewels in his face.


  Gilgamesh realized abruptly that this strange and powerful little man must be his mother’s lover; and it was a disturbing thought indeed.


  Hard enough to find her transformed into a young woman again, beautiful and for all he knew lusty; but harder still to think of her with a woman’s earthy nature, seeking a man’s bed, this man’s bed, this old man, this man who had no hair, his arms about her, his fingers probing the secret places of her body that only Lugalbanda the king had known—


  Fool, he thought. She is your mother, but she is also a woman, and was a woman before she was your mother. She has not seen Lugalbanda for five thousand years, and all vows are canceled in this place. Did you think she would remain chaste for the whole five thousand years of her life in Hell? Do you think she should?


  Still, why this man?—this old man, so short, not even any hair on his head, his leathery skin deeply folded, lined—


  “I am called Ruiz,” the little man said. “She is your mother? Good. You are a fitting son. She should be the mother of giants, this woman. The mother of gods, eh? And you are the famous Gilgamesh. Mucho gusto en conocerlo, Señor Gilgamesh.” Ruiz grinned and put out his hand, casually, confidently, as though they were equals, standing eye to eye, one giant to another. He was the biggest little man Gilgamesh had ever known.


  Gilgamesh began to understand why his mother had chosen this man; or rather, why she had allowed herself to be chosen by him. He was like an irresistible force, a river running unstoppably toward the sea.


  “Pablo is an artist,” Ninsun said. “A painter, a man of pictures. He is making a picture of me.” With a little laugh she said, “He will not let me look at it. But I know it will be a very great picture.”


  “There are difficulties,” Ruiz said. “But I will conquer them. Your mother is extraordinary—her face, her presence—I will make such a painting of her as the Devil himself will want to buy. Only I will not sell it to him. And then, after her, you, eh, Gilgamesh?”


  “Me?”


  “To pose. I will put a mask on you, the head of a bull, and you will be my Minotaur. The finest Minotaur ever, the true man-monster, the creature of the Labyrinth. Eh? Eh? What do you say, Gilgamesh? I like you. You know, this Sunday, el domingo que viene, there will be a bullfight in Uruk. You know the bullfight, eh? ¿La corrida? You know what it is, to fight with bulls?”


  “I know what that is, yes,” said Gilgamesh.


  “Good. Of course. You will sit with me that day. We will observe the fine points, you and I. You like that? The seat of honor, beside me.” The little man’s amazing eyes gleamed. “And tomorrow you come to me and we begin to plan the posing, eh? We must begin at once. I will make you great with my painting.”


  “He is great already,” said Ninsun quietly.


  “¡Por supuesto! Of course. He is a king, he is a legend, we all know that. But there is greatness and greatness, eh, Gilgamesh? You will be my Minotaur. You know? The son of Minos, but not really Minos’s son, but en realidad the son of the bull, who I think was Poseidon. Eh? You will pose for me?”


  It was only barely a question. This man, Gilgamesh saw, did not regard his questions as questions, but as commands. The curious urgency of his desire to paint him was amusing, and, in its way, compelling. A mere painter, an artisan, a dauber on walls, was all he was, and yet he seemed to think that making a painting of Gilgamesh wearing a bull-mask was a matter of the most supreme importance. Maybe it was. It mattered at least as much as anything else here. To his surprise Gilgamesh found himself liking this little man, and even respecting him. And not even resenting him for having taken possession of Ninsun as apparently he had. He felt an affinity with him that he had felt for very few of the New Dead. This Ruiz was like someone out of a much older time, when the distinctions between gods and men were not as great as they later became. He had about him a demigod’s nature. It took only a single glance to see that.


  “Yes,” Gilgamesh said. “I will pose for you, Ruiz. I will come to you tomorrow, yes.”


  Dumuzi said then, “To your seats, everyone! It is time for the wine! It is time for the meat!”


  They had drunk the night away. Sulla was asleep in his seat, snoring. He had been bored and restless throughout the feast, feeling neglected and out of place. Herod sat slouched over a flask of golden wine, the same one he had nursed half the evening; he looked to be frayed and weary, at the last edge of his endurance, but he seemed determined to hang on. He was talking earnestly with a lean, dark, heavily-bearded man in a flowing white robe. Dumuzi, puffy-eyed and pale, was also clearly making an effort at staying awake, though his head was nodding. Across the way, Ninsun looked tired but game, and little Ruiz beside her showed no sign of fatigue whatever; his eyes were keen and gleaming still, and he was scrawling drawings by the dozen on the table napery, on dirty plates, on any flat surface that came to hand.


  Vy-otin, still impeccable in his crisp and no doubt miserably uncomfortable New Dead clothes, came to Gilgamesh’s side and said quietly, “Come, let us go for a little walk. The air is fresher outside, and I have things to tell you. Some advice for you, perhaps.”


  “Yes,” Gilgamesh said. “Of course.”


  Rising, he bowed to Dumuzi—how costly that was to his spirit, bowing to Dumuzi!—and asked to be excused. The king feebly waved his hand. Gilgamesh and the Ice-Hunter chieftain went down the long high-vaulted aisle of the feasting-hall toward the distant doorway.


  By early morning light everything had a red glow. Paradise hung low in the sky, as though it meant to touch the tips of Hell’s mountains before noon.


  Gilgamesh said, “How peaceful it is at this hour. Even in Hell, one finds peace now and then.”


  Vy-otin’s wind-tanned face turned stern. His single eye was bright and fierce. “Peace? The only peace you’ll find in Uruk is the peace of death. Get yourself out of this city, old friend, as quickly as you can.”


  “I have only just arrived, Vy-otin. It would be discourteous to leave so soon.”


  “Stay, then. But only if you’re weary of your present life.”


  “Am I in danger, do you think?”


  “Tell me this, and what you tell me will be secret, by our ancient oaths of loyalty: Have you come to Uruk to regain its throne, Gilgamesh?”


  The Sumerian halted abruptly. “Do you think that’s why I’m here?”


  “Dumuzi does.”


  “Ah, does he? He was ever full of fear.”


  “And he will have you killed if you remain here,” said Vy-otin.


  “He will try to, yes. I would expect that of him. He won’t find killing me that easy.”


  “He is king in this city, Gilgamesh.”


  “And I am Gilgamesh. I will stay as long as I please. No one of Sumerian blood will dare raise a hand against me.”


  “Not everyone in Uruk is Sumerian,” Vy-otin said. “No more than one out of ten, perhaps. There are plenty here who’d like the glory of slaying the famous Gilgamesh. Dumuzi won’t lack for assassins.”


  “Let them come. I can defend myself.”


  “Indeed. But it’s true, then, that you are here to take his throne from him?”


  “No!” cried Gilgamesh angrily. “Why does everyone assume that? I don’t want his throne or any other. Believe me. I lost my appetite for power a long time ago, Vy-otin. That is the absolute truth. Believe me. Trust me in this. Trust me.”


  “That is three or four times in one breath that you ask me to believe you,” Vy-otin said. “It has always seemed to me that only a man who doubts his own words would ask so passionately to be believed.”


  Gilgamesh, stung, gave the Ice-Hunter a furious glare. “You believe I’m lying to you, then?”


  “I think you may be lying to yourself.”


  “Ah,” Gilgamesh said. His hands trembled. He felt rage surging up and down his body—and subsiding. For a long moment he was silent. “Anyone else, Vy-otin, and I would have struck him down for those words. But not you. Not you.” He grew quiet again; and then in a very low voice he said, “I will tell you the truth: I no longer know my own soul. I say to myself that I shun power, that I loathe ambition, that I have only scorn for those who scramble for preferment in the land of Hell. And yet—and yet—lately, Vy-otin, there are times when I feel the old fires rising, when I see that I am not as different from other men as I like to think, that I too am driven by that vain urge to clamber to the top of the mountain—” He shook his head. “The truth is I am not at all sure of my own purposes any longer. Perhaps Dumuzi does have something to fear from me after all. But I tell you this, Vy-otin, that I had another reason besides seizing the throne for coming to Uruk.”


  “Which was?”


  “I learned from a sorcerer in the city of Pompeii that Enkidu might be here, my dearest friend, the brother of my soul, from whom I have been apart far too long.”


  “I remember Enkidu, yes. The great hairy roistering man, like a wild bull.”


  “I came here to find him. Nothing more than that. That is the truth. I swear to you, that is the truth as I believe it.”


  “Do you have any certain knowledge that he is in Uruk?”


  “Only a vision, inspired in me by the wizardry of a black mage. But I think it is a sure vision.”


  “I wish you joy of the search, then, and all good fortune,” said Vy-otin, seizing both of Gilgamesh’s hands in his. “By the Horns of God, I will help you in any way I can! But be careful in this city, Gilgamesh. Dumuzi is sly and slippery, and he hates you more than you can imagine. He would send you to Hell a thousand times over if you were not already here.”


  “I will be wary of him,” Gilgamesh said. “I know Dumuzi’s ways from the other world.”


  They walked on for a long while, neither of them speaking. The glow of Paradise deepened and climbed and the morning air grew warm. The houses and shops of Uruk began to come to life.


  After a time Gilgamesh said, “You have not told me, friend, why you wear this absurd garb of yours.”


  “I have come to like it,” said Vy-otin.


  “Perhaps so. But it is an odd costume for one who was born at the beginning of time.”


  “Do I seem that old to you, Gilgamesh? Think of the Hairy Men, who look so near to apes. They are truly ancient. Who knows when they lived? It must have been long ago, for they are nothing like us, though they tell us they are our cousins. My time was only ten thousand years before yours. Or perhaps fifteen. I am a man like you.”


  “Ten thousand years is not a sneeze, Vy-otin. Your time was much before mine. About the Hairy Men I cannot tell you. But you come from a world I never knew, and it was very long before mine. Why, you lived before the Flood!”


  “So you like to say.” Vy-otin shrugged. “Perhaps so. I know nothing of your Flood. In my time the world was deep in ice. The sun was bright, the air was cool, the wind cut like a knife. The huge shaggy beasts roamed the land. It was the grandest of times, Gilgamesh. There were just a few of us, you know, but we were magnificent! You should have seen us, running to the hunt, moving between the dark leafless trees like ghosts! By the Horns, I wish you had been there with us! I wish I were still there now.”


  “You had made it all live again in your palace in the north,” said Gilgamesh. “With the great tusks on the floor, and the furry skins on the walls, and your people gathered around you. Why did you leave that place?”


  “You were king in this very city. Why did you leave?”


  “How can I say? We move about in Hell without understanding anything. Perhaps I was slain, and awoke somewhere else, New Hell, perhaps, or some other city far away. I have no memory of that. The memory has been stolen from me.”


  “Not from me,” said Vy-otin. “I was killed. A stupid brawl, some drunken Egyptians—I made the mistake of getting between them. I went to Reassignment and was gone a thousand years, or maybe two, and when I came back I was somewhere else far from any place I knew. Do you know the city of Dis, Gilgamesh?”


  “Dis? No.”


  “On the far side of the Western Sea.”


  “I thought there was nothing on the far side.”


  “Hell is infinite, friend. I lived in Dis a long while, and then I crossed the sea, and now I live in Uruk. My people are scattered and no one remembers the palace in the north. Everything changes, Gilgamesh, and not for the better.”


  “And you decided to dress as New Dead in the city Dis, is that it? Why?”


  “So they wouldn’t know I was prehistoric. For that is what they call me, prehistoric, as though I were some kind of animal.”


  “They? Who?”


  “The scholars,” Vy-otin said. “The philosophers. The archaeologists. The dull prying boring New Dead folk. Let me tell you what happened, Gilgamesh. In Dis I fell in with a man of the New Dead, short and ugly, but strong, very strong, a musician: Wagner was his name. And his friend, who was called Nietzsche, if you can think of that as a name, and another one, a Jew like your Herod, but older, with a white beard. He was named Freud. We sat up drinking all night, the four of us, just as you and I have done here tonight, and when dawn came they asked me my name and I told them that it was Vy-otin, and that I was of the old Ice-Hunter folk, that I had lived in a cavern during the cold times and lost my eye in a battle with a tiger of the snows. And I told them a thing or two more of how my life had been. Suddenly this Wagner cried out, ‘Wotan! You are Wotan!’ And Nietzsche said, ‘Yes, the very man.’ And old Freud began to laugh, and said that it was quite possible, that there could be no question that myth had roots in reality and that I might well be the myth in the flesh.”


  “I have trouble understanding all this,” said Gilgamesh.


  “This Wotan, who also is called Odin, was a god, long after your time and mine, a one-eyed god of the cold northern lands. Those three, they were convinced that I was the original of this Odin, this Wotan, do you see? That I had become a legend, the wise one-eyed king of the snow-country, and over thousands of years the people of the north had come to worship me as the father of the gods.”


  “And if that is so? What is that to you?”


  “Only that those three foolish men were dancing with joy, to know that they had the archetype of a great myth right there at the table with them. I said I am who I am, and they brushed me aside. Who I was was of no importance to them. They thought I was quaint, a primitive, a savage. A beast. I think they were amazed that I was capable of speech at all. It was what they wanted me to be that excited them: the archetype. That was what they called me, the archetype. I asked them what an archetype was and they spent hours explaining it to me, when one word would have done. It means the original. I am the original Wotan, if you would believe those three. All the great myths, they said, come down out of the prehistoric dawn of mankind, and here was a man out of that dawn sitting right there with them in the tavern, and it made them delirious with a fever of the mind. Wotan! Wagner cried, and he wanted to know if I had had any daughters. Freud, though, asked if I had sons. And Nietzsche wanted to know if I believed in God. Ah, those three, Gilgamesh! One had written operas about Wotan—you know what an opera is? Singing and noise, and costumes—and one had written philosophy, and the third one claimed to know more about the way of life in my times than I knew myself. They each saw their own reflections in me. And they asked me ten thousand thousand questions, and called others to see me, scientists and thinkers, and made such a fuss and a bother that I would have given them my other eye to let me alone. By the Mother, they drove me crazy! I fled from them finally. I am no god, Gilgamesh, and I am no archetype. I am only a simple man of the Pleistocene, and—”


  “The what?”


  “It is what the scholars call the epoch when I lived. When ice covered everything and the shaggy animals lived.” Vy-otin laughed. “Pleistocene. You see? Their silly words infect me. Prehistoric. Do you think we thought of ourselves as prehistoric men? Mere grunting beast-men? That was not what we were. We had poetry. We had music. We had gods. Aurignacians, that is their name for us. It means nothing to me, that name. Archetype.” Vy-otin shook his head. “I fled, and I hid from them. And now I call myself Henry Smith, and I pretend I am New Dead, so that the scholars can’t annoy me any longer—the deep thinkers, the philosophers who would tell me what I am. Let them study someone else. Let someone else be prehistoric for them. Let someone else be an Aurignacian archetype.”


  “You don’t look New Dead, Vy-otin.”


  “No?”


  Gilgamesh smiled. “Not to me. To me you look like a one-eyed Ice-Hunter chieftain dressed up in New Dead clothing. A barbarian just like me. You look Pleistocene. You look—what is it?—Aurignacian. Definitely an Aurignacian. You look like an archetype, Vy-otin.”


  Vy-otin smiled also, but without much warmth. “Be that as it may,” said the Ice-Hunter, sounding a little testy. “I will not play their game. And woe betide you, my friend, if you find yourself some day among a pack of philosophers. They’ll give you no peace; and by the time they’re done with you you won’t be sure of your own name.”


  “Perhaps so,” said Gilgamesh. “In the Outback once I met a poor crazy man of the New Dead who mistook me for a Cimmerian, one Conan by name, and wanted to worship me, or worse. What a sad fool he was! It was more of that archetype business, I think.”


  “They are all such fools, these modern men,” Vy-otin said.


  “But foolishness was not invented yesterday,” said Gilgamesh. “We had our share of it in my time. Possibly so did you.”


  “Indeed,” said Vy-otin.


  Gilgamesh stared thoughtfully at his old friend, and suddenly found himself wondering about his own gods, Sky-father An and Enlil of the storms and Enki the compassionate and all the rest. Had they once been men themselves, and been turned by time and human gullibility into archetypes? If he wandered Hell long enough, would he find the originals of the gods of Sumer the Land gathered in some tavern in the City of Dis, telling each other tales of the good times before the Flood?


  It was not something that he cared to think about.


  In silence once more they walked back toward the feasting-hall.


  Gilgamesh said, “So that was the advice you had for me? That I should keep away from philosophers?”


  “That, and being on your guard against Dumuzi.”


  “Yes. Yes, that too. But I should fear the philosophers more, if your experience is to be any guide. Swords and daggers I can handle. But buzzing men of words? Pah! They madden me!” He saw Herod now, coming out of the feasting-hall looking much the worse for his night’s carouse. The little Judaean leaned woozily against the intricate reliefs of the hall’s dark façade and drew breath again and again, and rubbed his eyes, and ran the back of his hand across his lips. His white Sumerian robe was stained with wine, his skullcap was askew. “Do you see that one?” Gilgamesh asked. “He traveled with me from Pompeii. Words, all words! Give him an ear and he’ll buzz at you for hours. No more courage than a flea. And yet he claims he was a king once too.”


  “Gilgamesh?” Herod called, shading his eyes in the glare. “There you are, Gilgamesh!” Walking in an uncertain way, as if he expected his ankles to give way at any moment, he came toward the Sumerian and said, “Been looking for you. Can I talk with you?”


  “Go on.”


  Herod glanced uneasily at Vy-otin. He said nothing.


  “What is it?” Gilgamesh said.


  Herod said, still uneasy, “I’ve managed to pick up some information this night. A few things that ought to interest you.”


  “Speak, then.”


  “Your mother’s friend? The man who wants to paint you?”


  With mounting impatience Gilgamesh said, “What about him?”


  “He goes by the name of Ruiz here. But do you know who he really is, Gilgamesh? He’s Picasso!”


  “Who?”


  “Picasso. Pablo Picasso!” Herod, bloodshot and stubble-faced as he was, seemed almost apoplectically animated. “He’s hiding from some ex-wife or ex-girlfriend, that’s why he’s going under another name. But one of Dumuzi’s courtiers told me who he actually is. Isn’t that fantastic? Of course you’ll let him paint you, won’t you? He’ll turn you into a masterpiece the likes of which Hell has never—” Herod paused. “You aren’t impressed. No, you aren’t, not at all. You don’t even know who Picasso is, do you? Only the greatest New Dead artist who ever lived! I’ve studied these things, you know. New Dead art, music, architecture—”


  “Is it not as I told you?” Gilgamesh said to Vy-otin. “An endless buzzing. A torrent of words.”


  “All right, you don’t care,” said Herod sulkily. “Let him paint you anyway. I thought you’d be glad to know who he was. But that wasn’t the most important thing I wanted to tell you.”


  “Of course not. You save what is important for last. How considerate. Well, speak, now!”


  But again Herod was still, and looked uncertainly toward Vy-otin.


  “This man is my dear friend and brother Henry Smith,” said Gilgamesh. “I have no secrets from him. Speak, Herod, or by Enlil I’ll hurl you as far as—”


  “Enkidu is in Uruk,” Herod blurted hastily.


  “What?”


  “The big rough-looking man, the one you seek. Your friend, the one you call your brother. Isn’t that Enkidu?”


  “Yes, yes!”


  “The courtier told me—an Assyrian, he is, name of Tukulti-Sharrukin, very drunk. Enkidu appeared here last week, straight from Reassignment—perhaps the week before, who can tell? Anyway, he showed up in Uruk and went right to the palace, because he had heard a rumor you were here, or had had a dream, or—well, whatever. He thought you might be at the palace. But of course you weren’t. He kept asking, Where is Gilgamesh, where is Gilgamesh? He should be here. Dumuzi became very upset. He didn’t like the idea that you might be anywhere in the vicinity.”


  Gilgamesh felt a thundering of excitement within his breast. “And where is Enkidu now?”


  “The Assyrian wasn’t sure. Still here somewhere. A prisoner somewhere in Uruk, that’s what he thinks. He promised to find out for me and let me know tomorrow.”


  “A prisoner?” Gilgamesh said.


  “By the Tusk!” Vy-otin bellowed. “We’ll find him! We’ll free him! By the Mother! By the Horns of God! A prisoner? Enkidu? We’ll tear down the walls of the place where he’s kept!”


  “Gently,” Gilgamesh said, putting a hand to Vy-otin’s shoulder. “Stay calm. There are ways and ways to go about this, Vy-otin, my friend.”


  “You said his name was Henry Smith,” said Herod softly.


  “Never mind that,” Gilgamesh snapped. To the Ice-Hunter he said, “Haste would be wrong. First we must find out if Enkidu is truly here, and where he is, and who guards him. Then we approach Dumuzi, carefully, carefully. He is a weak man. You know how one must deal with weak men, Vy-otin. Firmly, directly, taking care not to send them into panic, for then they might do anything. If he slays Enkidu out of fear of me I could be another thousand years finding him again. So we must move slowly. Eh, Vy-otin? What do you say?”


  “I think you are right,” the Ice-Hunter said.


  Gilgamesh turned to Herod. A pitiful little man, he thought. But a clever and a useful one.


  “A good night’s work,” he said, smiling warmly. “Well done, King Herod! Well done!”


  “This will be your mask,” Picasso said. “Here. Here, put it on.”


  He moved about the big, ugly underground room like some chugging little machine, rearranging the heaps of clutter, kicking things out of his way, pushing them aside. Gilgamesh looked at the mask that had been thrust into his hands, puzzled. It was as ugly as everything else in this room: a massive bull-snout of papier-mâché, with huge black nostrils and great jutting square teeth. There was one staring red eye along the left side and another on top, and short sharp curved horns made of wax protruded at peculiar angles. Clumps of thick crinkly black fur were glued to it everywhere. A sour smell rose from the thing. He was supposed to fasten it, apparently, by tying the cord that dangled from it around his throat.


  “You want me to wear this?” Gilgamesh asked.


  “Of course. Put it on, put it on! You will be my Minotaur!” Picasso waved his hands impatiently. “I made it today, especially for you.”


  Only a day had gone by since Dumuzi’s feast. The mask, hideous though it was, was highly elaborate, surely the product of many days of work. “How is that possible?” Gilgamesh said. “That you could have made this so quickly?”


  “Quickly?” Picasso spat. “¡Cagarruta! What do you mean, quickly? That mask took me more than an hour!”


  “You are a sorcerer, then.”


  Picasso laughed, and went on clearing space in the studio.


  Gilgamesh put the mask aside and wandered around the room, peering at the paintings stacked against every wall. They were horrifying. Here was a woman with two faces on one head, and it was impossible to tell whether she was looking straight at you or showing you the side of her head. Here was a picture that was all little boxes, that made your eyes jump around until you wanted to weep. Here were three monsters with mocking faces. Here, a woman with three breasts and teeth between her legs.


  The shapes! The colors! No one had ever seen such scenes, not even in Hell. Surely there was some witchcraft being practiced here. In old Uruk, Gilgamesh thought, he would have ordered these paintings to be burned, and the painter to be driven from the city with whips. And yet he found himself beguiled despite himself by these works. He could sense the little man’s powerful and playful mind behind them, and his formidable strength of will.


  “Are you a sorcerer?” Gilgamesh asked.


  “Por favor. The mask. Put it on.”


  “A demon of some sort?”


  “Yes,” said Picasso. “I am a demon. The mask, will you?”


  “Show me the picture you have made of my mother.”


  “It is not finished. It keeps changing. Everything keeps changing. I will put the mask on you myself.” Picasso crossed the room and snatched it up. But he was too short; Gilgamesh rose above him like a wall. “¡Dios! What a cojonudo monster you are! Is there any need for you to be so big?” He shoved the mask upward toward Gilgamesh’s chin. “Put it on,” he said. “Ahora a trabajar. It is time for us to work now.”


  He said it quietly, but with great force. Gilgamesh slipped the mask over his face, nearly gagging at first at the stink of glue and other things. He tied it behind his neck. There were slits through which he could see, though not well. Picasso beckoned him to a place under the bright, intense electrical lights and showed him how he wanted him to stand, arms upraised as if ready to seize an onrushing enemy.


  “All these other pictures, you have painted using models?” Gilgamesh said, his voice muffled and rumbling inside the mask. “They are things you have actually seen?”


  “I see them in here,” said Picasso, tapping his forehead. He lit a cigarette and stepped back, staring at Gilgamesh so unwaveringly that the power of that keen gaze felt like the pressure of knives against the Sumerian’s skin. “Sometimes I use models, sometimes not. Lately more often than not, because of the difficulties. I tell myself that the models will help, though they do not, not very much. This place, this Hell, it is shit, you know? It is mierda, it is cagada, this whole place is un gran cagadero. But we do what we can, eh, King Gilgamesh? This is our life now. And it is better than the great darkness, the big nada, eh? Eh, king? Hold your arms up. The legs apart, a little. Thrust forward from the hips, as though you are going to stick it into her, eh, just as you stand there.” He was painting already, swift broad strokes. Gilgamesh felt a quiver of uneasiness. What if this really was some kind of sorcery? What if Picasso could capture his soul and put it on that canvas, and meant to leave him locked up in it forever?


  No, he told himself. Nonsense. The little man was just what he said he was, a painter. A very great painter, if Herod could be believed. There might be a demon inside him, but it was the same kind of demon that once had been in Gilgamesh, that had driven him onward to go everywhere, see everything, learn everything, devour everything. I understand this man, Gilgamesh thought. The difference is that in Hell I have grown quiet and easy, and this one still burns with the restlessness and the hunger.


  “You were always a painter?” Gilgamesh asked.


  “Always. From the cradle. Don’t talk now, eh?”


  How casually he orders a king around, Gilgamesh thought. Just a little bald-headed man wearing only a pair of ragged baggy shorts, sweat running down the white hair of his chest, a cloud of cigarette smoke surrounding him, and he has no fear of anyone, of anything. It was not hard now to see how he had captured Ninsun. This man, Gilgamesh thought, could probably have any woman he wanted. Even a queen. Even a goddess.


  “Do you know?” Picasso said, after a long while. “I think this time it will work. The painting holds. The others, they turned in my hand. This one holds. It is the charm of the Minotaur, I think. The bull rules in Hell! I am a bull. You are a bull. We are in the arena all the time. I could not become a matador, so I became a bull. The same with you, I think. It makes no difference: the power of the bull is in both. In your city, did they fight the bull?”


  “I fought one once,” Gilgamesh said. “Enkidu and I. It was the Bull of Heaven, with the power of Father Enlil in him. He was let loose in the city by the priestess Inanna, and ran wild and slew a child; but Enkidu and I, we caught him, we danced with him, we played him, we fought him down. Enkidu wearied him and I put the sword in him.”


  “Bravo!”


  “But it angered the gods. They took Enkidu’s life, by way of revenge. He wasted away and died. That was the first time I lost him; but I have lost him again and again here in Hell. I must search for him forever. It is our fate never to be together too long. That man is my brother; he is my other self. But I will find him again, and soon. They tell me he is in Uruk, a prisoner. You may have seen him, perhaps—he is as tall as I am, and—”


  But Picasso did not seem to be listening any longer.


  “The bullfight on Sunday,” said Picasso. “How you will love it! We will sit together in the seat of honor, you and I. Sabartés has found a matador of whom I know nothing, but perhaps he will be good, eh? It is very important that the matador be good. Mere butchery, that is shameful. The corrida is art. Lift the arms, yes?”


  He has not heard a word of what I said to him about Enkidu, thought Gilgamesh. His mind went elsewhere when I spoke of killing the Bull of Heaven. He hears only what he wants to hear. When he wants to hear, he listens, and when he wants to talk, he talks. But in his soul he is the only king. No matter, Gilgamesh thought. He is a great man. And Herod is probably right: he is a great painter. Even if all that he paints are monstrosities.


  “It goes well,” Picasso said. “The image holds true, you know? The power of the bull. No cubism today, no blue, no rose.” His arm was moving so quickly now that it seemed to be not a single arm but three. His eyes were ablaze. Yet he gave no appearance of haste. His face was fixed, still, expressionless. His body, but for that unceasing arm, seemed totally relaxed. Gilgamesh ached to see what was on that canvas.


  The mask was hot and stifling now. The Sumerian felt that if he kept it on much longer he would choke. But he dared not move. He was caught in the little man’s spell. Sorcery, yes, definitely sorcery, Gilgamesh thought.


  “Do you know why I paint?” Picasso asked. “I say, each time, What can I learn of myself today that I don’t know? The paintings teach me. When it isn’t me any more who is talking, but the pictures I make, and when they escape and mock me, then I know I’ve achieved my goal. Do you know? Do you understand? No? Ah, it makes no difference. Here. Here, we can stop now. Enough for today. It goes well. Por dios, it goes well!”


  Gilgamesh lost no time working himself free of the mask. He gasped for fresh air, but there was none. The room was heavy with the scent of sweat.


  “Is it finished?” he asked. He had no idea how long he had posed, whether it was ten minutes or half a day.


  “For now,” said Picasso. “Here: look.”


  He swung the easel around. Gilgamesh stared.


  What had he expected to see? The picture of a tall muscular man with a bull’s hideous face, gaping mouth, swollen tongue, wild red eyes looking in different directions, the face that was on the mask. But there were two naked men in the picture, crouched face to face like wrestlers poised to spring. One was huge, black-bearded, with powerful commanding features. Gilgamesh recognized himself in that portrait immediately: it was a remarkable likeness. The other man was much shorter, stocky, wide-shouldered, deep-chested. Picasso himself, plainly. But his face could not be seen. It was the short man who was wearing the mask of the bull.


  Three assassins were waiting for him when he stepped out into the Street of the Tanners and Dyers. Gilgamesh was neither surprised nor alarmed. They were so obviously lying in wait for him that he hardly needed them to draw their weapons to know what they were up to.


  They were disguised, more or less, as Uruk police, in ill-fitting khaki uniforms badly stained below the arms with sweat. One, with a big blunt nose and a general reek of garlic about him, might have been a Hittite, and the other two were New Dead, with that strange yellow hair that some of them had, and pathetic straggly beards and mustaches. They had guns.


  Gilgamesh wasted no time. He struck one of the New Dead across the throat with the edge of his hand and sent him reeling into a narrow alleyway, where he fell face forward and lay twitching and croaking and puking. On the backswing Gilgamesh rammed his elbow hard into the Hittite’s conspicuous nose, and at the same time he caught the other New Dead by the wrist and twisted the pistol free of his grasp, kicking it across the street.


  
    
  

  The New Dead yelped and took off at full speed, arms flailing wildly in the air. Gilgamesh drew his dagger and turned to the Hittite, who had both hands clapped to his face. Blood was pouring out between his fingers.


  He touched the tip of his dagger to the Hittite’s belly and said, “Who sent you?”


  “You broke my nose!”


  “Very likely. Next time don’t push it into my elbow that way.” The Sumerian said, with a little prod of the dagger, “Do you have a name?”


  “Tudhaliyash.”


  “That’s not a name, it’s a belch. What are you, a Hittite?”


  Tudhaliyash, looking miserable, nodded. The blood was flowing a little less copiously now.


  “Who do you work for, Hittite?”


  “The municipality of Uruk,” said the man sullenly. “Department of Weights and Measures.”


  “Were you here to weigh me, or to measure me?”


  “I was on my way to the tavern with my friends when you attacked us.”


  “Yes. I often attack strangers in the street, especially in groups of three. Who sent you after me?”


  “It would be worth my life to say.”


  “It will be worth your life to keep silent,” said Gilgamesh, prodding a little harder. “One shove of this and I’ll send you on your way to Reassignment. But you won’t get there quickly. It takes a long time to die of a slash in the guts.”


  “Ur-ninmarka sent me,” the Hittite murmured.


  “Who?”


  “The royal arch-vizier.”


  “Ah. I remember. Dumuzi’s right hand. And who were you supposed to kill?”


  “G-G—G-Gil—”


  “Say it.”


  “Gilgamesh.”


  “And who is he?”


  “The former k-king.”


  “Am I Gilgamesh?”


  “Yes.”


  “I am the man you were told to kill?”


  “Yes. Yes. Make it quick, Gilgamesh! In the heart, not the belly!”


  “It wouldn’t be worth the trouble of having to clean my blade of you afterward,” said Gilgamesh. “I will be merciful. You’ll live to belch some more.”


  “A thousand blessings! A million blessings!”


  Gilgamesh scowled. “Enough. Get away from me. Show me how well you can run. Take your puking friend over there with you. I will forget this entire encounter. I remember nothing of you and I know nothing of who it was who sent you upon me. You didn’t tell me a thing. You understand? Yes, I think you do. Go, now. Go!”


  They ran very capably indeed. Gilgamesh leaned against the wall of Picasso’s house and watched until they were out of sight. A nuisance, he thought, being waylaid in the street like that. Dumuzi should show more imagination. Persuade some demons to have the pavement swallow me up, or drop a cauldron of burning oil on me from the rooftops, or some such.


  He looked around warily to see if anyone else lay in ambush for him. There was a faint ectoplasmic shimmer on the building across the way, as though some diabolic entity were passing through the walls, but there was nothing unusual about that. Otherwise all seemed well. Briskly Gilgamesh walked to the end of the street, turned left into a street calling itself the Street of Camels, and went onward via the Corridor of Sighs and the Place of Whispers to the great plaza where he was lodged.


  Herod was there, bubbling with news.


  “Your friend is indeed a prisoner in Uruk,” he said at once. “We’ve found out where he’s being kept.”


  Gilgamesh’s eyes widened. “Where is he?” he demanded. “What have they done to him? Who told you?”


  “Tukulti-Sharrukin’s our source, the Assyrian courtier who likes to drink too much. Your friend is fine. The Assyrian says Enkidu hasn’t been harmed in any way. He’s being held at a place called the House of Dust and Darkness on the north side of the city. The House of Dust and Darkness! Isn’t that a fine cheery name?”


  “You idiot,” Gilgamesh said, barely containing his anger.


  Herod backed away in alarm. “What’s wrong?”


  “Your Assyrian is playing jokes with you, fool. Any man of the Two Rivers would know what The House of Dust and Darkness is. It’s simply the name we used in the old days of Sumer for the place where dead people go. Don’t you see, we’re all in the House of Dust and Darkness!”


  “No,” Herod said, edging still farther back as Gilgamesh made menacing gestures. “I don’t know anything about Sumer, but that’s what the building is actually called. I’ve seen it. The name’s written right over the front porch in plain English. It’s just a jail, Gilgamesh. It’s Dumuzi’s special upscale jail for his political prisoners, very nice, very comfortable. It looks like a hotel.”


  “You’ve seen it, you say?”


  “Tukulti-Sharrukin took me there.”


  “And Enkidu? You saw him?”


  “No. I didn’t go inside. It’s not that much like a hotel. But Tukulti-Sharrukin says—”


  “Who is this Assyrian? Why do you have such faith in what he tells you?”


  “Trust me. He hates Dumuzi—something about a business deal that went sour, a real screwing, he and the king going partners on a land-development scheme and the king goniffing up the profits. He’ll do anything to stick it to Dumuzi now. He told me all about it the night of the feast. He and I hit it off like this, Gilgamesh, just like this. He’s a member of the tribe, you know.”


  “He’s what?”


  “A Jew. Like me.”


  Gilgamesh frowned. “I thought he was an Assyrian.”


  “An Assyrian Jew. His grandfather was Assyrian ambassador to Israel in King David’s time and fell in love with one of David’s nieces, and so he had to convert in order to marry her. It must have been one devil of a scandal, a royal niece not only marrying a goy but an Assyrian, yet. David wanted to murder him, but he had diplomatic immunity, so the king had him declared persona non grata and he was sent home to Nineveh, but somehow he took her with him and then the family stayed kosher after he got back to Assyria. You could have knocked me over with a straw when he said he was a Yid, because he’s got that mean Assyrian face with the nose coming right out of the forehead, you know, and the peculiar curly beard they all wear, but when you listen for a little while to the way he speaks you won’t have any doubt that he’s—”


  “When I listen for a little while to the way you speak,” said Gilgamesh, “I feel like strangling you. Can’t any of you Jews ever keep to the point? I don’t care who this ridiculous tribesman of yours did or did not marry. What I want to know is, will he help us to free Enkidu or won’t he?”


  “Don’t be an anti-Semite, Gilgamesh. It doesn’t look good on you. Tukulti-Sharrukin promises to do what he can for us. He knows the guy who runs the main computer at the House of Dust and Darkness. He’ll try to bugger up the software so that Enkidu’s name gets dropped from the prisoner roster, and maybe then we can slip him out the back way. But no guarantees. It isn’t going to be easy. We’ll know in a day or two whether it’s going to work out. I’m doing my best for you, you know.”


  Gilgamesh closed his eyes and breathed deeply. Herod was a colossal pain in the fundament, but he did get things done.


  “All right. Forgive me my impatience, Herod.”


  “I love it when you apologize. A minute ago you had that I-suffer-no-fools-gladly gleam in your eye and I thought you were going to knock me from here to New Hell.”


  “Why should I suffer fools gladly?”


  “Right. But I’m not all that much of a fool.” Herod grinned. “Let’s get on to other things. You know that Dumuzi has a contract out on you, don’t you?”


  “A contract?” said Gilgamesh, baffled again.


  “Zeus! Where did you learn your English? Dumuzi wants to have you killed, is what I’m saying. Tukulti-Sharrukin told me that too. Dumuzi’s frightened shitless that you’re going to make a grab for power here, and so—”


  “Yes, I know. Three buffoons tried to jump me as I was leaving Picasso’s. One of them admitted that he was working for Dumuzi.”


  “You kill them?”


  “I just damaged them a little. They’re probably halfway to Pompeii by now, but I suppose there’ll be others. I’ll lose no sleep over it. Where’s Sulla?”


  “At the baths, trying to sober himself up. He and I have an audience with the king in a little while. Sulla wants to set up a trade deal, swap Dumuzi a couple dozen of his spare necromancers and thaumaturges and shamans for a few barrels of the diamonds and rubies and emeralds that he thinks Dumuzi possesses by the ton.”


  “Even a fool could see there is no great abundance of diamonds and rubies in this city.”


  “You tell Sulla that. I’m just an employee. The Devil has put it into him that this city is overflowing with precious gems, and you know how he salivates for precious gems. He’d sell his sister for six pounds of sapphires. Meshuggenah. Goyishe kup. Well, he’ll find out. How did things go with you and Picasso?”


  “He made me wear a strange mask, a bull’s face. But when he painted me, he was in the painting too, and the mask was on him. I could not understand that, Herod.”


  “It’s art. Don’t try to understand it.”


  “But—”


  “Trust me. The man’s a genius. Have faith in him. He’ll paint a masterpiece, and who gives a crap which one of you has the mask? But you don’t understand these things, do you, Gilgamesh? You were great stuff in your time, they all tell me, a terrific warrior and a splendid civil engineer, even, but you do have your limits. After all, you have a goyishe kup too. Although I have to admit you manage all right, considering your handicap.”


  “You use too many strange words. Goyishe kup?”


  “It means you have Gentile brains.”


  “Gentile?”


  “It means not Jewish. Don’t be offended. You know how much I admire you. Do you and Picasso get along all right?”


  “We find each other amusing. He has invited me to sit with him at the bullfight on Sunday.”


  “Yes, the bullfight. His grand passion, watching skinny Spaniards stick swords into big angry animals. Another meshuggenah, Picasso. Him and his bullfights. A genius, but a meshuggenah.”


  “And a goyishe kup?” Gilgamesh asked.


  Herod looked startled. “Him? Well, I suppose so. I suppose. But a genius, all the same. At least he makes great paintings out of his bullfights. And everyone’s entitled to a hobby of some sort, I guess. An obsession, even.”


  “And what is yours?” said the Sumerian.


  Herod winked. “Surviving.”


  It was one of those nights that went by in a moment, in the blink of an eye. That often happened in Hell; they were balanced by the days that seemed to last a week or two, or a month. Gilgamesh had been here so long that he scarcely minded Hell’s little irregularities. He could remember clearly enough how it had been on Earth, the days in succession coming around at predictable intervals, but that seemed unreal to him now and woefully oppressive. Sleep meant little here, meals were unimportant: why should all the days be the same length? What did it matter?


  Now, by common consent, it was Sunday. The day of the bullfight. The calendar too fluttered and slid about, no rhyme, no reason. But the bullfight was to be held on Sunday, and the bullfight was today, and therefore today was Sunday. Tomorrow might be Thursday. What did it matter? What did it matter? Today was the day he would be reunited with Enkidu, if all went well. That was what mattered.


  The night, brief as it was, had been enlivened by a second attempt on Gilgamesh’s life. Nothing so crude as a team of thugs this time, but it was simpleminded all the same, the old snake-in-the-ventilating-shaft routine. Gilgamesh heard slitherings in the wall. The grille, he discovered, had been loosened, probably by the maids who had come in to turn down the bed. He pushed it open and stood to one side, sword at the ready. The snake was a fine one, glossy black with brilliant red markings and eyes like yellow fire. Its fangs had the sheen of chrome steel. He regretted having to chop it in two; but what alternative, he wondered, did he have? Trap it in a bedsheet and call room service to take it away?


  The same motor-chariots that had transported Gilgamesh and his companions to the royal feasting-hall a few nights before were waiting out front to bring them to the stadium that morning. The bullfight, evidently, was the event of the season in Uruk. Half the city was going, judging by the number of cars traveling in the direction of the arena.


  Herod rode with Gilgamesh. The driver was a Sumerian, who genuflected before Gilgamesh with obvious awe: no assassin, not this one, unless he was one of the best actors in Hell.


  The bullfight was being held well outside the city, in the sandy hill country to the east. The day was hot and overcast. Some long-fanged bat-winged demon-creatures, purple and red and green, soared lazily in the hazy sky.


  “It’s all arranged,” said Herod in a low voice, leaning toward Gilgamesh. They were near the stadium now. Gilgamesh could see it, tier upon stone tier rising from the flat desert. “Tukulti-Sharrukin will try to spring Enkidu from the House of Dust and Darkness just as the bullfight’s getting started. We’ll have half a dozen of Sulla’s men posted nearby, with three of the Land Rovers. Everybody knows what to do. When Enkidu comes out of the jail building, he’ll get into one of the Rovers and all three will take off in different directions, but they’ll all head out this way.”


  “And Vy-otin?”


  “Smith, you mean?”


  “Smith, yes!”


  “He’ll be waiting just outside the stadium, the way you wanted. When the Land Rovers show up, Smith will meet the one with Enkidu and bring him in, and lead him to the box where you and Picasso will be sitting, which is right next to the royal box. Dumuzi will have a stroke when he sees him.”


  “If not when he sees him, then when I embrace him before the entire town,” Gilgamesh said. “The hero Gilgamesh reunited with his beloved Enkidu! What can Dumuzi say? What can he do? Everyone will be cheering. And after the bullfight—”


  “Yes?” Herod said. “After the bullfight, what?”


  “I will pay a call on King Dumuzi,” said Gilgamesh. “I will speak to him about the unfortunate error of judgment that led his officials to imprison my friend. I will do it very politely. Perhaps I will speak to him also about the state of law and order in the streets of his city, and about proper maintenance of the ventilating systems of his hostelry here. But that will be afterward. First we will enjoy the pleasure of the bullfight, eh?”


  “Yes,” said Herod glumly. “First the bullfight.”


  “You don’t look pleased.”


  “I never even liked to go to the gladiators,” the Judaean said. “And they deserved what they did to each other. But a poor dumb innocent bull? All that bleeding, all that pain?”


  “Fighting bulls is an art,” Gilgamesh replied. “Your great genius Picasso the painter told me so himself. And you are a man of culture, Herod. Think of it as a cultural experience.”


  “I’m a Jewish liberal, Gilgamesh. I’m not supposed to enjoy cruelty to animals.”


  “A Jewish what?”


  “Never mind,” said Herod.


  The chariot pulled up in a holding area in front of the stadium. At close range the circular structure was enormous, a true Roman coliseum on the grand scale, five or perhaps six levels high. The topmost tier was partly in ruins, many of its great stone arches shattered; but the rest of the building seemed intact and splendid. There were throngs of people in colorful holiday garb walking around on every level.


  As he got out of the car Gilgamesh caught sight of Vy-otin, in slacks and a loose short-sleeved shirt, waving to him from a point near one of the ticket booths. The long-legged Ice-Hunter chieftain stood out clearly above the short, square-hewn, largely Sumerian crowd all about him.


  He came over at once. “There’s trouble,” he said.


  “Enkidu?”


  “You,” Vy-otin said. “One of my people overheard something in a washroom. Dumuzi’s putting snipers on the top tier. When things start getting exciting and everybody’s yelling, they’re going to open fire on Picasso’s box. The prime target is you, but they’re likely to hit Picasso too, and your mother, and anyone else who’s close by. You’ve got to get out of here.”


  “No. Impossible.”


  “Are you crazy? How are you going to guard yourself against shots from the sky? Someone your size will be the easiest target in the world.”


  “How many men do you have here?” Gilgamesh asked.


  “Nine.”


  “That should be plenty. Send them up on top to take out the snipers.”


  “There’ll still be a risk that—”


  “Yes. Maybe there will. Where’s your warlike spirit, Vy-otin? Have you truly become Henry Smith? Dumuzi can’t have put a hundred sharp-shooters up there. There’ll be two or three, is my guess. Five at most. You’ll have plenty of time to find them. They’ll be easy enough to spot. They won’t be Sumerian, and they’ll be looking nervous, and they’ll have rifles or some other cowardly New Dead armament. Your men will locate them one by one and push them off the edge. No problem.”


  Vy-otin nodded. “Right,” he said. “See you later.”


  Picasso closed his eyes and let memory come seeping back: the old life, the thyme-scented tang of dry Mediterranean air in the summer, the heat, the crowds, the noise. If he didn’t look, he could almost make himself believe he was eight or nine years old, sitting beside his tall sandy-bearded father in the arena at Malaga again where the bullfights were the finest and most elegantly conducted in the world. Sketching, always sketching, even then, the picador on his little bony blindfolded old horse, the haughty matador, the mayor of the city in his grand box. Or he could think this was the bull-ring of La Coruna, or the one at Barcelona, or even the one at Arles in southern France, an old Roman stadium just like this one, where he would go every year when he was old, with his wife Jacqueline, with his son Paul, with Sabartés.


  Well, all that was long ago in another world. This was Hell, and the sky was murky and the air was thick and acrid, and the crowd around him was chattering in English, in Greek, in some Mesopotamian babble, in just about everything but good honest Spanish. In the midst of the hubbub he sat motionless, waiting, hands at his sides, silent, solitary. There might well have been no one else around him. He was aware that the priestess-woman Ninsun was beside him, more splendid than ever in a robe of deep purple shot through with threads of gold, and that her giant son the warrior Gilgamesh sat beside him also, and the faithful Sabartés, and the little Jewish Roman man. Herod, and the other Roman, the fat old dictator, Sulla. But all those people had become mere wraiths to him now. As he waited for the corrida to begin he saw only the ring, and the gate behind which the bulls were kept, and the shadows cast by the contest that was to come.


  “It will not be long now, Don Pablo,” Sabartés murmured. “We have been waiting for the king. But you see, he is in his box now, el rey.” Sabartés gestured toward his left, to the royal box just alongside theirs. With a flicker of his eye Picasso saw the foolish-looking king waving and smiling to the crowd. He nodded. One must wait for the king to arrive, yes, he supposed. But he did not want to wait any longer. He was formally dressed, a dark blue business suit, a white shirt, even a necktie: the corrida was a serious matter, it demanded respect. But in this humidity he was far from comfortable. Once the fight started he would no longer notice the weather or the pinching at his throat or the sweaty stickiness along his back. Just let it start soon, he thought. Let it start soon.


  What was this? Some new commotion close at hand?


  The huge Sumerian was up and prancing about and shouting. “Enkidu! Enkidu!”


  “Gilgamesh!” bellowed a newcomer, just as enormous but twice as frightful, shouldering his way into the box. “My own true brother! My friend!”


  This one was a Sumerian too, by the look of him. But he was strange and shaggy, almost like a beast, with a fiery, smoldering look about him and black hair tumbling into his eyes and a beard so dense it hid most of his face. Another Minotaur, Picasso thought: an even truer one than the first. They were embracing like two mountains now, Gilgamesh and this other, this Enkidu. Gilgamesh was like a child in his excitement. Now he clapped Enkidu on the back with a blow that would have felled a dragon, and now he dragged him over to meet Ninsun, before whom Enkidu fell in a pose of utter devotion, kneeling and kissing her hem, and now Gilgamesh was nodding toward Dumuzi’s box and both men began to laugh. “And this,” said Gilgamesh, “this is the painter Picasso, who is a great genius. He paints like a demon. Maybe he is a demon. But he is very great. This is his bullfight, today.”


  “This little man? He will fight bulls?”


  “He will watch,” Gilgamesh said. “He loves that more than anything, except, I think, to paint: to watch the bulls being fought. As was done in his homeland.”


  “And tomorrow,” said Picasso, “I will paint you, wild one. But that will be tomorrow. Now the bulls.” Out of the corner of his mouth he said to Sabartés, “Well? Do we ever commence?”


  “Indeed, Don Pablo. Now. Now.”


  There came a great flourish of trumpets. And then the grand entry procession began, the cuadrillas coming forth led by a pair of mounted alguaciles in eye-dazzling costumes. Everyone crossing the great arena, the banderilleros, the picadors riding hell-horses, and then finally the matador, this Blasco y Velez, this Spaniard of the time of Charles IV.


  Sabartés had organized everything very well, Picasso thought. It all looked as it was supposed to look. The men, the subordinates, moved with dignity and grace. They understood the grandeur of the moment. And the matador showed promise. He held himself well. He was a little thicker through the middle than Picasso was expecting—perhaps he was out of shape, or maybe in the time of Charles IV the style had been different, matadors had not been so slender—but his costume was right, the skintight silken trousers, the richly embroidered jacket and waistcoat of satin embroidered in gold and silver, the hat, the cape, the linen lace shirtwaist.


  The procession halted before the two boxes of honor. The matador saluted the king, and then Picasso, who was the president of the bullfight today. The king, who had been staring at the newly arrived Enkidu as though he were some sort of demon that had materialized in Picasso’s box, and whose face now was as dour and foul as bile, acknowledged the salute with an offhand flick of his hand that Picasso found infuriating in its discourtesy. “Puerco,” he muttered. “Hijo de puta.”


  Then Picasso rose. As president he carried the keys to the bull-pens. With a grand swing of his arm he tossed them out to one of the alguaciles, who caught them nicely and rode over to release the first bull.


  “And so we commence,” said Picasso quietly to Sabartés. “Al fin, we commence.”


  He felt himself settling into the inviolable sphere of concentration that always enveloped him at the bullfight. In a moment he would feel as though he were the only one in the stadium.


  The bull came galloping forth. ¡Madre de dios! What a horror! That was no bull! That was an evil monster!


  Sabartés had told him what to expect, but he had never quite grasped it, apparently. This could have been something out of one of his own paintings. The creature had six many-jointed legs, like some giant insect, and two rows of terrible spines on its back that dripped a nasty fluid, and great flopping ears. Its skin was green with purple blotches, and like a lizard’s. There were horns, short and curved and sharp and very much like a bull’s, but otherwise this was pure hell-creature.


  Picasso shot a venomous look at Sabartés. “What have you done? You call that a bull?”


  “We are in Hell, Pablo,” said Sabartés wearily. “They do not send bulls to Hell, only human beings. But this will do. It is much like a bull, in its way.”


  “¡Chingada!” Picasso said, and spat.


  But they were making a brave attempt down in the arena. The banderilleros were dancing around the bull, striving to plant their little lances in the beast’s neck, and sometimes succeeding. The hell-bull, maddened, charged this way and that, going for the horses of the picadors, who warded it off with thrusts of their pikes. Picasso could see that these were experienced men out there, who knew what they were doing and were doing their best, though plainly the hell-bull puzzled them. They were trying to wear it down to make it ready for the Hour of Truth, and by and large they were achieving that. Picasso felt the bullfight slip around him like a cloak. He was wholly engulfed in it now. He saw nothing else but the bull and the men in the ring.


  Then he looked toward the matador, waiting his moment to one side, and everything turned sour.


  The matador was frightened. You could see it in his nostrils, you could see it in the angle of his chin. Perhaps he had been a master of his art back there in the time of Charles IV, but he had never fought anything like this thing, and he was not going to do it well. That was plain. He was not going to do it well.


  The trumpets sounded. It was the moment.


  Blasco y Velez came forward, holding out the muleta, the little red silk cape, and the capote, the big work cape. But he moved stiffly, and it was the wrong stiffness, the stiffness of fear rather than the stiffness of courage. The picadors and the banderilleros saw it, and instead of leaving the ring they withdrew to one side, exchanging uneasy glances. Picasso saw it. The hell-bull saw it. The matador’s moves were awkward and hesitant. He didn’t seem to know how to use his capes—had the art not progressed that far, in the time of Charles IV?—and he had no grace and he took quick, mincing steps. He led the bull around and around, working closer and closer to him, but that should have been beautiful and it was merely depressing.


  “No,” Picasso said under his breath. “Get him out of there!”


  “He is our only matador, Pablo,” Sabartés said.


  “He will die. And he will die stupidly.”


  “He looked better when I saw him yesterday. But that was with a heifer.”


  Picasso groaned. “He will die now. Look.”


  There had been a shift of equilibrium in the ring. Blasco y Velez was no longer working the bull; the bull was working Blasco y Velez. Round and round, round and round—the bull picking up speed—the picadors trying now to intervene, Blasco y Velez backing away but now finally putting a brave face on things, trying a desperate verónica, a farol, a mariposa, a serpentina, a mediaverónica—yes, yes, he knew his work, he understood the art, except that he was trying to do everything at once, and where was his control, where was his stillness, where was his art? The bull, passing him, snarled and nipped him in the shoulder. Blood flowed. Blasco y Velez jumped back and went for his sword—forbidden, to use the sword in mere self-defense—but the bull knocked it from his grasp with a contemptuous whirl, and swung on past, throwing down a picador’s horse and goring it, and coming back again toward the matador—


  “No!” came a tremendous roar from Gilgamesh’s shaggy friend, the huge Enkidu.


  And then the new Sumerian giant leaped from the stone bench and vaulted down into the arena.


  “Enkidu!” Gilgamesh cried.


  Picasso gasped. This was becoming crazy, now. This was turning into a nightmare. The big Sumerian picked the hapless matador up and tossed him aside to safety as though he were a doll. Then he came toward the bull, caught it by the double rows of spines, swung himself up easily onto the beast’s back, and began to throttle it.


  “No, no, no!” Picasso muttered. “Clown! Butcher! Sabartés, stop this idiocy! What is he doing! Riding the bull? Strangling the bull?” Tears of rage crowded into his eyes. His first corrida in who knew how long, and a dreadful one, and now it was dissolving into absurd chaos. He stood on his seat, bellowing. “Butchery! Madness! For shame! For shame!”


  Enkidu was in trouble. He was on the bull, but in another moment the bull was going to roll over and kill him, or hurl him loose and fall upon him with its hooves. That was the one thing Gilgamesh saw, and nothing else mattered to him. To have won him back once more, and then to lose him again in this craziness of a bullfight—no, no, it could not be. It was like that time when the Bull of Heaven was loose in old Uruk, and Enkidu had mounted it and seized it by its horns and tried to force it to the ground. It had taken both of them to slay the bull that time. It would again.


  He snatched up his sword. Herod saw him and grabbed at his arm, crying, “Gilgamesh! No! Don’t go out there!” The Sumerian swatted him aside and clambered down over the edge of the box. Enkidu, holding on with difficulty atop the plunging, bucking monster, grinned to him.


  The whole stadium seemed to be going insane.


  People were up, milling about, screaming. Fist-fights were breaking out everywhere. Dumuzi was on his feet, eyes wild, face purple, making frantic gestures. Glancing upward, Gilgamesh had a quick glimpse of struggling figures outlined against the rim of the arena. Dumuzi’s snipers, fighting with Vy-otin’s men? And farther up, a flock of demon-birds circled in the sky, ghastly things with gaping beaks and long shimmering wings.


  The bull, lurching from side to side, was trying to shake Enkidu free. Gilgamesh rushed forward and took a spew of the bull’s sweat in his face. It burned like acid. He drew his sword, but the bull backed out of range, and twisted itself so violently that Enkidu nearly was flung from its back. Yet he showed no fear at all. He held tight, thighs gripping the bull’s back just in front of the spines, and took a firm hold on the thing’s diabolical horns. With all his great strength he fought to force the bull’s head downward.


  “Strike, brother, strike!” Enkidu called.


  But it was too soon. The bull had plenty of fight left in him. It whirled wildly around, and the scaly skin of its flank caught Gilgamesh across the ribs and drew blood. It leaped and bucked, leaped and bucked, slamming its hooves against the ground. Enkidu flailed about like a pennant flapping in the breeze. He seemed about to lose his grip; then he called out in his most confident tone and rose again, rearing high above the creature’s razor-sharp back. He regained his grip on the horns and twisted, and the bull yielded and weakened, lowering its head, turning so that the nape of its neck was toward Gilgamesh.


  “Strike!” Enkidu called again.


  And this time Gilgamesh drove the blade home.


  He felt a quivering, a shudder, a powerful movement within the creature. It seemed to resist its death a long moment; but the blow had been true, and suddenly its legs collapsed. Gilgamesh extended a hand toward Enkidu as he sprang free of it and came down beside him.


  “Ah, brother,” Enkidu said. “Like the old days, yes?”


  Gilgamesh nodded. He looked outward. On every level of the stadium there was frenzy, now. Gilgamesh was amazed to see that Dumuzi had left the royal box and had leaped into Picasso’s. As though fearing for his own safety, the king had one arm tight around Ninsun’s waist and held Picasso with the other arm around his throat, and was dragging them from the box, struggling with his two hostages toward the exit.


  “Your mother,” Enkidu said. “And your little painter.”


  “Yes. Come on.”


  They rushed back toward the stands. But suddenly Ninsun twisted about and reached toward one of the guards in the box adjoining. When she swung around again a dagger was in her hand. Dumuzi attempted to shove Picasso against it, but as Gilgamesh stared in amazement his mother pivoted away with the agility of a warrior, reached around, drove the dagger into Dumuzi’s side. In the same instant Sulla, coming from the rear, put his sword through the king’s middle. Dumuzi fell and was swept underfoot. Picasso stood unmoving, as if lost in a dream. Ninsun looked at the hand that still held the dagger as though she had never seen her hand before.


  “Up here!” Vy-otin called to Gilgamesh, not from Picasso’s box but from the royal one. “Quickly!”


  The Ice-Hunter extended a hand. Gilgamesh jumped upward beside him.


  “On the royal bench. Fast!”


  “What—”


  “Dumuzi’s dead. He panicked when the snipers didn’t open fire, and tried to escape with Picasso and your mother as hostages, and—”


  “Yes. I saw it.”


  “You’re the king here now. Get up there and act like one.”


  “King?” Gilgamesh said, struggling to comprehend.


  Vy-otin shoved him. He caught hold of the edge of the royal bench and pulled himself up on it, and turned and looked upward toward the many tiers of the arena. The sky had darkened and was full of screeching demons. Surging mobs were boiling back and forth. Everyone seemed to have gone berserk.


  He extended his arms. “People of Uruk!” he cried, in a voice like an erupting volcano. “Hear me! I am Gilgamesh! Hear me!”


  “Gilgamesh!” came the sudden answering roar. “Gilgamesh the King! Gilgamesh! Gilgamesh!”


  “You’re doing fine,” Vy-otin said.


  He felt figures close around him. Herod, Sulla, Vy-otin—Enkidu—Ninsun—Picasso—


  He turned to them.


  “By Enlil, I swear to you I did not come here to make myself king,” he said angrily.


  “We understand that,” said Herod.


  “Of course,” said Sulla.


  “Keep waving your arms,” said Vy-otin. “They’re starting to settle down. Just tell them to take their seats and stay calm.”


  “Gilgamesh!” came the great roar again. “Gilgamesh the King!”


  “You see?” Vy-otin said. “You’re doing just fine, your majesty. Just fine.”


  Yes. Yes. He felt the rush of oncoming power now, that sense of strength and righteous force that the word majesty summed up. Perhaps he had not come here to make himself king, but now he was king all the same, king of Uruk in Hell as once he had been king of Uruk in Sumer the Land. He gestured and felt the crowd in his hand. “People of Uruk! I am your king! Take your seats! All of you, take your seats!”


  They were obeying now. The stadium grew quiet.


  Enkidu said, “Have them send out another of those bulls. You and I will fight it, Gilgamesh. We’ll fight all the bulls they can throw at us. Yes? Yes?”


  Gilgamesh glanced at Picasso. “What do you say? Shall we continue the bullfight?”


  “Ah, compañero, that is no way to fight a bull, the way you two do it. It is not what I came here to see, this jumping on the bull’s back.” Then the little man laughed. “But that is no bull, eh, King Gilgamesh? So why must it be fought according to the Spanish way? Go. Go. Commence your reign with a corrida in the Uruk style. Show us what you can do, my friend. I will sketch you as you work.”


  Gilgamesh nodded. To Herod he said quietly, “Get the late king out of here, will you? And have the arch-vizier and the rest of the court officials rounded up.” With a gesture to Enkidu to accompany him he leaped down again into the bull-ring. He shouted to the alguaciles across the way and the gate opened and a second hell-bull came charging forth. Calmly the new king of Uruk waited for it with Enkidu at his side.
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