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Written in secret so as not to incitecriticism about his controversial discov-eries, this novel from the late ZechariaSitchin brings to life the key themes ofhis bestseller The 12th Planet. The storybegins in London as Astra arrives at theBritish Museum's opening for their newGilgamesh exhibit. There she meets ahandsome stranger who knows secretsabout her that no stranger should know,including the source of the unusual scaron her hand. Taking her to his apartment,he reveals that she is descended fromthe goddess Ishtar and that he is themodern-day avatar of Gilgamesh seek-ing to claim the eternal life Ishtar deniedhim so long ago. Reenacting their sacredsex ritual from eons ago, they find them-selves transported to ancient Sumer asGilgamesh and Ishtar, where he is at lastable to continue his quest for immortality.
But as Gilgamesh fulfills his sacredduties with Ishtar, something goes awryand the Oracle of Anu will not renew itsblessing upon his kingship. Followingthe direction of his mother, the Anunnakigoddess Ninsun—the source of his partialdivinity—Gilgamesh flees the city for theAnunnaki forbidden zone in search of away to the planet Nibiru and life eternal.
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PUBLISHER'S PREFACE
The King Who Refused to Die. The title of the book in your handsdescribes our author, and dear friend, Zecharia Sitchin. In 2010 he leftthis world, but his indomitable spirit lives on, through his astonishinglegacy oi research and the fourteen books he wrote.
Our publishing partnership with Zecharia exemplified the classicgood old days when authors and editors would discuss the nuances ofeach word choice and how to make the reading experience as engagingas possible.
Zecharia was a consummate wordsmith and a gifted storyteller. Heunderstood the importance of rhythm and the need to bring readersalong on his explorations into the ancient past, detail by detail—nevergiving the ending away too soon—so they would come to the same con-clusions as he did. It was important to Zecharia that readers participatein the discovery experience, for only then could they come to appreciatethe true revelations contained in his work.
With Zecharia s passing we lost an author who represented anothertime and place. And yet... with his classic flair for the dramatic and senseof mystery, he left us a gift—another work that he had never published!
The King Who Refused to Die is Zecharia’s first work to be pub-lished posthumously and is his first work of fiction. Although it iswritten in classic story form, it reveals the basis of Zecharia’s uniquehistorical perspective: that “There were giants upon the Earth in thosedays and also thereafter, too. In this retelling of the Epic of Gilgamesh,he shows how the history of mankind on Earth is deeply influencedby visitations from the Anunnaki, the inhabitants of the 12th Planet,Nibiru, Those Who From Heaven to Earth Came.”
Zecharia spent 35 years developing his theories of the Anunnakiinfluence on Earth. He traveled around the world viewing artifacts,deciphering 5,000-year-old Sumerian and Akkadian clay tablets, andcreating a legacy of research that has inspired another generation to takeup his work. The depth of his scholarship is awe-inspiring, but morethan that, his desire to enliven his theories and bring them into popularconsciousness defined the final chapter of his life.
We are honored to have a chance to continue our work withZecharia through his latest literary creation. Yes, Zecharia Sitchin isThe King Who Refused to Die.
“For the special exhibit, Ma’am?”
The question startled Astra. She had been to the museum manytimes before, but never so late in the evening. This time she stopped atthe iron gates, awed by the sight of the museum’s columned facade litby ground spotlights that bathed it in amber. The light drizzle added ahaziness to the sight, an air of mystery—as though there was a secret,golden as the amber lights, hidden behind the massive columns. Astrawondered, as she stood mesmerized by the sight, whether the eerieappearance was due to the fact that so many of the museum’s artifactshad come from ancient burial sites.
For the special exhibit, Ma’am?” the gatekeeper repeated his ques-tion, stepping out of the guard booth into the drizzle.
“Why, yes,” Astra replied.
“You have to show your invitation,” he said, blocking her way.
“Ah yes, the invitation,” Astra muttered.
The gatekeeper watched her as she fumbled in her large handbag.He could make out, under the khaki rain hat, a squarish chin and asmall, full-lipped mouth. Her khaki raincoat was belted tightly aroundher waist, revealing a well-shaped body.
“Here it is,” Astra said as she pulled the white card out of the enve-lope in which it had been mailed to her.
“Go on,” the gatekeeper said without even examining the card. “You’rerather late. If you don’t hurry, the wine and tidbits will be all gone.”
Astra was still clutching the invitation in her hand as she beganto cross the courtyard, too absorbed in thoughts to remember to put
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it back in her handbag. By now she knew the words of the invitationby heart—“The Trustees of the British Museum cordially invite you toattend the opening of the Special Gilgamesh Exhibit,” it read, giving thedate and time. But even now, as she was mounting the twelve wide stairsleading to the museum’s front doors, Astra could not figure out why shehad been invited, or who it was that knew her name and address.
She was still thinking how odd it all was when one of the guardsstopped her to search her handbag, and only then did she remember toput back the invitation. Satisfied that she had neither guns nor explo-sives, he directed her to the west wing. She checked her hat and coat,and a moment later joined the crowd.
For the occasion, the museum’s coffee shop had been converted intoa reception hall, where free drinks and small triangular sandwicheswere being served. The way to the reception led through corridor-like galleries lined with Greek statues and up a flight of stairs, fromwhich the crowd was already spilling out into the exhibition galleries.As Astra tried to make her way to the bar, she found herself stuckamidst the throng. She was pushed and shoved on all sides but finallymanaged to maneuver herseli nearer to the wall, where the crush ofpeople was not as great.
From that vantage point she looked about her. It was now longpast the usual closing time, and the everyday crowds of sightseers hadgiven way to a totally different assemblage of people. Though only a fewmen wore black tie and even fewer women wore long gowns, the crowdlooked elegant, sophisticated. As she overheard fleeting conversations,Astra felt completely out of place. Did she just imagine it, or were theyin fact staring at her, dressed as she was in her old airline hostess uni-form stripped of its insignia, and now somewhat tight on her? Did theyknow that she really did not belong here, that her being here was someerror or, even worse, a bad joke?
Her gaze caught the eye of a tall, slim young man, up the stairs. Heraised his glass and smiled at Astra and began to make his way towardher through the crowd, his eyes fixed on her.
“Hello there,” he said as he reached her. “I’ve watched you marooned
on an arid island amidst a sea of people, not a drink in your hand, andhave come to the rescue. . . . Are you alone here?”
“Alone and puzzled,” Astra said. “Not only don’t I have a drink, Idon’t even know how I got here.”
“You don’t know how you got here?” he repeated jovially. “Knockedunconscious and carried in wrapped in a rolled-up magic carpet, that’show!”
She laughed. “No, I mean I have no idea why I was invited or whoinvited me. Do you know?” She looked straight at him as she asked thequestion.
“Who cares?” he said, “as long as you’re here and I’m getting toknow you. I am your knight to the rescue come, Henry by name. Andwhat is thy name, my lady?”
“Astra.”
“How wonderful, how celestial. . . . Shall I get you a drink, mycharming lady?” He bent toward her as he spoke, his face coming closeto hers.
She jerked her head backward to avoid his mouth touching hers.
“Why, yes, Henry, I’d love to have a drink, right away, please.”
“Don’t move,” he told her. “I’ll be back in a whiff!”
He turned and began to push his way toward the stairs leading tothe coffee shop. No sooner had he done so than Astra made her waythrough the crowd in the opposite direction.
The crowd of invitees was now backed up all the way throughthe Greek gallery and the gallery leading to it from the entrance. Torelieve the pressure and the risk of damage to the statues, attendantswere removing the rope barriers that blocked the way into the museum’sAssyrian section. There was a surge of people into the newly openedarea, and Astra made her way there.
The entrance to this section was flanked by life-size stone stat-ues of guardian deities, their divine status revealed by the hornedheaddresses they wore. They had been placed at the entrance to greetthe modern visitors, just as they had greeted worshippers in ancientAssyria. Passing between them into the section of the museum where
she had been many times before, Astra’s unease lessened. Most of thepeople who were surging in with her turned to the left, lured by thesight of the pair of gigantic sculptures of mythological creatures—bulls with the wings of an eagle and the humanlike head of a protec-tive deity—that had once guarded the throne of an Assyrian king.Astra veered to the right, toward a row of Assyrian stelas from thefirst millennium BCE—stone columns depicting the king protectedby the celestial emblems of the great gods of Assyria. These five sym-bols were repeated on each stela, and a plaque on the section’s walloffered the visitor an explanation.
Uttering the words to herself, Astra read out the explanation:‘“The horned headdress represented Anu, the god of the Heavens. TheWinged Disc was the celestial emblem of his son, the god Ashur, thehead of the Assyrian pantheon. The crescent was the emblem of Sin,the moon god. The forked thunderbolt was the symbol of Adad. Theeight-pointed star represented Ishtar, the goddess of love and war, whomthe Romans called Venus.’”
Having read the explanation, Astra moved from stela to stela,studying the emblems on each. She stopped at the stela of the kingAshurbanipal, whose hand was raised toward the celestial emblems,his index finger pointing to the symbol of Ishtar. Ignoring the peoplearound her, Astra put out her hand to touch the symbol, and her pulsequickened as her fingers caressed the ancient engraving. She focusedher gaze on the king’s mouth, touched the stone lips, and whispered,“Ancient lips, utter again your immortal message!”
She closed her eyes, and in spite of the din around her, could clearlyhear the whispered words: “Look, Astra, look at your destiny star . . .”
Her hand flinched and she opened her eyes. She turned abruptlyaround. Henry was standing there right behind her, a drink for her inhis hand. He was smiling.
“Have you just spoken to me?” she asked.
“The sweet words have not yet crossed my lips,” he said. “I wasgoing to say, though, why caress the frozen lips when there are livingones to press against yours?”
Words were uttered to me,” Astra said. “It may sound odd, but I’veheard words coming from this monument once before.”
“How very interesting,” Henry said. “Do go on.” He handed herthe glass.
“These emblems somehow touch a chord in me,” Astra continued asshe turned to look at them again. “I come to look at them whenever Ican, after work.... They seem to be holding a secret, a hidden message.”
And the stone then whispers the message to you, is that it?”
“I’m not crazy, I did hear spoken words—now and once before,”Astra replied, and raised her glass to toast the monument.
She turned back. Henry was now a few feet away from her, havingbeen pushed away by the surging crowd.
“You must tell me about your cult,” he shouted to her, raising hisglass.
Astra ignored his words and let the crowd put more distancebetween them. Everybody seemed to now be in this part of the museum.A man who had stepped up to a small platform placed between theancient winged bulls was trying to hush the crowd, and after severalcalls to order, he began the proceedings.
Ladies and gentlemen,” he said in a firm voice, “my name is JamesHiggins, and I am the museum’s curator of western Asia antiquities. Itis my pleasure to welcome you on behalf of the trustees of the BritishMuseum to this opening of the Special Gilgamesh Exhibit.”
He paused for effect and then continued. “The Special GilgameshExhibit is being held to celebrate a kind of centennial. Among the greatarchaeological discoveries in Mesopotamia in the nineteenth centurywas the vast library of inscribed clay tablets of Ashurbanipal, king ofAssyria, in Nineveh. The tablets, mostly damaged or broken into frag-ments, were brought to the British Museum. Here, in the basement ofthis very building, it was the job of George Smith to sort out, match, andcategorize the tens of thousands of pieces of inscribed clay that arrivedin wooden boxes. One day his eye caught a fragment that seemed torelate a story ol a great flood, and he realized that he had come upon aMesopotamian version of the biblical story of the Deluge!
“With understandable excitement, the museum trustees sent GeorgeSmith to the archaeological site in Mesopotamia to search for additionalfragments. Luck was on his side, for he found enough of them to be ableto reconstruct the original text and publish it, in 1876, as The ChaldeanAccount of the Flood"
There were murmurs of concurrence from the crowd, and the cura-tor continued, “But as Smith himself had concluded, and as additionalfinds have by now conclusively established, the tale that was discoveredin the library of Ashurbanipal dealt only partly with the subject of theDeluge. It was a long tale, written on twelve tablets. Its original ancienttitle, drawn from its opening line, was He Who Saw Everything. Wenow refer to it as the Epic of Gilgamesh, for it tells the story of a kingby that name who was restless and adventurous, challenging both menand gods. Claiming to be partly divine, he deemed himself entitled toimmortality. It was in search of such an escape from the fate of all mor-tals that he had gone to the magical Landing Place of the Gods, andthen to the secret domain called the Land of Living. There he found anancestor from long ago who was still alive. The latter turned out to bethe hero of the Deluge, the one called Noah in the Bible. It was he whothen proceeded to tell Gilgamesh the tale of the unforgettable calamityof the Great Flood.
“It was thus a century ago that the biblical tales of Genesis werelinked to the lore of ancient Assyria and Babylon. In that past centurywe have also come to know that all those writings stem from an ear-lier common source, the original written records of the Sumerians—that mysterious people who had created the first known civilization, insouthern Mesopotamia.
“Not only have these ancient Assyrian and Babylonian tales con-firmed that Gilgamesh was a historical figure, other epic tales, as wellas actual lists of kings that have come down to us, confirm it also.Gilgamesh was the fifth ruler of the Sumerian city Uruk, the biblicalErech. He reigned nearly five thousand years ago. His father was a HighPriest. His mother was a goddess named Ninsun, making Gilgameshtwo-thirds divine. Until the archaeologist’s spade uncovered the
city—its streets, houses, wharfs, and temples, including the shrines toNinsun—Erech was just the name of an unknown, seemingly nebulousmythological place mentioned in the Bible. But if the Bible was cor-rect about Erech and all the other cities mentioned in it, and if it wascorrect about the various Assyrian and Babylonian rulers it speaks of,could it be that the other tales—of a deluge and of a Noah, of a Towerof Babel, and of a Garden of Eden—were also factual, a written recordof the long ago?”
The curator paused. “I seem to be getting carried away,” he said,gesturing apologetically. “So let me stop here. Whatever the implica-tions of the discoveries of the past century and those more recent, thereis no doubt that a turning point in our knowledge and understandingwas reached with the publication of The Chaldean Account of the Flood.It is to commemorate the centenary of that event that the museum hasput together this special exhibit. It brings together finds and artifactsnow located in several museums in various countries, but the core arethe tablets that George Smith pieced together and which have not beenon exhibit for public viewing for quite a long time.”
The curator signaled with his hand, and attendants removed theropes that held the crowd back from the special section. “I invite you toinaugurate the Special Gilgamesh Exhibit,” he announced in a raised,excited voice, hoping to be heard above the din of the crowd. But noone really awaited his final words, for no sooner had the ropes beenremoved than the crowd surged forward on its own.
Astra, who had stayed in the back when the curator began to speak,now had to wait her turn to go into the special exhibit area. There, inthe center, protected by a Plexiglas cubicle, were the original fragmentspieced together by George Smith. Under another Plexiglas hood, cylin-der seals pertaining to the epic tale of Gilgamesh were displayed. Thesewere small cylinders cut from semiprecious stones on which scenes fromthe tale were engraved in reverse, so that when the cylinder was rolledon wet clay the intended depiction was impressed. There were seals notonly from Mesopotamia but from all over the ancient world, dating tothe second and first millennia BCE. The most frequent scene shown
on the seals was that of Gilgamesh wrestling the lions. Others depictedhim in his royal garb, and there were also depictions of his comradeEnkidu, mostly showing him with the animals of the wild among whichhe had grown up.
He who saw everything,who went to the Land;
Who all things experienced,considered all. . .
Secret things he has seen,
what is hidden from Man he found out;
He even brought tidings
of the time before the Deluge.
He also took the distant journey
wearisome and under difficulties.
He returned, and upon a stone columnall his toil’s tale he engraved.
Astra was still bending down to read the rest of the text when shefelt a tap on her shoulder. She turned around. It was Henry.
"Remember me?” he said, "the knight without armor? I am afraid Isaid something rash when last seen. I am sorry.”
“Never mind,” Astra replied. “I really came here for the exhibit.”
“Gilgamesh is more interesting, then, though long dead, in spite ofall his searches for immortality,” Henry said. “Did you know that tokeep himself young he roamed the streets of Erech at night, seeking outwedding celebrations? He then challenged the bridegroom to a wres-tling match, which he always won. Then he claimed for himself as aprize the right to be the first to sleep with the virgin bride.”
“He did?” Astra said. “And what if there had been more than onewedding that night?” She chuckled.
“It says here,” Henry said, pointing to the text of the first tablet,“that Enkidu, a sort of artificial man created by the god Enki, madelove to a harlot for six days and seven nights without taking time out.
Gilgamesh, equally virile, survived an annual rite of a Sacred Marriagewith the goddess Inanna during which he had to perform fifty times inone night. . . . Does this answer your question?”
Astra now took a closer look at Henry. He was younger than shewas, maybe thirty. He had a freckled face and light brown hair and wasfar from being good-looking. But his smile had an audacity about it,fresh and inviting . . .
“You seem to know a lot,” she said. “Are you a teacher or something?”
“Indeed I am. A lecturer on Assyriology. And you?”
“A has-been,” Astra replied with a shrug. “A damn good cabin atten-dant, now running the cabin crews’ briefing room, having become moremature and plump.”
“Curvy, I would rather say,” Henry said, tilting his head as thoughto get a look at her from another angle. “Not unlike Inanna, bet-ter known as Ishtar, as a matter of fact. She used to flaunt her nakedbeauty, so most depictions of her show her naked or wearing a see-through garment.”
He took Astra’s hand and drew her away from the display of tabletsto the showcase with the seal cylinders. “Here,” he said, pointing at agroup of seals, “you can see some of those depictions.”
“Why did she do that?”
“She was the goddess of love. I suppose she had to live up to herreputation.... The sixth tablet of the Epic of Gilgamesh relates how, seeinghim naked, Inanna invited him to make love to her. Will history repeatitself, Astra?” He looked into her eyes, his hold on her hand tightening.
“Did Gilgamesh accept the invitation?”
“Well ... as the ancient tale goes, he did not. He turned her down,citing the instances when she had killed off her human lovers. But Iwould have taken the chance!”
“It’s an interesting offer: to reenact an encounter from millennia agoand see if it turns out differently,” Astra said, pulling her hand from his.“But I still want to find out how I happen to be here. Do you know?”
“/ do,” a voice beside her said. Astra turned toward the speaker. Hewas a tall, broad-shouldered man in his fifties, his thick hair graying
at the temples. His eyes were blue-gray, and he was staring at her sointensely that she could not move her gaze to see his other features.
“You? But why?” Astra blurted out.
“It’s rather private,” the stranger replied. He held out his hand.“Would you come with me, please?” He was still staring into her eyes.
“Just a minute,” Henry said. “This young lady is with me!”
“Nonsense,” the stranger said. “I’ve watched you trying to pick herup, even mocking her when she felt a bond with the ancient monu-ments. . . . So, please don’t mind my borrowing Miss Kouri for a while.”
Without giving either one of them a chance to object further, hetook Astra by the arm and led her away through the jostling crowd.
They were outside the special exhibit area when Astra stoppedshort, pulling her arm away from his hold. “You know my name?” shesaid.
“Yes. You are Miss Astra Kouri, aren’t you?”
Astra could feel blood surge to her face. Her heart began to pound.“How?”
The stranger smiled. “I am pleased you could accept the invitation,”he told her.
“Who are you?”
“My friends call me Eli, but that is short for my family name,Helios. Adam Helios, that is my full name. . . . Now you have youranswer, don’t you?”
Astra nodded.
“Come with me, then.” He took her by the arm again and led hertoward the entrance to the Assyrian exhibit, stopping in front of thestela of Ashurbanipal.
“Look, Astra, look at your destiny star,” he whispered.
“You!” Astra cried out. “What do you want of me?”
Without shifting his gaze from hers, he took her hand and slid hisfingers along its side to where Astra had a barely noticeable, lumpy scar.Then he took her free hand and slid her fingers along his hand’s side,until Astra could feel a similar lumpy scar on his hand.
“Oh my God!” she said.
“Yes, I too had a sixth linger that was surgically removed when Iwas a child,” he told her. “Isn’t that what was done to you, too?”
“It’s incredible,” Astra said. “Totally confusing. . . . How did youknow that? How did you know my name?”
“Do you believe in destiny, Astra?” he whispered, putting his handsaround her waist. “Do you believe that stars can beckon, that stones canspeak?”
Astra resisted his grasp. “How much do you know about me, forheaven’s sake?”
He let go of her waist. “More than you yourself ever knew,” he said.“Come with me and I will tell you all.”
He was no longer looking at her, but at the celestial symbols on themonument.
“I really don’t think . ..” Astra began to say, but stopped as his handreached out again, and he pressed his lumpy scar against hers.
“We are one of a kind,” he said. “Uniquely endowed with a sixthfinger. . . . Can’t you hear our destiny calling?” His eyes were again gaz-ing straight into hers, demanding and commanding. Astra wanted tosay something, but couldn’t.
“Come,” he said, and took her by the arm. Astra went along.
“I live nearby,” Eli added as they reached the stairs leading out ofthe museum. They crossed the courtyard and then Great Russell Street,which led into Museum Street, a narrow street flanked by old buildingsthat once upon a time were homes of the rich but now housed pub-lishers’ offices and bookstores specializing in Orientalia and the occult.They walked silently, Eli still holding Astra’s arm.
They turned into an even narrower street, then into an alley. Astrafigured they were somewhere in the back of the buildings they hadpassed minutes earlier, but she couldn’t be sure. There were no streetlights in the alley; in the darkness, Eli stopped in front of what turnedout to be a door. Deftly he unlocked it, for the first time letting go ofAstra’s arm. A dim bluish light went on inside as he opened the door,and a narrow stairway steeply leading up came into view.
“Please,” he said.
As soon as Astra was inside he locked the door behind them. “I’lllead the way,” he continued, as he began to climb the stairs.
There were landings at half-floor levels, leading through unex-pected doors to unseen rooms, all barely noticeable in the dim bluishlight whose source Astra could not determine. After walking up whatseemed to Astra to be about two full floors, Eli opened a door and ledher into a medium-size room where the bluish light was brighter. Astracould see that the room was furnished as a sitting room, with most ofits available wall space taken up by ceiling-high bookshelves. There wasa smell in the room, a dazzling smell. From her flying days, Astra couldrecognize, in a whiff, the smells of marijuana, hashish, and the like, butwhat she now smelled was none of those.
“Make yourself comfortable,” Eli said, pointing to a large, soft arm-chair. Astra tucked her handbag by her side.
“Damn it,” she said, “I left my raincoat and hat in the museum!”
“No worries,” Eli said. “They’ll be safe there until you pick themup. . . . Sherry?”
Without waiting for an answer, he filled two glasses from a decanterthat was on a small side table. He offered her a glass, and Astra raisedher hand to take it, but he held on to the glass for a moment. “You arebeautiful,” he said as he let go of it.
Although her senses were engulfed by the sweet and dazzling smellfilling the room, Astra did not let the remark slip by.
“Is that your usual opening line?” she asked.
He raised his glass. “Let’s drink to an enchanting evening. I prom-ised to tell you all, and I will. Let me begin with the invitation,” he saidas he sat himself in an armchair opposite hers. “To explain this will bethe simplest thing I will be doing this evening. You see, I work in themuseum. My job is to sort out and restore Near Eastern antiquities. Inoticed you in the museum more than a year ago, and then saw you onyour subsequent visits. I noticed you, you see, because you’ve remindedme of someone.” He paused to sip his sherry.
“Of whom?” Astra asked.
“You’ll meet her shortly,” he replied. “After a while I realized that
you came to the museum on certain days, at certain hours, and I madeit a point of awaiting you. More often than not, I was not disappointed.I watched you as you stood again and again by certain artifacts. As youhave done this evening—yes, I watched you—you would touch some ofthe stelas and wall reliefs, the celestial symbols sculpted on them. You
would pass your fingers over them, over one in particular I watched
you, I watched your hand. . . . Unnoticed by you, I stood near you a fewtimes. . . . Then, one day, as you raised your hand to touch the celestialsymbols, I saw it!”
“What was it that you saw?”
“The scar, the telltale scar—the scar where your sixth finger hadbeen before it was removed!” he answered, excitement in his voice, “andI knew then that finding you was the omen I had been waiting for.. . .”He paused and sipped his sherry to becalm himself. “The rest was easy.I followed you, I found out where you live and work, I found out yourname. Then, when the museum prepared the Gilgamesh exhibit, and Isaw the date that had been chosen for its opening, I knew that it waspreordained. ... I knew that the time had come to take the next fatefulstep. So I pinched an invitation and addressed it to you.”
“All on account of my sixth finger?” Astra asked, taking a sip of thesherry. “Or was the rest of my body involved?”
“Just like her,” Eli said. “Sharp-tongued, quick-tempered. . . . Howwell do you know the Bible, Astra?”
“We had no Sunday school where I grew up,” she said. “You haven’tanswered my question.”
I will let the Bible explain,’ he replied. He got up and went toone of the bookshelves, picked out a volume, and went back to hisarmchair. Switching on a lamp that stood on a side table near him, heleafed through the book until he found what he was looking for. “Areyou familiar with the biblical tale of the spies sent by Moses to Canaanahead of the Israelite tribes?” he asked.
“Not really,” Astra replied.
“It’s told in the Book of Numbers, chapter 13. They went from thewilderness of Sinai through the Negev and reached the city of Hebron,
which was the renowned abode of so-called giants, the three descen-dants of Anak: Achiman, Sheshai, and Talmai. . . He paused andleafed through the Bible again. “These three descendants of Anak arementioned again: once more in the Book of Joshua and then again inthe first Book of Judges, reporting the conquest of Hebron by the tribeof Judah. Each time the three are listed by their names—Achiman,Talmai, and Sheshai. . . . Do you know what the name Sheshai means?”
“No idea.”
“He of the six!”
“Six fingers?” Astra ventured a guess.
“You can bet your life on it,” Eli answered. “That whole part ofsouthern Canaan bordering the Sinai Peninsula was known in antiq-uity for being the abode of descendants of superhuman beings, oneof whose unique features was a sixth finger. Five hundred years later,King David, fighting the Philistines in that very same area, encoun-tered the descendants of those superhuman beings. There were fourof them in the city of Gath. Here, let me read to you from the secondBook of Samuel: And there was yet another battle at Gath, and thereappeared yet another giant; and he had six fingers on each hand andsix toes on each foot, twenty-four in all, for he too was a descendantof the Rephaim.’”
“Are you suggesting that we have something in common with thegiants of the biblical tales?”
“Of course,” Eli said. “The phenomenon is known to modern medi-cine as polydactyly, where a small extra digit grows on the side of thehand or the foot. The growth is without question an uncommon genetictrait, passed from generation to generation. Like all such uncommontraits, the erratic gene must be carried by both father and mother forthe peculiarity to reappear in their offspring. . . . Sometimes, therefore,the gene may remain unseen, unexpressed, for generations—then reas-serts itself when the matching mating occurs. The trait then appears inthe offspring—in our case, a sixth finger or toe.”
“I’ve read about such genetic defects peculiar to certain groups ofpeople,” Astra said. “It’s a matter of heredity, they claim.”
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“Precisely,” Eli said. “Except that our particular trait is not a defect,not at all . .
He did not finish the sentence. Instead he got up and refilled theirsherry glasses. He handed Astra hers and remained standing. The lamplight formed an illuminated background behind him, a glow enhancinghis silhouette in the room’s bluish hue. Astra was silent, awaiting hiswords.
‘We—you and I,” he said looking into her eyes, “have a commongene; we are descended from the same ancestors .. . people from days ofyore who were already ‘of old’ in biblical times . . .”
“But you just were saying that this is not a defect,” Astra interjected.
“On the contrary,” said Eli. “It means we are eligible forimmortality!”
“Immortality? You must be joking.”
“Not at all,” Eli said. “I’m dead serious.”
“Just because we were born with a sixth finger?”
Because we are descended of the Rephaim, among other things. . . .Do you know what this biblical word means?”
“No.”
It literally means ‘the Healers.’ They are mentioned in the Bibleseveral times as the extraordinary residents of certain parts of the HolyLand in remote times. According to the lore of other ancient peoples,the Rephaim were divine beings who knew the secrets of healing . . .”
“Like the archangel Raphael?”
“That’s right, that’s precisely what the name means. ‘God’s Healer,’or more literally translated, ‘the Healer of the deity called El’. . . .According to an ancient Canaanite tale, a king named Keret was ademigod, the son of El. Having angered a certain goddess, she afflictedhim with a fatal disease. But as he was dying, El sent the goddess ofhealing to the rescue, and she restored Keret to life.”
He took a sip of the sherry. “And then there is the Canaanite taleol Dan-El, clearly identified as a descendant of the Rephaim. Like theHebrew patriarch Abraham, he had no male heir by his wife. LikeAbraham, residing in the Negev area of Canaan, he had divine visitors
who promised him a son by his wife in spite of the couple’s old age. Tomake that possible, they gave Dan-El a potion called Life Breath, whichrejuvenated and invigorated him.”
“Did it work?” Astra asked.
“Oh, yes. A son was indeed born. When he grew up to be a youngman, the goddess Anat—the Canaanite name for the goddess of warand love—desired him. Knowing the consequences of making love to agoddess except in certain circumstances, he refused. So, to entice him,Anat promised to obtain immortality for him.”
“Immortality through rejuvenation. Eternal youth. Was that it?”
“Yes,” Eli replied. “The divine trait of the Rephaim, passed alonggenetically to their descendants, revealed by the sign of the sixth finger!”
“Tell me more,” Astra said. “All there is to know.”
He came closer to her and with his hand lifted her chin and lookedinto her eyes. “It’s a long journey back,” he said, “back to our origins.”
“Take me back,” she murmured. “I must know it all.”
She wanted to close her eyes but his gaze was too penetrating to doso. Still holding her chin, he began to bend down over her, and Astraknew that he was going to kiss her. A shiver, like a lightning bolt, passedthrough her body. But he only kissed her lightly on the forehead, thenlet her go.
“Very well,” he said. “Let us begin our journey to the past.”
Eli went back to his seat by the table lamp. In the bluish light thatengulfed the room, and to which Astra’s eyes had now become accus-tomed, the bright light of the table lamp bathed Eli in an eerie glow,casting his large shadow upon the opposite wall.
“The events concerning us happened long ago,” Eli began, speaking
slowly, “and their roots are shrouded in the dimmest past ” He picked
up the Bible, holding it up. “The beginnings are recorded here, but onlyenough lor a glimpse. The Bible is the entry point, the corridor is the talesol the misty past that are called mythology. And the treasure room is theSumerian tales oi prehistory that are, in fact, the Earth Chronicles.”
“Like the tale of Gilgamesh?” Astra interjected.
“From times much, much earlier than his, but the tale of Gilgameshis more appropriate than you realize. First we have Gilgamesh himself.He claimed the right to immortality because he was two-thirds divine.H is mother, Ninsun, was a goddess, and his father was descended fromthe god called Shamash. Then there was the hero of the Deluge, theone called Noah in the Bible and Ziusudra in the Sumerian texts.Gilgamesh went to find him because the gods had granted to Ziusudraan Everlife. The Bible described Noah as having been of pure lineage.The Sumerian chronicles are more specific; they tell us that Ziusudra’sfather was the son of a god, the same Shamash.”
“Lineage traced back to the gods, a divine gene—is that the secretol an Everlife?” Astra asked.
“Lineage, heredity, divine origins, a certain gene ... call it what youwant.”
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“Which some mortals have because they are descended from off-spring of gods?” Astra shifted uneasily in the armchair as she spoke.“And what is there to support the Sumerian contention that the so-called gods intermarried with humans?”
“The Bible!” said Eli, waving the volume. “I believe every word ofit, literally. . . . Here, in Genesis 6, when the situation on Earth prior tothe Deluge is described, this is what it says:
‘And it came to pass,
When the Earthlings began to increase in number upon the faceof the Earth and daughters were born unto them,
That the sons of the gods saw the daughters of Man, that theywere compatible, and they took unto themselves wives as they chose. . . .
The Nefilim were upon the Earth in those days and thereafter too,
When the sons of the gods cohabited with the daughters of Earthlings,and had children by them.
They were the mighty ones of Eternity, the People of the Shem.’”
He put the Bible down. “There you have it,” he said. “In the versethat is usually translated ‘dns. giants were upon the Earth in those days,’I read the original Hebrew term, Nefilim. It means ‘Those Who HadCome Down, From the Heavens to Earth.’ They were the sons of thegods and married human females. Their offspring were mighty ones,people of eternity—privileged to an Everlife!”
His right arm jerked awkwardly and he grasped it with his lefthand.
“Is something wrong?” Astra asked.
“No, no,” he said. “I was just moved by uncontrollable emotions as Iread the sacred words that link us to our past, to our roots.”
“Listen,” Astra said, “perhaps we should continue another time. It’sgetting late, and I have to be at my job tomorrow. I think I’d betterleave.” She got up.
‘“No!” Eli said, quite emphatically. “You must stay! We must con-tinue, tonight!”
“What’s so special about tonight? The Gilgamesh exhibit?”
The timing of it,” Eli said. His arm began to jerk again and hegrabbed it again. Its preordained, I tell you. . . . Please, you must stay!”
There was mystery in his voice, and impatience too. Astra hesitated.
Please sit down,” he said, the jerking of his arm and the tone of hisvoice becalmed. “Let me show you some slides.”
She sat down and Eli went to the wall opposite her seat and pulleddown a small white screen. He shut off the table lamp, returning theroom to its bluish dimness, then went to a corner of the room behindAstra. There he switched on a slide projector. For a moment there wasa blinding light in the room as the projector’s beam went on, without aslide to show. But in the next moment a slide was flashed on the screen—a photograph of ancient ruins showing six remaining tall columns.
“Baalbek!” Astra let out a cry.
“Yes, Baalbek in the mountains of Lebanon, in the Cedar Forest.Isn’t it where you come from?”
“Yes! I was born in the town near the ancient ruins. My family hasalways lived there . . .”
Eli flashed another slide on the screen.
“This is an aerial photograph of the site. The ruins now seen areof Roman temples, grander than any built in Rome itself. The templeswere built upon the ruins of earlier Greek temples, for Alexander theGreat to worship in. And before that, Phoenician temples stood there.King Solomon aggrandized the place in honor of his guest, the Queenof Sheba; there had been temples there even before there were kingsin Jerusalem. But as temples replaced temples, one thing remainedunchanged: the vast platform on which all these temples were built.Five million square feet of a platform made of immense stones, and inone of its corners, a massive podium, the likes of which there is none inthe world!”
“We were not allowed to go to the ruins,” Astra said softly. “Myparents and grandparents said they were sacred. Our Maronite priestsaid it was the abode of the Fallen Angels. I heard legends that the placewas built before the Deluge, by giants.”
“So you’ve never been to the ruins, never stood upon the vastplatform?”
“Once, only once. It was before I left Lebanon to come to England.There was something inside me that pulled me to them, like an umbili-cal cord. ... So I went there, in spite of the admonitions. I went upthe mountain and walked upon the platform, then climbed atop thepodium. I stood there for a long time. I could see as far as the horizonsto the north, the west, the south. The wind was blowing my hair, andit felt as though the wind would carry me aloft and I would fly away, Iknew not where. . . . And then I knew, just knew, that I would be safeon all my flights as an airline hostess.”
“Did you see the Trilithon?” Eli asked as he flashed on the screen anew slide showing three immense stone blocks forming one of the lay-ers at the base of the podium. “They weigh over a thousand tons each!”
“Those three colossal stone blocks? Yes, I have seen them before,many times, and several others of immense size,” Astra said. “We chil-dren used to sneak up the mountainside and view the gigantic stonesfrom a distance... . But we did go and climb upon the companion stoneblock that still lies in the ancient quarry, in the valley.”
“Ah, yes,” Eli said. “It’s in my next slide.” He flashed on a photographof a colossal stone block lying on its side, partly buried in the ground. Aman sitting on it appeared as a fly resting on an elongated block of ice.
“Did anyone figure out how these gigantic stone blocks were car-ried all the way from the quarry in the valley, up the mountain?” Astraasked.
“No,” Eli said. “Even nowadays there’s no piece of equipment thatcan lift a thousand tons, or even the five hundred tons that most ofthe podium’s stones weigh. Yet in antiquity someone, somehow, did theimpossible.”
“The giants of Christian legends?”
“And of Jewish legends, and of Greek legends . . . the giants that,in the Bible, are literally called ‘Those Who Had Come Down.’ TheSumerians called them Anunnaki. It meant the same thing: ‘ThoseWho From Heaven to Earth Came.’”
"Didn’t Gilgamesh attempt to enter a secret tunnel of theAnunnaki?” Astra asked. “Who were they, actually?”
The gods, Eli said. "The gods of the Sumerians and of all theancient peoples. They had come to Earth, the Sumerians reported,when our species was still apelike. The leader of the first landingparty was called Enki, meaning ‘Lord of Earth.’ He was a brilliantscientist. He was followed to Earth by his half-brother Enlil. Thename meant lord of the command,’ for he was indeed put in charge ofthe Earth Mission of the Anunnaki. Then they were joined by a half-sister, Ninharsag, as chief medical officer. Born to different mothers,they had the same father—the ruler on their home planet, which wascalled Nibiru.”
"These are only legends,” Astra said. “Mythology . . . like the Greektales of Zeus and the celestial wars between the gods and the Titans.”
No, facts! Eli quickly asserted. The Bible repeatedly states thatthe Nefilim were also known as Anakim, which is simply the Hebrewfor Anunnaki. It also states that a specific group of Anakim was calledZuzim, namely descendants of Zu. Have you ever read the Sumeriantale of Zu?”
“No,” Astra said.
Zu s full name was Anzu, meaning ‘He WEo Knows theHeavens’—an astronomer, a space scientist. He was sent to Earth whenthe Anunnaki had already established themselves, six hundred on Earthand three hundred upon orbiting platforms and shuttlecraft. On Enki’srecommendation, Zu was assigned to the headquarters of Enlil’s mis-sion control center. There, in an innermost chamber engulfed in a heav-enly glow and a constant hum, Enlil kept the Tablets of Destinies. Akinto our computer memory discs but undoubtedly much more sophisti-cated, the tablets were essential to what was termed Dur-an-ki, or ‘LinkHeaven-Earth, for it kept track of all celestial movements and guidedthe spacecraft between Nibiru and Earth. Then one day, seeking toseize control, Zu stole the Tablets of Destinies and flew away with themto a hiding place. Their removal brought everything to a standstill. . . .In the end, the tablets were retrieved after aerial battles between Zu and
Enlil’s foremost son, Ninurta. Zu was brought down with a missile overthe Sinai Peninsula.”
“Quite a tale,” Astra said. “Space stations, a glowing and hummingsecret chamber, a mad scientist, aerial battles . .. science fiction from sixthousand years ago!”
“Amazing even if it were science fiction from that long ago,” Elisaid. “But all these things did happen!”
“This is too incredible,” Astra persisted. “In primitive times, Tabletsof Destinies that are space-age memory discs . . .”
“Well now!” Eli said. “What do you say to this?”
He changed the slides, projecting on the screen the photograph of acircular object, a disc on which there were inscribed various geometri-cal forms—lines, arrows, triangles, and other shapes accompanied bycuneiform symbols.
“What is it?” Astra asked.
“A Tablet of Destinies—rather a replica thereof. The very objectwhose existence you’ve doubted. An encoded disc, a celestial route map.The key to immortality. Do you recall it, Astra?”
“Recall? Why should I recall such an object?”
Eli came around and stood before her, staring at her. “You mustrecall the tablet,” he said. “It is most important.”
Astra shrugged.
“Enlil, Enki, Ninharsag, . . . nothing rings a bell within you?”
“I’m not sure I know what you mean,” Astra replied.
Without speaking, Eli went to one of the walls lined with book-shelves. Touching an unseen button, he made a panel move sideways.From the hollow he took out a jug, and walking over to the small tablewhere the sherry bottle and glasses were, carefully poured a golden liq-uid from the jug into two small glasses. He walked over to Astra, hand-ing her one of the glasses.
“It’s a nectar,” he said, “pressed from certain herbs and flowers, avery old recipe in my family, believed to trace back to Assyrian templerites. . . . Sip from it. . . sip and sit back . . . relax ... let your thoughtsfloat freely.”
She took the glass and looked at him. Unexpectedly, he bent downand kissed her on the forehead. His lips were warm, unusually warm,and their touch sent a warm sensation into her brain.
Is this some kind of love potion?” she asked.
He smiled. My dear Astra, he said softly, we have been in love along time. . . . The nectar will help you remember.”
He took a sip from the nectar. She stared at him with a puzzledlook. “It’s time you told me who you are,” she said.
“Sip the nectar, and I will,” he told her.
She took a sip of the nectar. It tasted like a mixture of honey andpomegranates and smelled of jasmine. It had a pleasant, smooth taste,but no sooner had she swallowed it than she could feel a warmth risewithin her, like an inner glow. She smiled at Eli.
It tastes good,’ she said. “Do go on.”
I am an Assyrian, he said. “Not a Syrian from the present-day coun-try adjoining Lebanon, but a descendent of the Assyrians of northernMesopotamia, of the mighty kings whose stelas you have been admiringand caressing in the museum. . . . The Assyrians proclaimed themselves,with the blessing of their gods, rulers of the Four Regions. In order tolegitimize that imperial status, they had to extend their rule to ancientSumer and to intermarry with the descendants of the kings of Sumer,especially those who, by their lineage, were descended from offspring ofthe demigods. . . . They married their daughters to descendants of thekings of Erech and Ur, whose divine lineage was ascertained not just fromfamily records but by the one unique and telltale sign, the sixth finger.”
He raised his hand to show his telltale scar again. “In spite of thepassage of millennia, the rise and fall of empires, wars and killings anddispersions, a core of descendants of the ancient Assyrians has remained" ith unbroken family and genetic links. They were always clusteredaround the family that carried the divine gene, revealed by the birth ofa baby with a sixth finger.”
Does it mean that we were related somewhere in the distant past?”
^es, Eli said, ^iou and I. . . . Our destinies were intertwined inthe past. Fate has brought us together again!”
He sipped of the nectar and Astra did too. The inner warmthengulfed her again, and perspiration beads appeared on her forehead,although the room was not heated.
“I feel warm,” she said, and getting up, took off her jacket. Hermotions pressed her blouse against her full, well-rounded breasts, andAstra caught the sudden blaze in Eli’s gaze. His right arm jerked and healmost spilled his nectar, and Astra felt a sudden impulse to touch him.
She came to him and took hold of his twitching arm and caressedit gently until the spasm passed. Neither said a word. She put her scaragainst his and stared into his eyes.
“Will you tell me who I really am?” she asked softly.
He drew her closer to him and her body tightened against his. Sheclosed her eyes. Her lips parted. He kissed her softly on the forehead.
“You must remember more,” he whispered, “only then . . .” Withoutfinishing the sentence, he led her gently back to her armchair.
“I promised to let you know more about yourself than you had everimagined,” he said, “but we must do it gradually ... we must arrivethere together.”
“Arrive where?” Astra asked.
He took his glass. “Let’s drink up the nectar,” he said. “To Everlife!”
She took her glass. “To Everlife!” she repeated, and drank up.
He went back to the slide projector and flashed the celestial symbolof the Winged Disc onto the screen.
“Our story,” he said, “begins in the distant Heavens. Eons ago,when our solar system was still young, there appeared a large celestialglobe from outer space, a refugee from another star system that hadexploded. As a result of the havoc and collisions that it caused, our ownplanet, Earth, and the asteroid belt and the comets, came into being.The invader itself was caught into orbit around our Sun, becoming atwelfth member of our solar system. Its vast orbit takes it far out intospace, then brings it back to our vicinity once every 3,600 years.”
“Nibiru?”
“Yes, the planet of the Anunnaki. Once every 3,600 years theycould come and go between their planet and Earth. Some 450,000 years
ago they landed here in search of gold. On their own planet the atmo-sphere was eroding. Their scientists discovered that by suspending goldparticles in their stratosphere, they could preserve life, and themselves,on their majestic planet.”
Astra stirred in her seat. “Enki . . . Enlil . . .” she whispered.
“Yes, they were the leaders who had come from Nibiru,” Eli said.“Do the names ring a bell?”
I m not sure,” Astra said. “Something stirs within me . .
He went to the small table and refilled their glasses with the nectar.
Here, sip some more,” he said as he gave Astra her glass, taking a sipfrom his own.
“Don’t stop . . . tell me more,” Astra said and took a sip. “I feel likeI am being lifted up—floating . . .”
He bent over her and kissed her again on the forehead. “Relax . . .relax . . . remember!” he murmured.
He kept silent for a few moments, but when Astra remained silent,resumed his tale. The orbit of Nibiru is a vital aspect of our odyssey,Astra. One orbit of Nibiru around its sun is but a year for those wholive there. That same year on Nibiru equates to 3,600 Earth years. . . .Yet nothing is immortal in the universe, Astra—even the stars them-selves are born and die. That holds true for the Anunnaki, the gods ofantiquity. To the humans who worshipped them, the Anunnaki—withtheir long lifecycles stemming from Nibiru’s extended orbit—seemedto be immortal. No matter how many human generations passed, theAnunnaki were ever present, hardly aging. But they did age, Astra, andthey did eventually die.”
“How sad,” Astra said, “that gods should die.”
II an Earthling, a mortal man, could attain just one single year ofthe Anunnaki, he would indeed live forever in human terms—3,600years. Ten years of the Anunnaki would mean 36,000 years of life onEarth. . . . Imagine that!”
“That’s what Gilgamesh was after,” Astra said.
“Yes,” Eli answered. “Keep sipping the nectar.”
They both took sips, and Eli Hashed a picture on the screen of a
female wearing a helmet like a pilot’s, her breasts and belly bare.
Astra’s hand holding the glass shook. “Ishtar,” she said. “Thebeautiful, enchanting Ishtar. . . . She roamed the skies in her celestialsphere.”
“Can you recall?” Eli asked, but Astra remained silent.
“Her name in Sumerian was Irnina, meaning ‘She Who Gives Joy.’Her twin brother was Shamash, known in Sumerian times as Utu, ‘TheBright One.’ They were the grandchildren of the great Enlil. Theirfather, Nannar, was the first Anunnakian born on Earth. When thetwins were born, there was great joy, but then the awful truth becameapparent. For a while those who had come from Nibiru continued toenjoy Nibiru’s life cycle, Nannar—who was born on Earth—maturedfaster, and his own children grew older at an even faster rate. It wasclear that Earth’s orbital period and life cycle was counteracting theirgenetic heritage of Nibiru’s life cycle.”
“Utu liked to fly,” Astra said suddenly. “He became chief of theEagles.”
Eli came around to look at her. Her eyes were closed and she wasgrinning.
He bent down and kissed her gently on the forehead. “Float back,back in time,” he told her. “Remember more!”
She opened her eyes. “Go on, don’t stop,” she said. “It’s a fascinatingstory.”
Eli went back to the slide projector and flashed on the screen a wallrelief depicting a young god equipped with two pairs of wings and twopairs of horns on his helmet. He was shown wearing a circular objecton his right wrist, the way one wears a watch nowadays, and holding arolled-up measuring cord in his left hand.
“The Anunnaki who manned the space facilities were indeed nick-named ‘the Eagles,’ for their dress uniform was outfitted with wings. Intime, Utu became their commander.”
“Abgal,” Astra said. She shuddered and spoke more words, but theywere unintelligible.
“Who was Abgal?” Eli asked. “You remember him.”
Abgal piloted the Boats of Heaven. Everyone knows that,” Astrasaid, and giggled.
Ah, yes, Eli concurred. “A spacecraft pilot. Utu was his com-mander, wasn’t he?”
He taught me flying . . . and other things too,” Astra said, andchuckled.
“There was a spaceport in the Sinai Peninsula, the restricted region.
... It was called Tilmun then, the Place of the Rocketships Tell me
about it, Astra.”
She wiggled in her chair. The Landing Place was in the CedarMountain,” she said slowly.
Eli looked for a particular slide and, having found it, flashed it onthe screen. It showed a spherical object with three extended legs. A bul-bous protrusion was hanging down from its bottom, and its midriff waslined with eyelike apertures.
“A wall painting from an archaeological site on the eastern bank ofthe river Jordan, some seven thousand years old,” he said. “A celestialsphere, a skyship. To roam Earth s skies. To go to the Landing Place.”
He paused, but Astra was silent. Gilgamesh,” Eli continued. “He wentto the Landing Place. Ishtar saw him there. .. . There was a tablet..
Abgal piloted a Gir,” Astra said emphatically.
But of course, Eli replied. He changed slides, showing on thescreen drawings of a rocketship with flames billowing from its tail. Inone instance it was depicted with a pointed upper part attached to therocketship s main body. In the other, the upper module was shown sepa-rated and moving away from the rocketship.
Here is the Gir,” he said. “It served as a shuttlecraft, landing onEarth and taking off to rejoin the orbiting spaceship. . . . Abgal tookyou up in a Gir, did he?”
Nibiru glowed like a radiant star,” Astra said.
“The tablet,” Eli prompted. “Do you recall the tablet?”
Astra groaned. Eli went around to look at her. Her eyes were openbut there was a blank look in them. He kissed her on the forehead.
“The Tablet of Destinies, Astra,” he said to her softly. “I will show
it to you segment by segment. You will remember! You must remember!Our lives depend on it!”
He went back to the slide projector and flashed on the screen thephotograph of the disclike object he had shown her before.
“The Tablet of Destinies,” he said. “You must remember!”
She shifted uneasily in her seat. “It’s different,” she finally said. “Itdoes not look the same.”
“Great gods!” Eli cried out. “You are remembering!” He changedthe slides, flashing on the screen a line drawing of the object, clarifyingthe geometrical shapes and the cuneiform writing.
“The directions,” Eli said. “Do you recognize the directions?”
“It is not the Writing of Heaven,” Astra said. “It’s profane.”
“But of course,” Eli told her. “How right you are. . . . The objectI’ve been showing you is made of clay, a replica found by archaeologistsand now kept in the British Museum. The writing was converted by thereplicator into cuneiform in ancient Erech. ... It is not the Writing ofHeaven, but it has made it possible to read the instructions. . . . Here,let me show you more.”
He flashed on the screen an enlargement of a segment of the tableton which there were drawn two triangles connected by an angled line,along which there were seven dots. At the edge of the second trianglewere four more dots.
“The god Enlil went by the planets,” Eli said. “That’s what theinscription says below the seven dots arranged along the line. . . . ‘Sevenplanets on the route from Nibiru to Earth.’ Pluto was encountered first,then the pair Neptune and Uranus, then the giant Saturn and Jupiter.Coming from Nibiru, Mars was the sixth. And the seventh was Earth.Beyond there lay the Moon and Venus and Mercury, and finally the Sun... in a solar system of which Nibiru was the twelfth member.”
There was no reaction from Astra.
“The writing along the bottom edge of the segment,” Eli contin-ued, “says in Sumerian ‘Rocket, Rocket, Pile-Up, Mountain, Mountain’and along the inclined edge ‘High, High, High, High, Vapor-Cloud,No Vapor-Cloud’.... Along the curving circumference the instruction
Set is repeated six times and the names of celestial bodies are given, butthe tablet was damaged there, making this part illegible. ... What werethese instructions, Astra? Can you remember?”
“Enlil came from Nibiru,” Astra said dreamily. “It was the domainof Anu.”
“Yes! Yes!” Eli said. There was agitation in his voice. “We knowall that. Concentrate on the tablet. You must remember!” His armtwitched and he grabbed it with his other hand to steady it. He beganto perspire. He flashed an enlargement of another segment of the tableton the screen.
Concentrate on this, Astra, he told her. “This is an enlargementof the second of the tablet’s eight segments. It’s badly eroded, but thewords Take, Cast,’ ‘Complete’ are legible.”
Astra remained silent. He changed slides. “This segment, withthe odd shapes and arrowed line, has the legend Planet Jupiter ThatProvides Guidance.’ The names of two constellations are also inscribed,‘Gemini and Taurus.’ Surely you can recall what that means, Astra!”
She mumbled unintelligibly. Eli flashed another slide on thescreen.
After a course fix at Jupiter and a turning at Mars, the spacemenfrom Nibiru reached the landing corridor on Earth. The words ‘OurLight’ and ‘Change’ are repeated along the descending line. There’s aninstruction stating ‘Observe Path and High Ground.’ The horizontalline has the words Rocket, Rocket, Rocket, Rise, Glide’ written alongit, followed by a series of numbers. Where the two lines meet, the wordsFlat Ground are written. The geometrical forms in this section, at itslevel portion, depict three triangular peaks, two high and one lower ...”
The pyramids! Astra cried out. “The great mountains. The hand-iwork of Enki.”
Go on, Eli said when she stopped. She uttered a few more wordsthat were unintelligible, twisted her body, and flailed her hands and fellsilent.
“Yes,” Eli said, “the pyramids were built by the Anunnaki to serveas landing beacons, pointing the way to the spaceport in the Sinai.” He
changed slides. “Although badly eroded, this segment is quite informa-tive. The descending line has the legend ‘Central Plain’ and the numberone hundred is repeated six times. The interconnecting lines state ‘RunWay,’ ‘Swift Onset,’ and ‘Finish.’ ‘The Gir had landed!”’
“Enlil returned to visit his father,” Astra said abruptly.
“Yes,” Eli said. “The last segment of the Tablet of Destinies indeedgave important instructions for the return to Nibiru. That is what theevening is all about, Astra . . .”
Pie flashed on the screen a segment showing crossed lines, a centralarrowed line, and some inscribed words. “Here, at the edge, at the arrowpointing skyward,” he said, “the Sumerian word meaning ‘Return’ isclearly legible. . . . There’s a way back, Astra, and we can take it!”
“You showed only seven segments,” Astra pointed out.
“Well, yes,” Eli said hesitatingly. “Eve skipped the third segment. It’sbadly eroded.”
“You promised to tell me all—everything!” Astra said, visibly upset.
“Yes, yes,” Eli said, He searched for a slide, and finding it, pulledout the previous one. The bright beam momentarily lit up the room ashe inserted the new slide.
“The lightning has struck!” Astra shouted, jumping up from her seat.
He rushed over to her and put his arm around her shoulder. Shelooked at him with wide-open eyes.
“The lightning has struck!” she said again and shuddered. “It’s anomen!”
Eli kissed her on the forehead and pulled her body toward his. Hershuddering stopped.
“Yes,” he said softly, caressing her. “It was an omen, from Anu, fromNibiru. . . . Look at the screen.”
The segment whose enlargement was projected appeared to havebeen badly damaged in its upper half. A geometrical form that remainedpartially discernible suggested that it was a drawing of an ellipse withseveral small triangles within it. The writing on the top half and on thecurved margin was illegible, but the words written along the horizontalline were intact.
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“Tell me . . . read the words of the omen,” Astra whispered.
“These are divine words,” Eli said. “What is left on the undamagedportion reads thus, Emissary of Divine Anu ... to Divine Ishtar, theDivine Beloved ol Anu.’” He let go of the embrace, and Astra steppedback.
“Great gods!" she exclaimed, “an invitation from Anu! An invita-tion to return to Nibiru, wasn’t it?”
“Yes,” Eli said. “That’s what it was. . . . That’s what it still is.”
“Still is?”
If we could find the original Tablet of Destinies that was sent fromHeaven!”
“We?”
“Yes, you and I. ... It can be done, but I cannot go alone. We mustgo back together!”
Astra took another step back. “Who are you?” she asked. There wasa harshness in her voice.
\ou d better sit down, he said. “We must sip more of the nectarbefore I answer.”
She sat down in her armchair. He refilled the glasses with the nec-tar and took a sip of his. Astra, reluctant at first, followed suit. He wentback to the slide projector and again flashed on the screen the photo-graph of the disclike tablet.
This is a replica,” he told her, “made in ancient times. The originalWriting of Heaven was replaced with cuneiform symbols to enable itsreading by others . . . those who were not gods. . . . The original tabletwas a disc encoded with instructions for a space journey to Nibiru. /was the one who found it.”
“You?”
“It descended from the skies of Erech on a star-filled night, the lastnight of the New Year festival. ... It was inside a space capsule. ... Ifound it, I took it. ... I hid it from you . . .”
He spoke dreamily and his words tapered off. . .
“Go on!” Astra insisted.
My family, through the millennia, has retained the name Elios. It
is but a mispronunciation oi Helios, the Greek name for the sun godShamash. ... It has been a secret tradition in my family, passed fromfather to son, that we are descended from Shamash . . .”
He shut off the slide projector and came around to stand before her.
“The Sumerian king lists clearly state that Gilgamesh was descendedfrom Shamash, through his father. . . . Ishtar and Shamash were twins;they both had the divine gene oi the sixth finger. So did Gilgamesh . ..”
He bent and kissed her on her lips. “Oh, my beloved,” he whispered.“Don’t you remember me? I was Gilgamesh!”
She looked at him in puzzlement. He stared straight into her eyes.
“And who am I—who was I?” she asked softly.
“Close your eyes. . . . Float back, and you shall know!”
She closed her eyes. There was silence for a while. Then she felt Eli’slips on her forehead. He was turning her armchair around.
“You can look now,” he told her.
When Astra opened her eyes, and even before she could recall where shewas or why she was there, she saw at once the other woman.
She was standing inside an opening in the wall—perhaps a doorway,perhaps not—bathed in the glow of a yellow-golden light that madeher stand out against the dark background behind her. At first Astrathought the woman was naked, but then Astra saw she was wearing akind of see-through, clinging dress that accentuated her breasts. Herneck and chest were covered with a multi-rowed necklace, the stones ofwhich were smaller on the top strands and larger on the bottom ones.The woman wore two odd shoulder pads, which, together with thenecklace that was tight against her chin, seemed to force her head intoa stiff, upright position.
Some of the womans braided hair could be seen protruding fromunder a most unusual helmet that she wore. It looked like an old-fashioned aviator’s leather padded helmet. It was held tight against thewoman s head by two horns, which began as bulbous protrusions overher ears and then curved up, meeting in the center of the helmet, aboveher forehead.
The woman stood still. Her delicate face had slightly raised cheek-bones and a wide, prominent chin. Her lips were pursed in a quasi-smile. Astra could not make out her nose, but she could see dark, deepeyes. In her hands the woman held a heavy, thick-walled vase, partlytilted toward Astra, as though it was a gesture of offering.
“Who are you?” Astra cried out.
The woman did not answer, remaining motionless.
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“Who are you?!” Astra shouted, fright and anger in her voice. Butagain the other woman stood still, the quasi-smile frozen on her face.
“Don’t you recognize her?” a voice said, and in an instant Astrarecalled Eli. He switched on the light ol the table lamp and Astra couldsee him now, sitting where he had sat at the beginning ol the evening.
“Who is she? What does this other woman do here?”
“Don’t you recognize her?” Eli repeated.
Astra turned to look again at the intruder. The woman was stillstanding there, a faint smile on her lips, her dark eyes looking straightat Astra. Astra’s eyes surveyed the lull lips, the prominent cheekbones,the squarish chin. She closed her eyes and shuddered.
“My God,” she said. “It’s me\”
She shuddered again and slumped in the armchair.
Eli jumped from his seat and rushed to Astra’s side. He grabbed hercold hands in his, rubbing them for warmth. He slapped her cheeks gently.
“It’s all right,” he said, “it’s all right. It’s only a statue.”
Astra opened her eyes. “A statue?”
He helped her up and led her toward the lighted opening. It was,Astra now realized, a kind of alcove between the bookshelves that shehad not noticed prior to its being lit up. The figure was indeed a statue,almost exactly the same height as she was.
“Who is she—who was she?” Astra asked.
“Ishtar,” Eli said with emphasis. “The great goddess Inanna, knownas Ishtar, also as Astarte . . .”
“Oh my God . . . Oh my God . . .” Astra whispered. She turned herface away and crossed herself. Eli let her be for a few moments.
“I can’t believe it . . . it’s impossible!” Astra said as she regained hercomposure. “She looks—looked—so much like me . . .”
“You could say it the other way,” said Eli, “that you look so muchlike her!”
Astra put her hand out and touched the frozen face, then the roundbreasts. “So much like me ... I am so much like her,” she said softly.
“And you also bear her name,” Eli said. “Astra, the Celestial One.Astarte . . . Ishtar!”
“It’s so lifelike,” Astra said.
“Yes,” said Eli. “It was found at Mari, an ancient capital on theEuphrates River. When the archaeologists who had found it were pho-tographed standing beside it, no one could distinguish between the liv-ing men and the stone goddess . . .”
He turned the statue around on its pedestal so that Astra could seeits back.
The protrusions from which the horns curved up in front could nowbe clearly seen as earphonelike devices. At the back of the helmet a squar-ish box was held in place with a stripe. From the bottom of the box, ahose made of several sections descended almost the whole length of thestatue. The equipment the goddess was wearing must have been ratherheavy, for it was supported by the large shoulder pads and was held inplace by two sets of stripes that crossed her back and chest diagonally.
The Flying Goddess,” Astra said. She went over the features withher fingers, then turned the statue around to face them.
“Why?” she said. “Why the statue?”
“To convince you.”
“And the sixth finger—did she have it?”
“It was removed surgically on the eighth day after birth—a riteechoed in the Jewish circumcision of eight-day-old baby males. . .. Hereyou can see, however, that the sculptor, true to life, left telltale scarswhere the sixth fingers and toes would have been.”
Astra touched the spots.
“I see,” she said. “She was like me. ... I am like her.” She turned toface Eli. “Am I as beautiful as she is . . . was?”
He grabbed her by the hips and drew her to him. “You are!” hereplied and kissed her on the lips, a long, passionate kiss.
“I am ready,” she whispered. “Ready to go back . . .”
“Come then, my beloved queen,” he said as he held her tightlyagainst his body. “We shall journey together ... to the past!”
She reached for his mouth and kissed him passionately. “I’m ready,”she said. “I was Ishtar ... I want to be Ishtar again.”
“You will have to trust me completely,” Eli told her. “You must
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believe, with all your innermost senses, that whatever happens, no harmwill come to you.”
“I trust you, my beloved . . . my Gilgamesh!”
“Tonight is the night,” he said as he caressed her. “The night ofthe rites of the Sacred Marriage, to seal the sacred union. . . . Thenight of endless lovemaking, the night Ishtar and Gilgamesh werejoined as one . . .”
“Take me back,” she said softly. “I must find the tablet, answerAnus call . . .”
“We will go back together,” he said. “We must regress together . . .to Erech, to the night of the falling stars . . . united in body and soul!”
Eli led her into the alcove where the statue was standing, and Astrarealized that it was a small elevator, one of those old-fashioned ones thathad neither door nor protective grillwork.
They squeezed into the three-person elevator, the statue serving astheir co-passenger. Eli pressed a button, and they rose slowly to the floorabove. They stepped into a large, dimly lit room, engulfed in the sameyellow-golden light in which the statue was bathed inside the elevator.As she entered the room, Astra turned her head back to glimpse thestatue once more, and again, as when she had seen it initially, she couldnot help marveling how lifelike it was.
A large canopied bed, taking up a good deal of the room, suggestedto Astra that this was Eli’s bedroom. If so, it was a most unusual one,for in every available space there stood, or hung on the walls, ancientartifacts: statues of all sizes, statuettes, wall reliefs, and objects of clay,bronze, and even gold. Her particular attention was drawn to an ancientlyre; it looked familiar because Astra had seen its picture and its coun-terpart in the British Museum many times. Its two stems rose in a slightangle from a sound box and were connected at the top by a crossbar.The front of the sound box curved into the sculpted head of a hornedbull made of gold. Strings ran from the upper crossbar to the bottom ofthe sound box, and when Astra plucked the strings ever so lightly, shewas startled by the deep sound of music that the instrument produced.
“It’s a replica, of course,” said Eli. “A replica of the original, almost
five thousand years old, found by Sir Leonard Woolley in the royaltombs of Ur. ... It belonged to the Sumerian queen Pu-Abi.”
Astra plucked the strings again. “What an exquisite sound,” shemurmured.
“Archaeologists found not only lyres and harps, which they recon-structed and restrung, but also ancient Sumerian musical notations,” Elitold her. “After deciphering the musical notes, a team of California pro-fessors actually played the ancient music Here, it has been recorded.”
He touched an unseen button, and the room was filled with an enig-matic, haunting tune—a tune from another time and another place, yetone that Astra found neither strange nor unappealing.
She looked around at the roomful of artifacts, wondering whetherthey too were just replicas or genuine archaeological finds. Eli caughther roving gaze.
I work in the museum,” he said, “restoring, replicating. . . .” Hewaved his hand at the collection of artifacts. “I had to re-create the sur-roundings, the mood of ancient Sumer, to go back amidst the familiarobjects of- our beloved Erech.”
“The tune . . .” Astra said. “It evokes memories . . .”
“Lyre music was a favorite of Anu and Ishtar,” Eli said. “On his lastvisit to Earth, the Anunnaki built Anu a restplace that was the fore-runner of Erech. They installed there a most magnificent lyre for hispleasure. When he left, he bequeathed the place to Ishtar, his belovedIrnina. She loved to play the lyre, even composed much of the music.”
Astra’s head began to swirl and she stopped gazing around. Thetune was haunting her, each pluck of the lyre’s strings echoing in apluck-beat of her heart. She drew herself to Eli and stood silently withher body against his.
He kissed her gently on the forehead. “The nectar, the music . . .they are taking you back . . . floating, floating back in time . . .”
“I feel dizzy,” Astra suddenly blurted out, and abruptly sat down onthe floor, her back leaning against the canopied bed. Eli let her be. Shebegan to hum the lyre’s tune, then she began to sing, almost whisperingat first, then louder, then ever so softly:
“Sleep, oh sleep, some to my son,
Put to sleep his restless eyes.
Shine, shine oh new moon,
Chase away the evil pain.
Oh Enlil, be his guardian on Earth,
Oh Anu, be his guardian in Heaven.
Oh, Goddess of Life, be his ally;
May he lord for many happy days ...”
“It is beautiful,” Eli said and sat himself on the floor beside her.
She looked at him as though she had not seen him before. “Is ityou, Shamash?” she asked. “Mother was always singing this lullaby toyou. She was always concerned about your aching bones. She could notunderstand why we were growing up so fast. . . . Do you remember,Shamash?”
He put his hand around her shoulder. “I am Gilgamesh, notShamash,” he corrected her gently.
“She used to tease us that we had spent only a hundred Earth yearsin diapers,” Astra went on dreamily. “They all refused to recognize thatwe were ripe. . . . We had to play when others were away. You alwayspretended at first to be someone else. . . . Why?”
“It was more fun that way,” Eli said.
“Play with me again, Shamash,” Astra said. “I need you so!”
“Yes,” he said and kissed her on the forehead. “Let us play!”
He got up and pulled her up too. Holding her tightly against hisbody he began to sway the two of them to and fro, very gently, in tunewith the rhythm of the ancient music—to and fro, to and fro, standingin place, without moving the feet.
“We are together again,” he said softly.
“We are together again,” Astra repeated his words.
“Tonight is the night,” he said.
“Tonight... is this the night?” she queried.
“Yes, my queen,” he said. “It is the night of lovemaking, in Erech.
“Hurry, take me there!” Astra said, command in her voice.
“Together. We must go back togetherEli insisted.
“Together ... let us go together,” Astra said.
Letting go of her but with their bodies close enough to feel eachother s warmth, Eli began to undress her. Astra realized what he wasdoing but did not try to stop him, for she was both mesmerized andwilling. When she was completely naked, he led her to a closet and frominside it took out a gauzy, see-through robe; he helped Astra put it on.
There was a full-length mirror on the inside of the closet’s door, andEli positioned it so that when Astra looked at herself, she could also seethe statue standing inside the elevator behind her. Astra was aghast bythe similarity, and for a moment—in her confused state between fantasyand reality—she wondered who was who, which was she—alive—andwhich was the statue—only lifelike. . . . Was she Astra, the reality—or was the reality, the everlasting reality, that eternally frozen goddessbehind her? She passed her hands over her body, first from her firmbreasts down to her round hips, then back up again to her shouldersand neck and face, ending with her thick dark hair.
“I am Ishtar!” she cried out. “I am the one!”
She was still viewing herself and the statue in the mirror when Eliappeared behind her. He was naked and his build was sturdier and moreathletic than his clothed body had suggested. Before she had a chance toturn toward him, he grabbed her by her breasts, hard, almost violently.
Oh my beloved,” he said, breathing heavily. “The similarity struck
me the very first time I saw you I knew then that fate found you for
me. I’ve planned this evening ever since, each moment of it. . .”
She smiled with anticipated pleasure as she felt his body pressingagainst hers.
Make love to me, Shamash,” she said, “but keep out the seed!”
Eli did not bother to correct her again, but turned her around toface him and then kissed her in a frenzy.
“Let’s not tarry,” Astra whispered. “Teach me love, Shamash . . .Hurry!”
Yes, yes, beloved Ishtar,’ Eli replied. “But you must lie on the BedThat Floats, until the king is ushered unto you.”
He led her to the canopied bed and gently helped her lie down onher back so that half her body remained protruding off the edge of thebed, her feet bent to reach the floor. There was a hammock spread onthe bed, which Eli proceeded to raise with the aid of pulleys attached tothe ceiling, lifting Astra to midair.
“You are making me float,” Astra said dreamily.
“You are in the Bed That Floats,” Eli said, “devised by the chief ofartisans so that you may have your pleasure as you prefer it, without aman coming into your bed . .. But soon the prescribed hour shall strike,and I, the king, shall come unto you for the Sacred Marriage!”
“Hurry, hurry, play the lovemaking game!” she said impatiently.
He reached for a switch and a rotating light on the ceiling beganto flash alternating red and blue lights. He pulled her see-through robeapart and kissed her on her breasts. She smiled but remained motion-less, staring at the rotating ceiling lights. He spread her legs apart, rest-ing each leg on one side of the hammock. Then he began to rock thehammock to and fro, toward him and away from him, entering heragain and again with each inward swing.
“We are together once more!” he said. “I am caressing you fromwithin, so that we shall journey together until the moment that I willenter your bed and, pleasuring you as the sacred rites prescribe, becomethe king again!”
“Oh Shamash,” she said. “I love it so . . .”
He kept rocking the hammock, continuing to penetrate her on eachupward swing of the hammock.
“Bliss, bliss . . .” Astra said, groaning with pleasure. “Mother saidI am too young to marry. ... I don’t know what I would have donewithout you!”
“My, how grown you are!” Eli said lightly, indulging her in the ideathat he was Shamash, Ishtar’s twin.
“You have just begun to grow a beard, and all you think of are space-craft,” Astra said, anger in her voice. Then she chuckled. “The pilot thathas been teaching you flying has also been teaching me a thing or two ...”
“Everyone admires your beauty.”
“Mother is worried, Shamash. . . . Grandfather Enlil has spoken toour father about me. Have you heard the rumors? They are arranging amarriage, a union of the two sides... to cement the peace, they say . .
“Marriage,” Eli said. “A Sacred Marriage.”
Astra remained silent. Eli stopped rocking the hammock. Momentslater Astra began to shudder and stir restlessly. Eli caressed her, sayingnothing.
“Your touch is divine, my beloved Dumuzi,” Astra said softly.“The music is enchanting. . . . Let the musicians play on as you cometo me . . .”
“The musicians are playing,” said Eli, caressing her, again seeminglyunperturbed that she had called him by yet another name.
“Oh don’t be shy, my beloved Dumuzi,” she said. “Though onlybetrothed, it is no reason to spare me thy love . . . come on, come on,keep rocking me!”
Eli began to swing the hammock backward and forward, andmoments later began to penetrate her once more. “We are joined again.. . . We are one,” he said.
Astra began to hum. “Tell the musicians to play louder,” sheimplored. “I wish to sing the praises of my betrothal. . . .” And withoutwaiting, she burst into a melodic song:
“The bridegroom is by my side; what joy!
The wild ox Dumuzi, is by my side; joy!
The songstresses chant a song;
A song for him Ishtar will compose:
“I am like a field offallow land,
The wild ox beside me with its horn, ready to plow.
We are in a heavenly boat of fastened ropes,
Our passion is rising, like the moons new crescent.
“My breasts are as hillocks,
My thighs are like a rolling field.
My body is like wet soil;
Where is the ox that will come plow my fields?
My Lord Dumuzi; he will plow my fields.
My sweetheart, he will come to me.
Oh my Lord Dumuzi,
Sing with me our song of love!”
Eli kept rocking the hammock while she sang, penetrating her in arhythmic motion. They were both silent for a few moments. Then Astrabegan to twist in the hammock, and Eli had to stop.
“What is it, my beloved?” he asked.
Astra began to wail. “Oh woe unto me!” she cried out, sobbing. “Theshepherd who has slept by my side has been taken away! The evil one madethem carry him off.... My wild ox, my beloved Dumuzi, lives no more!”
“Anu has given you Erech that you may have kingship,” Eli said,caressing her. “He has given you his divine lyre, that you may find peacein its music.”
Astras wailing now turned to a sobbing. Her writhing stopped. Hewent on caressing her.
“The musicians are playing,” Astra spoke up. “Why are the singersquiet?”
“I have composed a song exalting your greatness,” Eli said. Firstsoftly, then with a gradually rising voice, he began to sing:
“I sing to Ishtar, great mistress.
Oh voluptuous lady, oh queenly one.
The day has passed, the sun has gone to sleep.
The great lady is in the bed of rejoicing.
She is clothed with pleasure and love,
She is covered with charm and vitality.
Her eyes are asparkle, her figure is alluring.
Sweetness is in her lips, Life is in her mouth.
Ishtar is in the bed of kingship.”
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A smile spread on Astra’s face. “Who is he who exalts me thus?”
“The king, your servant,” Eli said. “The king has come unto thyholy bed, to lie in thy holy lap, that he may have life.”
“The song is sweet,” Astra replied dreamily.
Eli bent over and kissed Astra on her lips. “We are together again,”he said, “joined together for a journey to eternity!”
He began to lower the hammock until Astra was lying on the bedproper.
“My queen,” he whispered, “thy holy bed has been set up and purified.”
“No one can come into my bed and live,” Astra said, raising herright hand.
“Tonight is the night,” Eli said, taking her hand in his. “It is thenight of the Sacred Marriage, the night of our sweet betrothal.”
“The king alone can betroth me!” she said. “Beware, beware, mortal
I ”
man!
“I am the king,” Eli said. He bowed by the bed, kissing Astra’s feet.“The king is prostrate before thee. ... I am Gilgamesh, king of Erech,son of Ninsun, seed of Shamash . . .”
“Gilgamesh, the king?” Astra said. “Your coming is timely!” Sheextended her hand. “Come, make my bed as sweet as honey, give mepleasure!”
“I have come to be joined with you, great Ishtar,” Eli said as hestood up. “To be granted everlasting youth, a living forever.”
“My sweet Gilgamesh,” Astra said, extending both her hands.“Waste not the hour. . . . Come to me now!”
“Great lady who gives life,” Eli said. “I will perform the rites toperfection!”
Slowly he began to position his naked body over hers, caressing andkissing hers as he moved forward. “Heavenly lady, divine Ishtar,” he saidsoftly, “the king has come unto thy holy bed, to lie in thy holy lap . .. tobe joined together, to journey back together.”
“Hush!” she said, annoyed. “Embrace me, give me joy, Gilgamesh!”
She grabbed hold of him, locking her hands behind his back. Withall the strength still left in him, Eli penetrated her.
We are joined!” he shouted. “We are journeying back together!”
“Oh my precious sweet,” Astra said, groaning. “Sate me, sate me . . .In unison make it the prescribed fifty times!”
Freed of the hammock’s restraining ropes, she twisted and turnedlike a wild lioness released from its cage. She kissed him, she bit him,she clawed him with her nails, all the while clinging tightly to him asthough they were held together by the most powerful magnets. As herecstasy increased, she cried out unintelligible words and sentences, attimes calling Eli Gilgamesh, at times Shamash or Dumuzi.
“Oh my queen,” Eli murmured as the pace of his penetrations quick-ened. “We are journeying back together, to Erech. It is the time of theNew Year, the night of the Sacred Marriage. . . . We are in thy heavenlybed so that you may give me life . .
He poured his seed inside of her. Then he shuddered, and turningover to lie beside her, was motionless.
Astra groaned. “You have done it,” she whispered, then she fellsilent too.
In spite of his utter exhaustion, he awoke, restless and distraught, soonafter he had fallen asleep. Afraid to awaken the goddess, he lay still fora while, engrossed in a surge of thoughts. In the past, this divine nightof ecstasy had becalmed him and granted him temporary inner peace.It was not so this time—but, he thought, not because of any fault onhis part. Indeed, in spite of the passage of yet another year, he had per-formed to perfection, the required fifty times!
Unable to contain his restlessness, he finally slipped out of the can-opied bed, after making sure that the goddess was sound asleep. Thenight’s chill reminded him that he was naked. He found his robe andput it on, ungirdled, but he did not put on his sandals and held them inhis hand lest the noise of his steps awaken her.
He paused at the chamber’s entrance, listening for unwantedsounds, but all was quiet. The musicians and singers were long gone;the attending priests and priestesses had retired to their quarters andthe lone priest attending to the eternal fire, by whose light the waterclock s time could be told, was fast asleep at his post. Stepping quicklybut silently, he crossed the Hall of Merrymaking, passing extra quietlyby the doorless openings leading to the food chambers, where some ofthe food and beverage servers might have stayed to sleep.
This night he was appreciative of the fact that the Gipar, Ishtar’spavilion for nighttime pleasures, had been built according to herinstructions at the edge of the Garden Court, near a small side gatein the Sacred Precinct’s wall. This was a convenience devised by herto facilitate the comings and goings of her chosen lovers, who had to
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conduct intercourse standing up and rocking the goddess in her ham-mock if they wished to remain alive past the night. The particularlysecluded location of the gate now enabled him to reach it virtuallyunseen by the priests stationed on the platforms and ramparts of themain temples.
He put on his sandals and girdled the robe tightly against the chill.The Moon, almost full, bathed the Sacred Precinct in a silvery light,darkened from time to time by passing clouds. He waited in the shad-ows for a darkened interval, then quickly made his way to the small sidegate. He was hoping that the priests guarding it would be asleep too.In the alternating light and darkness he could see two of them seated,leaning against the wall. But as he neared them, they heard his footstepsand jumped up, spears in their hands.
“Who goes there?” one of the priest-guards shouted.
“It is I, Gilgamesh, the king,” he replied.
“The king is with the goddess in her chamber,” one of the guardssaid. Gilgamesh approached them.
“The heavenly queen wished to sleep alone for a while, and I yearnedfor the cool fresh air,” he said.
The guards now recognized him. “The air is cool indeed,” one ofthem said.
“Is the city quiet, its folks asleep?” Gilgamesh asked, pointing hishand beyond the gate.
“Indeed,” said the other guard, the younger of the two. “After tendays of anxiety and penitence, everyone is exhausted.”
“The rites of the New Year festival are indeed demanding,” Gilgameshsaid, “even for the common people, to say nothing of the king.”
“It’s the fear, the gods’ fear,” the older priest-guard said. “Thoughthe gods have come back from the Akitu House every year, the fear isalways in the people’s hearts when the gods depart the Sacred Precinct,lest they go and don’t ever return.”
“Then the High Priest would prolong the fasting from one day to atleast one week,” Gilgamesh said. There was sarcasm in his voice.
“Fasting and penitence cleanse us of our sins,” the older priest-guard
said. The people have the rest of the year to indulge in their pleasures.”
Oh well,’ Gilgamesh replied. He stepped closer to the gate asthough to peek beyond it into the street. “The streets are never asquiet on other nights.” His advance made the two guards move closertogether, blocking the exit with their bodies.
No one can leave the Sacred Precinct before sunrise,” the older onesaid. He stared at Gilgamesh, grasping the spear in both of his hands.“Not even the king!”
Gilgamesh stared back at the priest, the gaze of their eyes locked fora long moment. Then he stepped back.
“I have just come out for the fresh air,” he said. “For a short stroll inthe Garden Court. . . . This is my only chance, once a year, to view theSacred Precinct at night, when the Lord Sin holds sway, and not in thebright daylight of the Lord Shamash.”
“Your Majesty,” a voice from behind him said, “the goddess mightawaken.”
Gilgamesh turned around. A priest, huddled in his brown robeagainst the cold, his face hidden beneath the hood, stood against thewall a short distance away. He had approached them stealthily, for noneoi them had heard or seen him come. “You must return to the cham-bers,” the priest told Gilgamesh.
It is one oi the Gipar’s attendants,” the older priest-guard said.“They all wear those brown robes.”
The Gipar-priest motioned the king back to the pavilion. “The god-dess might awaken,” he repeated.
“Indeed, a timely warning,” Gilgamesh replied. He viewed thegate again. The two guard-priests were still blocking it with their bod-ies, spears held tightly. But not before I regard the awesome templestouched by the rays of Sin, my great ancestor.”
He turned and walked back into the middle of the Garden Courtthat separated the Gipar from the Great Temple. He stood for a while,contemplating the magnificent structure dedicated to Ishtar, a templewhose high and massive columns, decorated with multicolored claynails, were unmatched in the whole land. By day the immense columns
dwarfed the worshippers who came to deliver their offerings in thanks-giving to Ishtar for benign events or to pray to the goddess to avert evilhappenings. But now, with not a person around, the columns’ mosa-ics reflected the moon’s rays as giants, whose prowess was replaced byimmobility.
“Your Majesty ...” a voice spoke from behind.
Gilgamesh turned to look. It was again the priest from the Gipar.Gilgamesh waved him away. “Not yet,” he said.
He turned and shifted his gaze to the Eanna, the House of Anu,which was built atop an artificial platform that rose in ever smallerstages, one atop the other. The uppermost level served as Ishtar’s pri-vate quarters, distinguished from all the others not only by its eleva-tion but also by the series of poles bearing paired rings that flankedits doorway. It was said—but no one except the gods themselves knewfor certain—that it was by way of these paired rings that Ishtar couldhear words whispered far away, by Enlil in Nippur and by Shamashin Sippar, which was even more distant than Nippur. Colored stream-ers were now fluttering in the wind, having been attached to thepoles by the assembled gods in reaffirmation of Ishtar’s destiny as thereigning goddess of Erech. Each pair of streamers bore the color ofits god, a symbol of each god’s acceptance of the supremacy of Ishtar.It was too dark and the doorway was too far away for Gilgameshto be able to distinguish the colors of the streamers, but he knewthat in daylight he could distinguish those belonging to his mother,Ninsun.
“Oh my mother,” Gilgamesh said softly, as though she could hearhim through the fluttering streamers. “How it pains me to see you sub-ordinated . . .”
“Your Majesty,” the voice behind him firmly said, and the priest ofthe Gipar now touched the king’s shoulder with his hand.
Gilgamesh turned toward him abruptly. “How dare you touch theking!” he said angrily.
“Your Majesty. I am a servant of Niglugal,” the priest whispered.
“A servant of my chancellor? In a priest’s garb?”
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“Unseen eyes, unheard ears,” the priest said, bowing his head lightly.“For the king’s safety . .
“I had no idea, Gilgamesh said. He raised his hand toward a largestructure that could be seen beyond the Eanna ziggurat. “Was it notenough that my mother, scion of the great gods, was made to stay inthe Irigal, its agglomeration of chapels and sanctuaries dedicated toIshtar’s parents Nannar and Ningal, her grandparents Enlil and Ninlil,her brother Shamash, ten lesser deities allotted to Erech, and an assort-ment of priestly residences?” He turned to face the priest. “Was all thatnot enough, that as I had begun to perform my duties of the SacredMarriage, the goddess . . .”
He stopped short in midsentence, and his raised hand dropped tohis side.
My Lord Gilgamesh, do not prolong your absence,” the priest said.
You must be by the goddess’s side at sunrise, or on the morrow, insteadof being crowned, you shall die.”
Yes, on the morrow, Gilgamesh said. He pointed to the western cor-ner of the Sacred Precinct, where atop a hill a white structure gleamed inthe silvery light. There, at the White Temple that has stood from thedays of yore, there will they fix my destiny.” He made a laughing sound.“The goddess and the High Priest . . .” He turned to the priest. “Do youknow, faithful servant, what destiny awaits me by their hands?”
“No, my lord,” the priest said softly.
“Never mind,” Gilgamesh said.
He turned his gaze back to the side gate and surveyed it and itsguards for a few moments. The gate was now locked, the guards stand-ing together in front of it. Again Gilgamesh looked at the White Templeof Anu, then shrugged his shoulders.
“I had better be gone inside,” he said.
* * *
It was precisely at sunrise that Ninsubar, the chamberlady of Ishtar,entered the Gigunu, Ishtar’s intimate bedchamber, to awaken the kingand escort him out. She did so gently, letting Ishtar sleep on undisturbed.
Outside the chamber a group of male priests was waiting. They ledGilgamesh to the main temple, to the chambers where he had been pre-pared for the sacred night. There they disrobed him and bathed himand dressed him in a white robe.
“Thou art consecrated unto the Queen of Heaven,” the chief of thepriests intoned in the tongue of the ancient scriptures, “but are not yetking again.”
Then, in a procession of priests ahead of him and behind him, hewas marched to the main gate of the Sacred Precinct while the chief ofthe priests proclaimed seven times, “Be gone and come back, oh consortthat shall be king.”
The king’s chamberlain, Niglugal, was waiting at the Great Gatewith an entourage of palace officials and armed heroes. Gilgameshcrossed arms with him. There was an unspoken question in Niglugal’seyes.
Gilgamesh smiled and said just one word, “Perfection!”
The tenseness in Niglugal’s eyes vanished. “The king has done well!”he announced to the royal group. “Benevolent fates will be decreed forthe year!”
After he had thus spoken, the whole group burst into laughter andcheers, then organized itself into a procession to take the king back tohis palace.
The customary route led from the Sacred Precinct that was laid outon a raised platform overlooking the city, through the Great Gate anddown the Avenue of Processions to the business sections of the city, wherecommerce and industry thrived in many narrow streets that borderedthe city’s renowned wharfs. It then went up the broader Royal Avenueto Palace Mount, in the northern section of the city, where the RoyalPalace stood. As in past years, even at this early hour, townspeople werealready beginning to gather at the Great Gate, expecting to gain premieradmittance to the Sacred Precinct for better viewing of the afternoon’sceremonies. But unlike previous years, there was less hailing of the kingas he emerged through the gate—a fact that did not escape Niglugal, butwhich Gilgamesh, too absorbed in thoughts, failed to notice.
“Let’s take the shorter route,” Gilgamesh said to Niglugal. “I musttalk to you quickly, in private.”
As you wish, Your Majesty,” Niglugal said, and issued the necessarymarching orders.
The shorter route led along the southeastern wall of the SacredPrecinct, then along its northeastern stretch, past the gate that had beenvisited by Gilgamesh during the night. From there a street led downto the Northern Canal that had been created by past kings, by deep-ening and widening a natural gully. It was then just a short walk upRoyal Mount to the main gate of the palace. Having arrived earlier thanexpected, the throng ot palace functionaries, soldiers, and servants thatwas usually gathered to greet the king on these occasions was not there.Those who had been alerted by the watchmen on the ramparts camerunning toward the gate, shouting the customary blessings of “LongLite! and Abundance!’ as Gilgamesh passed through the gate. Hewaved to them and smiled, murmuring, as required, the same blessings.But he did not stop to acknowledge the individual greetings of this orthat palace official, and with quick steps he walked briskly to the pal-ace’s private chambers. Only Niglugal followed him there.
“What is wrong, my lord?” Niglugal asked.
“The goddess!” Gilgamesh said as he pulled off his robe. “Shedid not pronounce the required blessing, although I performed toperfection!”
“This is unheard of,” Niglugal said. “Incredible!”
“You had better believe it,” Gilgamesh said. “And she behavedmost erratically throughout the rites. ‘Bizarre’ is the word to describeit! Ignoring my pleas to promise me life, she lapsed again and againinto remembrances of her past loves and conjugations. One moment sheimagined that her partner was Shamash, her brother, when they werechildren. Then her espoused Dumuzi, or even the great Lord Anu him-self! She giggled and wriggled and cried and called out in anguish. Andto add offense to insult, she failed to pronounce in the end, after I hadperformed the required fifty times to perfection, the traditional wordssealing the sacred union!”
“I can’t believe it,” Niglugal said. “It is the law of Anu and Enlil,great lords. The goddess must pronounce the prescribed blessing, ‘Yourcoming is Life, Your entering my bed is Abundance, Laying with you isgreat Joy, Thou art Consort and King!’”
“The words are correct, but the goddess did not utter them. Andshe also ignored all my words to her, about not meeting a mortal’s endon account of my being two-thirds divine.”
“A most unusual behavior. And very perplexing,” Niglugal said.
“I suspect Enkullab to be behind it all, that scheming half-brotherof mine,” Gilgamesh replied, putting on one of his own robes.
“Indeed, I’ve been trying to find out what the High Priest is up to,”Niglugal said, pointing in the direction of the Sacred Precinct.
“Ah, yes,” the king said. “I have encountered one of your spies in thenight’s course. ... A good man, that one. He stopped me from forcingmy way out through the private gate . . .”
There was a puzzled look in Niglugal’s eyes. “Your Majesty?”
“I was about to take matters into my own hands, Niglugal,”Gilgamesh said. He stepped toward the long table by the wall. “Has theroyal household run out of wine?” he asked angrily.
“forgive me, my lord,” Niglugal hurried to say. “The servants musthave tarried.” He clapped his hands, and as an attendant appeared hewhispered to him. A moment later wine was brought in, and Gilgameshgulped down a cupful.
“Have you heard more through your spies?” he asked.
“Enkullab has been having many audiences with the goddess,”Niglugal answered, “but no one knows what they speak of in secret.But we do know what goes on in the city. . . . The priests encourage thepeople to speak out against you . . .”
“The bastard!” Gilgamesh said. “Though the fifth day’s divesti-ture of the king’s royal attributes is just a symbolic act, the priests tookaway my crown, scepter, and sacred mace with earnest determination.And Enkullab, as I stood before him on my knees for the confessional,slapped my face and pulled my ears with a vengeance! I could see theburning jealousy in his eyes, as though he wished that it were he who
would spend the sacred night with the goddess. What do you say,Niglugal?”
“There is more to it than that,” Niglugal said. “The people haveturned against you.”
“Against me? Is that true?”
If you wish to know the truth, Your Majesty, then that is thetruth. . . . The city is full of violated brides and husbands who refuseto consummate marriages. Your wrestling matches with the newlywedgrooms—the bride’s virginity being the prize—make the young leaveErech. They go to Ur to worship Nannar, or even worse, farther southto Eridu, where the House of Enki lords. Your daytime wrestlings leavebehind broken doorposts and smashed carts. ‘Gilgamesh is not a worthyoffspring of Enmerkar and Lugalbanda,’ is what the people are saying.”
They wish perchance to see another offspring on the throne, per-haps the Crown Prince?”
My Lord Gilgamesh,” Niglugal began. “May I speak without rais-ing the king’s wrath?”
“I can stand the truth.”
“It is out of loyalty and devotion that I speak,” Niglugal said, weigh-ing his words. “When kingship was granted to Erech in days yore, yourforefather Meskiaggasher was High Priest at the Kullab, and the godsanointed him king as well. One man was both High Priest and king... .Enmerkar his son, and Lugalbanda, the son of Enmerkar, were warriorsand explorers seeking knowledge and glory and an everlasting name infaraway lands. Because the priestly duties require daily attendance, theywere only kings and the high priesthood was given to their brothers.Now Enkullab has been saying that the time has come to recombinethe functions.”
“And make me, the king, the High Priest?” Gilgamesh said, break-ing into a roaring laughter. And neglect all the maidens and wrestlenot the heroes?”
“No, to make the High Priest king, after the example set byMeskiaggasher.”
Gilgamesh said nothing for a moment, pouring himself more wine.
“Enkullab forgets the lineage, his and mine. Meskiaggasher was a son ofthe great god Utu, born by his union with the chief priestess of Sippar,and he had the mark of the sixth finger. . . . Enmerkar had the divinemark, and so did Lugalbanda, and so do I!” He held up his hands to showNiglugal the telltale scar, as though the chamberlain had to be reminded.“Yes, I have the mark on account of my descent of Utu and of beingthe son of the goddess Ninsun, and thus I am two-thirds divine. ButEnkullab, though the son of my father he is, was born to a mortal mother.Therefore Enkullab inherited from our father the post of High Priest, butI was the legitimate son for the kingship. Has he forgotten all that?”
“He says that your sins have disqualified you.”
“A neat scheme,” Gilgamesh said. “How will he achieve it?”
Niglugal shrugged his shoulders.
Gilgamesh began to pace the chamber. “The High Priest,” he said,“enters the Holy of Holies all alone. There is a chest there, my fatheronce told me when I was a child, that was placed there at the time ofAnus visit a thousand years ago. It is made of acacia wood overlaid withgold, and there are winged images cast of gold touching their wingsatop it. No one knows how, but once a year, on this day of Fixing of theFates, the voice of Anu is heard from the chest, conveying the oracle tothe High Priest. Only he alone is there to hear the holy words. Then hecomes out and pronounces the message of the Heavenly Father.”
“Yes, I’ve heard it told that this is what happens there,” Niglugalsaid.
“Don’t you see? The High Priest is there all alone!” Gilgameshstopped to face Niglugal. “All alone! So, he can come out and say what-ever he wants to say!”
“That indeed is a danger,” Niglugal said, “but even Enkullab wouldnot dare change the holy words of Anu, for the Heavenly Father wouldstrike him dead!”
“He must have already said things to the goddess, evil words aboutme that made her skip the blessing,” Gilgamesh said, hitting the tablewith his fist. “I wonder what’s coming next!”
“Be not too concerned,” Niglugal said. “Your divine rights are
inherent, and of the divine sixth finger Enktdlab is lacking. The godswill never anoint him king.”
'iour words are reassuring, Niglugal,” Gilgamesh said, embracinghis chamberlain, f ou are a good friend . . . which reminds me. WEereis my comrade Enkidu?”
Having gone to the temple at sunrise, I have not seen him yet.”
“Well, he ought to be at the temple rites this afternoon.”
As a creature of the Lord Enki, he is immune to mortal fate,”said, but I shall seek him and relay to him your wish.” Hebowed and stepped back to the door. “Now, better take a well-earnedrest, my lord, lor the afternoons rites will be long and tiring.” And withthese words he departed.
* * *
In her two-story house, Salgigti was supervising the post-nocturnal activi-ties. A broad-bosomed woman of medium height and raven hair, she wassimultaneously shouting orders to her girls, supervising the baking of thesweet cakes, and counting the customers’ coins as they were leaving.
“The day is short—hurry, hurry!” she kept yelling at the girls. “Wemust dress in our festive clothes and get early to the Sacred Precinct!”
It took awhile lor the commotion to die down. Straw mats werespread on the ground near the oven, from which two young womenwere deftly extracting the thin round cakes and piling them upon alarge clay plate. At the well in the center of the courtyard two otheryoung women filled a large jug with cool water. Another young womanbrought a basketful of dried dates and figs out of the house.
“Where is Tiranna?” Salgigti shouted.
“She is still in the room with that Westerner,” one of the others said.
“I’ll be cursed!” Salgigti shouted. “Wake them up! That sailorknows no fill!”
No need to, a mans voice was heard coming from the secondfloor. I am up and leaving, thanks to all the commotion and shouting!”
“It’s about time you left, Adadel,” Salgigti shouted back, “anungrateful one that you are!”
He came down and into the courtyard, girdling his leather garment.“Why can’t a man have some peace and quiet hereabouts?” he asked,protesting.
“It’s the eleventh day, the Day of Anointment,” Salgigti said. “The daythe king would regain the kingship that had been stripped away ... if hesurvived the night.” She giggled and the other women burst into laughter.
“Did he?” Adadel asked as he fished inside his garment for the coinpouch.
“He certainly practiced much,” Salgigti said, roaring with laughter.
“I still can’t make out your New Year customs,” Adadel said. “In theCedar Land that is beholden to Shamash, whose celestial emblem is thesun, the festival is over when the sun rises on the eleventh day. Here,your rites continue with a Sacred Marriage between the goddess andthe king who is no longer a king. Then you spend another day restoringhim to the throne.”
He handed Salgigti a silver coin. She kept it in her open hand, stillheld out. “Tiranna has been good to you,” she told him. “Have I notbeen a good hostess?”
He looked at her and smiled. “Here,” he said, giving her anothercoin. “When does this endless festival end?”
We are in the domain of Sin, whose heavenly counterpart is themoon,” Salgigti replied. “Our days begin at sundown only. After theking is reinvested and the sun goes down, the twelfth day shall begin.It’s the time of the Fixing of the Destinies. An oracle shall be pro-nounced by the High Priest, delivering the word of Anu, determiningthe king’s and the people’s fate for the coming year . . .”
“And then the gates shall be opened?”
“On the morrow. The assembled gods shall leave then. The citygates will be opened.”
“The twelfth day,” Adadel said. “The celestial number.”
“But you, my dear, must depart now\” Salgigti said and walked tothe exit door. “Shall we see you tonight?”
‘I doubt it,” Adadel said at the door. “We have been stuck here longenough. I’d better make preparations to sail in the morning.”
“May the gods be with you,” Salgigti replied as she let Adadel out,locking the door behind him.
Now girls,” she said back in the courtyard, “let’s eat and dress andbe ahead of the crowds at the temples.”
* * *
The closing ceremonies of the New Year festival were due to start in thelate afternoon, one hour before sundown. However, as Salgigti and hergirls made their way there, the Avenue of Processions—which flowedinto the Sacred Precincts Great Gate—and the streets leading to it,were already abuzz with people. Clearly, many others were eager notonly to position themselves as close as possible to the site of the ceremo-nies but also to be there when the various participants arrived.
The closer the female group got to the temple area the denser thecrowd was, for the populace was held back at the gate until all the par-ticipants had arrived. Soldiers as well as guard-priests at the bound-ary of the sacred area kept pushing the crowd to maintain a path forthe dignitaries and the king. By the time Salgigti and her companionsadvanced to within sight of the Avenue of Processions, they could prog-ress no more.
The first to begin arriving for the proceedings were the Elders—sixty of them—all of noble birth, many of them retired palace or templefunctionaries. They all were bearded, as befitted the elderly, but couldand did wear garb of their choosing and individual tastes, includingtheir headgear. As they reached the gate and were identified, they weredirected to the courtyard of the Great Temple, there to assemble untilit was time for them to begin the Holy Procession.
Next to arrive was the king and his royal entourage of high courtofficials and a bodyguard of chosen heroes, also sixty in all. The kingwore his royal robes and the crown, but his scepter and mace werecarried on a golden tray by the chamberlain, Niglugal, marching infront of the king. The priests showed this royal group to the side of thegreat courtyard that faced the Elders.
And then, precisely one hour before sunset, when the twelfth day
would begin, Korns were sounded and drums were beaten, and theDivine Procession arrived in the courtyard from the direction of theEanna. It was led by the High Priest, a wooden staff in his hand. Hewas wearing a skull cap and a toga of crimson color, and the sacredbreastplate of magical stones. He was followed by the other eleven chiefpriests, their ankle-length white wraps trimmed with crimson fringes.
“The Queen of Heaven is come among you!” the High Priest pro-claimed as the group began to enter the great courtyard. “The TwelveGods are come among you!”
And as the Elders and the royal group and all the priests who werein attendance, as well as the crowd outside who heard the proclamation,bowed and fell to their knees, bearer-priests carrying the Twelve Godson litters—Ishtar and Ninsun among them—marched into the centerof the courtyard.
They remained bowing until the High Priest announced in aloud voice: “Let the rites of the Fixing of the Fates begin!” And withthat as a cue, the crowds were let in through the Great Gate. Thepeople rushed up to the barriers designed to hold them off fromthe ceremonial great courtyard, so that they could begin to witnessthe proceedings.
Seven times did the High Priest proclaim the prescribed formulasfor starting the rites and assuring their auspicious outcome, and seventimes there came shouts of hurrahs from the crowd in response. Thenthe Holy Procession began the slow march, to drumbeats, toward theWhite Temple of Anu.
Leading the procession were incense-dispensing priests, their headsshaven and their togas the color of pomegranates. They were followedby the Elders. Slowly they mounted the monumental stairway, and whenthey reached the platform atop the mound, they stood at its edge, facingthe podium. Representing the citizenry of Erech, they were later eachto sign as witnesses the tablet on which the afternoon’s events wouldbe inscribed.
They were followed closely up the stairway by the royal segment ofthe Holy Procession. And no sooner had that second group arranged
itself on the platform, on the side facing the White Temple, than thedivine group, led by the High Priest and the twelve other priests, beganits ascent.
Atop the mound the gods alighted from the litters and mountedthe stairs to the podium, where Ishtar sat down on her lion-shapedthrone. A smaller, less decorated throne next to hers remained unoc-cupied. Other seats lor the eleven other deities were set in a semicircle.The gods took these seats in an order that had been prearranged.
There was a hush as all eyes were on Ishtar. Then she raised herright hand. Let the rites begin,” she said in a commanding voice.
Niglugal, the chamberlain, stepped forward to face the podium, andholding up the golden tray, said: “Oh great Queen of Heaven, Queenol Earth! The king, thy bridegroom of the Sacred Marriage, is amongus. He stepped forward and put the tray at Ishtar’s feet, then steppedbackward.
“Let he who is called Gilgamesh come forward,” Ishtar commanded.
Gilgamesh stepped forward and, reaching the podium, bowed. “Iam Gilgamesh, the king,” he said, “I lay my kingship at thy feet, ohQueen of Heaven, Queen of Earth!” And he put the crown that was onhis head at her leet.
“Thou hast espoused me on the night of this day,” the goddess said,“in accordance with all the rules and to perfection.” She grinned as shesaid the last words. Divine Dumuzi had been both spouse and royalshepherd, my beloved consort he was. No mortal can be both, except onthis one day. . . . Let Gilgamesh be anointed!” From where she sat hervoice was heard not only upon the platform but also in the courtyardsall over the Sacred Precinct.
“High Priest proceed!” Ishtar commanded, and all eyes turnedtoward the White Temple and the group ol priests standing along itswall. They now parted to reveal the entrance to the temple, and theunusual tree growing in front of it. It was a date palm that grew out ofa sapling planted by Anu himself when he had visited the place. It drewits water from cisterns hidden below the platform’s paved floor, wherethe rainfall was captured during the rainy winter season. There was also
a sealed cistern atop the temple, hidden from view, where the rainwaterfalling on the temple’s roof was stored. On this day, the one and onlyday of the year, the sluices of that cistern were opened so that a waterfountain threw up its liquid arches on both sides of the tree.
All those atop the platform watched reverently as two priestsemerged from the temple’s doorway, one wearing the skin of a large fishand the other an eagle’s wings and its beaked head as a face mask.
“Let him be witness who like the Lord Enki is,” the High Priestproclaimed, “he who had come to Earth in the waters, the first to setfoot, lord of wisdom, creator!”
The priest costumed as a fish stepped forward and stood to theright of the tree.
“Let him be witness who like the Lord Enlil is, lord of theAnunnaki, by whose word the Eagles pilot the Boats of Heaven, fatherof mankind!” the High Priest announced.
The priest costumed as an eagle stepped forward and stood to the leftof the tree. Like the fish-man priest, he carried a pail. On a signal fromthe High Priest, the two filled their pails from the cascading waters.
“Let this be the Water of Life!” they proclaimed in unison. Thenthey each plucked a cone of the date palm seeds.
“Let this be the Fruit of Life!” they said in unison.
All who were present, gods and men alike, cried out, “May it so be!”
For a few moments the two costumed priests remained standing,facing each other as they flanked the tree, holding up the date palmcones in one hand and holding out the water-filled pails in the other.The dignitaries atop the platform and the great crowd below stood stilland silent, awed by the appearance of the priests representing the twogreat gods and by the presentation of the Waters of Life and the Fruitof Life that endowed mortals with long life and gods with immortality,with Everlife.
“Let Gilgamesh be anointed!” Ishtar commanded.
The two costumed priests advanced to the podium, bowing to Ishtaras they reached it. Then they stood, flanking the kneeling Gilgamesh.
Ishtar stood up and stepped to the edge of the podium. The fish-
priest raised his water-filled pail. Ishtar dipped her hand in it, thensprinkled the water upon the crownless head of Gilgamesh.
“Be blessed in the name of Lord Enki!” she proclaimed seven times,sprinkling the water upon Gilgamesh each time. “May life be thy water!”
The eagle-priest then raised the date palm cone, and Ishtar took it.
Be blessed in the name of Lord Enlil,’’ she proclaimed seven times,touching Gilgamesh with the cone each time. “May fruitfulness be thydaily bread!”
Then she held up the crown for all who were assembled to see, andput it on the head of Gilgamesh. “In the name of the Lord Enlil whocommands Earth, I grant thee kingship!” she proclaimed.
She extended her hand to Gilgamesh, and he stood up.
“As Mistress of Erech, I grant thee thy royal powers!” she announced,handing Gilgamesh the king’s scepter and the sacred mace. “Now,” shetold him, “thou art both consort and king. Come and share the thronebeside me until the Destinies are determined!”
She returned and sat on her throne. Gilgamesh mounted the stairsto the podium, catching his mother’s glance as he passed by her; theglance spoke myriad words of encouragement and affection. Then he satdown beside the goddess, on the smaller throne, for a while to be divineamong the divines, a god among the gods.
“The gods have spoken!” Niglugal cried out. “Gilgamesh is kingagain!”
He looked in the direction of the Elders, but they remained silent.
“Watcher upon the ramparts,” the High Priest shouted in the direc-tion of priests standing at the platform’s edge. “Has the disc of Shamashtouched the edge of the skies?”
In the west, beyond the shimmering strip of the Euphrates River,the sun was a red disc on the horizon. All were silent atop the plat-form and in the crowds below. Then, with a suddenness that startled,although it was expected, the priest’s cry came, “The sun has touchedthe edge of the sky!”
Along the edges of the platform, priests lit torches.
“High Priest, let the Fixing of the Destinies begin!” Ishtar announced.
The High Priest stepped in front of Ishtar and bowed. “By the com-mand of the great Lady Ishtar, by the will of the twelve assembled gods,I shall enter the Holy of Holies,” he said. “What Anu shall speak, I shallrepeat.” He straightened and with both his hands pulled forward thebreastplate of stones.
Ishtar touched it with her staff. “The stones of Nibiru are thy pro-tection,” she said. “Enter where no mortal can enter, hear what no mor-tal can hear!”
The sun’s disc disappeared below the horizon, and at that precisemoment the High Priest entered the temple, alone. A light wind wasplaying with the torches’ flames.
The group of major priests began to chant melodies from times ago—handed down from the time Anu himself had stood there, some said.
Suddenly a voice was heard from inside the temple. “Anu hathspoken!”
The chanting stopped abruptly. All eyes were on the temple’s door-way. Then the High Priest emerged. “Anu hath spoken!” he announcedagain.
He moved slowly to stand before the sacred tree, flanked by the twocostumed priests. “Let him be witness he who like the Lord Enki is, lethim be witness he who like the Lord Enlil is,” the High Priest intoned,and stopped.
In the total, unbearable silence, the words of Ishtar suddenlyboomed, “High Priest, pronounce the words of Anu, Lord of Lords!”
Enkullab approached the podium, bowing. “Great lady, heavenlyqueen,” he said, his voice now also booming like thunder, “I have puri-fied myself, put on pure linen. I uttered the incantations. I lifted theveil. I asked for the word of the Lord of all Lords.”
He remained bowed, his words ended.
The gathered dignitaries looked at each other in puzzlement.Gilgamesh and his mother exchanged glances.
“High Priest, pronounce the words of Anu!” Ishtar said impatiently.
“My benevolent lady at whose feet I am but a stool,” the High Priestsaid, “there has been a destiny for the city, but none for the king.” The
High Priest Enkullab, Gilgamesh’s half-brother then prostrated himselfbefore Ishtar to indicate his complete humility and his subservience toher.
There was stunned silence at first, then a murmuring amongthe Elders and a buzz of amazement and protest in the royal group.Gilgamesh started to arise from his throne, pointing his hand menac-ingly at the High Priest, when Ishtar herself stood up.
“Hush!” she shouted, and all fell silent. “High Priest,” she saidangrily, “if Anu hath spoken, give us his words!”
“So be it,” the High Priest said, arising. He glanced about him, hisglance shifting from one assembled group to the other. Then his gazerested on Gilgamesh, their eyes meeting. “These are the words of Anu,the Lord of Lords,” Enkullab said.
“My words are inscribed,
My message is aloft.
The gates shall be open.
Who comes shall have Life.
The Land shall not be forgotten,
The people shall not be abandoned.”
Again there arose a din among those gathered on the platform, andalso from the crowds below. Gilgamesh sat stunned, uncomprehending.Even the gods on the podium looked at each other, and Ninsun glancedat her son, bewildered too.
“As I have said, my lady, all great gods,” the High Priest took theopportunity to speak up, bowing toward Ishtar and the other deities.“There is a destiny for the land and the people but not for the king.”
This has gone too far!” Gilgamesh shouted as he jumped up.Standing in front of the royal group, Niglugal drew his sword.
“Silence!” Ishtar shouted, raising the wand in her hand. Instantly, abeam—bright as lightning—shot up from the wand, and the accompa-nying boom thundered far and wide. A hush fell on the platform andin the courtyards below.
“The omen is for one and all,” she said. “The message is aloft, forit comes from lofty Anu, from the highest Heavens. The words areinscribed, for they are written in the Book of Life. The gates shall beopen for all who are righteous. Who comes through these gates, the faith-ful followers of Anu and the House of Enlil, of Nannar, and of Ishtar,shall have Life. Thereby, the Land shall not be forgotten, the people shallnot be abandoned. There shall be peace and prosperity and joy for all!”
There were murmurs of approval. Ishtar looked straight at theHigh Priest, responding to his puzzled look with a stern gaze.
“This is the meaning of the oracle,” she said. “These are the fatesfixed for the land, for the people, for the king. Anu has decreedabundance!”
And then, no sooner than she had spoken the divine words, therecame out of the barely clouded skies a flash of lightning, followed byan ominous rumbling thunder.
“Anu hath spoken!” shouted one of the priests, and he fell to hisknees. And as the others looked at him and at the darkening skies,there was another flash of lightning that sliced the Heavens asunder.Thunder boomed—as though a drum as large as the Heavens hadbeen struck by a drumstick as massive as the tallest tree.
“Anu hath spoken!” shouted other priests, who also fell to theirknees, and the Elders, repeating the shouts, did likewise.
The seated gods looked at each other in puzzlement. Ishtar, hidingher own bafflement, began to come down the stairway. Hurriedly priestsrose and rushed behind her, dragging the litter on which she ought tohave been carried back to her abode. The other gods too, ignoring theirlitter carriers, also began to rush down. And, seeing the gods depart andthe priests rushing alter them in confusion, the Elders took off downthe stairway too, muttering to each other their astonishment at the oddbehavior of the High Priest and wondering what the meaning was of theenigmatic oracle and the celestial disruption ol the proceedings.
And so it was that soon there was no one atop the platform savefor Gilgamesh and the royal group. Suddenly a loud voice rang out,“Gilgamesh! Gilgamesh!”
Chapter Four ►- 65
There was general contusion at this, but then all saw the lonelyfigure upon the podium: a man as broad-shouldered as Gilgameshand almost as tall. His crimson robe shimmered like red blood in thetorches’ flickering lights. It was Enkullab, the High Priest.
Gilgamesh stepped forward toward the podium. “You have foundyour tongue, my brother?”
Upon the podium, Enkullab raised his staff.
“Hear me, Gilgamesh, king sworn to righteousness!” the HighPriest’s voice rang out for all upon the platform and in the courtyardsbelow to hear. “Once there were two men in the land, one a shep-herd of many flocks and one who had but a little ewe lamb, and whenthe powerful shepherd desired a meal of roast meat, he took the poorman’s lamb to satisfy himself. . . . What, oh king sworn to uphold thelaws ol Enlil, is the judgment of that man?”
“A punishment most severe, for great was the evil done,” Gilgameshanswered. “Who is the man?”
“Thou art the man,” the High Priest’s voice boomed across theSacred Precinct. “Thou art a shepherd of people, not of sheep, and theprecious possession is not the man’s lamb but his bride. Thou art asinner, Gilgamesh, and thy punishment shall be most severe!”
“I am the king!” Gilgamesh shouted back. “I am two-thirds divine!My coming unto the maidens is an honor, not a sin!”
“Anu hath held back a fate determining for thee, Gilgamesh,”Enkullab said calmly. “Thy fate is still in the scales, thy kingship isstill in the balance, numbered are thy days!”
Gilgamesh stepped forward and stood before his half-brother,looking straight into his eyes. “The Water of Life was sprinkled overme!” he shouted, and now his voice roared too. “The cone of fecun-dity was touched to my scepter and mace! At the Tree of Life I wasblessed. I am the king and shall be king, Enkullab!”
“The tree of Anu, Gilgamesh, is the tree of knowing truth,”Enkullab said, raising the staff in his hand. “The divine words cannotbe twisted. The omen shall come true!”
And, having thus spoken he turned and went down the stairway.
Niglugal came and stood beside the silent Gilgamesh. “He is afteryour kingship, my lord,” he said, “invoking alleged transgressions as hisploy.”
Gilgamesh put his hand on Niglugal’s shoulder. “Oh my faithfulchamberlain,” he said, sadness in his voice. “Oracles, omens . . . thewords of Heaven or the words of man? What does it all mean, Niglugal?What am I to do?”
It had not been the intention of Gilgamesh to roam the streets of Erechthat night. But the events of the preceding night and day had upset andconfounded the king greatly, and sleep evaded him completely. Enkidu,his comrade, was nowhere on the palace grounds to be spoken to andto hear soothing words from. Thus, Gilgamesh’s thoughts turned to hismother, the goddess Ninsun. It was she who had advised him to presswith Ishtar the issue of his mortality, and now that all his hopes seemedto crumble, his mother was the only one who was his link with thegods longevity, the only one who could interpret the divine omens.
As one who had been residing in Erech, she could leave the SacredPrecinct after nightfall, without awaiting daylight as the other, non-resident gods, were bound to do. Had she stayed in the Sacred Precinct,or had she used her privilege to go to her favorite place in town?Gilgamesh did not know.
Attired in a simple robe and armed with only a dagger in his gir-dle, he left his chambers in the middle of the night and stepped brisklytoward the palace gates. The guards, not expecting the king to take hisleave this night, needed longer than usual to unlock and open the gates.Gilgamesh noticed their puzzlement.
“There was that thunder and lightning, with hardly a cloud in theskies, he told them. “I couldn’t sleep, wondering whether the rains willcome early this year. . . . What say the skies?”
“Everyone asks the same question, Your Majesty,” one of the guardsreplied. “We all hope it was an omen of plentiful rains, but the skieshave been cloudless.”
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“But it has been a night of falling stars,” another guard said as hehelped heave open the gate.
“How’s that?” Gilgamesh asked.
“Indeed so,” the other guard said. “We’ve seen one falling star crossthe skies, then another. It is a night full of omens, Lord Gilgamesh.”
They looked up at the skies, and Gilgamesh did too. The skies werecloudless and the moon, almost full, was shining brightly.
“There!” a guard shouted suddenly. “There’s another one!”
He pointed to a spot in the skies, and Gilgamesh and the otherguards looked up in that direction. Indeed, against the background of askyful of shimmering stars, one seemed to be moving—making a grandarc along the Celestial Circle. From moment to moment it loomedlarger and larger, displaying a reddish tail as it came closer. Instinctivelythe guards shielded their eyes. Only Gilgamesh stood immobilized,watching the bright reddish star falling toward the Earth.
“It’s falling on the palace!” one of the guards shouted, and they allfell to the ground.
For a moment Gilgamesh thought that it was coming directly athim, and he raised his hand defensively to shield his face. A momentlater, however, the shooting star seemed to be falling toward the SacredPrecinct. And then it disappeared from view beyond the palace walls,somewhat to the north.
“It’s an omen, a sign from the Heavens—for me\” Gilgamesh criedout, and before the guards could even get up and ask the king whetherhe wished to be accompanied, Gilgamesh rushed out of the gate.
Half running, half walking fast, he set his course toward the direc-tion in which the tailing star had disappeared from view. The streetleading down from the palace was empty and no sound came from thehouses that stood on the side opposite the palace—a quarter of thecity inhabited by court officials, scribes, judges, and others of the city’snobility and high lay hierarchy. He reached the intersection of PalaceStreet and Merchants Street, the latter leading south to the port areaand the marketplaces, but Gilgamesh took it north, toward the GarrisonQuarter. There one had to cross a short bridge over a creek that dried
up in summer but filled up with water in winter, when the sluices con-necting it with the canal were opened.
As he neared the bridge he could hear voices, excited voices, and ashe approached the creek he could see people rushing toward the bridge.They too, he realized, must have seen the falling star.
Some had crossed the bridge and some had come from the otherside. By the time Gilgamesh had reached the spot where the falling starappeared to land, there was a small crowd on both banks of the creekas well as on the bridge. When the crowds recognized the king, theyparted to let him get closer to the creek’s bank.
“It’s there! It’s there!” they shouted, pointing to a reddish objecthalf-buried in the bank. But all Gilgamesh could make out was theobject’s elongated shape, which seemed to turn blacker as the momentspassed.
As the crowd grew larger, some foot soldiers who were patrollingthe streets arrived on the scene, and as the pushing, shoving, and jos-tling for position intensified, the soldiers formed a protective guardaround the king lest he be trampled or pushed down into the creek.The growing commotion soon attracted a platoon of soldiers, headed bya captain from the Garrison Quarter across the bridge. Some noblemenalso appeared, awakened and attracted by the crowd’s din.
Under the king’s instructions, the captain ordered some of the sol-diers to climb down the creek’s bank for a close look at the object, whichby then had assumed a shiny black color. Even as some obeyed him, theystood away from the thing. The crowd shouted words of advice, how tograb hold of it or how to pull it up, and admonitions not to dare touchthe divine handiwork or the fallen star—if that’s what it actually was.
Finally, disgusted with the chaos, Gilgamesh ordered the soldiers topush the crowd away from the banks of the creek. From the bridge andaccompanied by several daring noblemen, he climbed down the creek’sbank toward the fallen object.
For sure, he had never seen the likes ol it before. Made of a shiny mate-rial now completely black in color, its portion that protruded from theground had the appearance of a mushroom—a thick, round, elongated
stem capped by a wider, flatter, circular top. The object might havebeen likened to a heavenly fish, for it also had fins protruding from itsobservable portion. The object’s stem, cylindrical in shape, was of suchgirth that one man could not have embraced it with his arms.
Courageously, one of the noblemen touched the object with hissword, and as nothing happened, banged on it. There was a muffled,hollow sound from inside, but there was no clang as when metal strikesmetal. Then another nobleman, encouraged, touched the object withhis hand. It felt warm.
“There’s life in it!” he cried out as he jumped back. But the objectremained motionless, soundless.
Prompted by Gilgamesh, the noblemen tried to grab hold of theobject. But try as they would, it proved too slippery to hold on to.They put their shoulders to it to shove it, but it was firmly imbeddedin the soil and would not budge. Giving up, the noblemen stood gath-ered about the object, touching its smoothness, admiring the shiny sur-face. Amazed by the object’s shape and awed by its celestial origin, theybegan to debate its meaning and purpose.
“It’s the handiwork of Anu,” concluded one of them, and they allreadily agreed, lor the object had indeed come from the Heavens, theabode of Anu. With that realized, the noblemen fell to their kneesand, bowing to the ground, began to kiss the celestial object. Somemurmured prayers, and as the reverence grew in fervor, one after theother, the noblemen began to distance themselves from the sacredobject.
It was then that a group of priests reached the site, having comefrom the Sacred Precinct. The crowd parted for them, their shoutsbriefing the priests as to what had happened and where the object lay.
It is an omen from the Heavens,” said the leading priest as helooked down from the creek’s bank. “An omen sent by Anu as the NewYear festival is about to end.”
The crowd began to shout amens. “It is an omen the likes of whichhas never been seen before,” the priest continued. “It is truly the handi-work of Anu, for the great gods alone to touch and accept. . . . Woe
unto the man who violates this sanctity. . . . Within the year, surely hewill die!”
With fear thus instilled in their hearts, the people distanced them-selves, pushing and shoving as they moved back. The noblemen tooquickly climbed up and away, wishing they had never touched theobject. Only the priests remained standing at the creek’s bank, andGilgamesh, alone, stood down by the celestial omen.
“Great king,” said the leading priest, “get thee back from the handi-work of Anu! It is an omen for the gods, not for mortal man!”
“I am no mere mortal,” Gilgamesh retorted. “Two-thirds of me aredivine! This is the omen spoken of in the Oracle of Destinies. It is anomen for me\”
Without waiting for the priest to respond, Gilgamesh again nearedthe fallen object. First he felt it cautiously with his hands. It was almostcool by now, its life, if indeed it had one, gone. He put his ear to itssmooth surface and listened; he could hear a peculiar hum. Using hisdagger he began to strike the object gently; there did not appear to beany effect. He hit it harder, and there was a muted thud, like the soundof a belly struck after much drinking of beer. He walked around theobject, striking it with his dagger here and there, hoping it would recoilif life it had. Then, suddenly, as he hit one spot, there was a hissingsound.
“It’s a serpent, a heavenly serpent!” Gilgamesh cried out and steppedback. Then, to his utter amazement, he saw that while the imbeddedobject remained stationary, the upper part began to rotate, rising slowlyas it rotated. Then it stopped, as did the hissing sound.
For a few moments Gilgamesh stood still, watching the mute object.Then, his courage regained, he stepped to it and grabbed its upperraised part. He had only intended to examine it, but his pulling causedthe upper section to come off the embedded stem.
Not expecting this to happen, Gilgamesh let the section go, and itfell to the ground with a dull thud. An opening in the section that wasstill stuck in the ground could now be seen, and Gilgamesh cautiouslywent down to take a look. Though the round opening was wide—wide
enough for a man to pass through—it was too dark inside for him to seeany of the inner details. But he could hear a whirring sound, and afterpushing his head in and probing with his hands, he established that thesound’s source was a protrusion shaped like a ball, about an arm’s lengthinside the object. He put both his hands in to grab hold of the ball andpull it up.
At first nothing happened as he pulled, tilted, and tried to budge theprotrusion. Then there was a sudden flash of light; his hands felt scorchedas though he had thrust them into a fire, and his whole body jerked. Butwhatever he was holding on to now came loose, and Gilgamesh saw thathe could lift off a kind of a cover that shielded something behind it. Heput the cover on the ground and looked in again. The whirring soundwas stronger, and its source was an object that emitted a dull, golden radi-ance. Like the whole contraption, this object was unlike anything thatGilgamesh had ever seen before, nor even heard described in the oldentales. But he was convinced that it was an omen from Anu directed tohim, and the thought gave him courage to continue risking the unknown.
“What have you come up with, Lord Gilgamesh?” asked the lead-ing priest, anxious to know what was happening down in the creek. Herepeated the question, shouting it in case Gilgamesh had not heard himthe first time.
“It’s a puzzle, truly it is,” Gilgamesh answered.
He put both his hands in and, uttering a prayer to Anu, grabbed thewhirling, radiant thing. To his great surprise, it could be easily lifted.Though it felt metallic, it seemed to have little weight. But the minutehe had lifted it, its radiance vanished and the whirring sound stopped.He took it out, and in the moon’s light could see that he was holding asmooth disc, flat on top but slightly convex on the bottom. Quickly heput the disc into the inside pocket of his robe.
No sooner had he done so than there were footsteps behind him.He turned and saw the priests. Overcome by curiosity, they had finallygathered the courage to come down and take a closer look.
“Wonder of wonders it is,” Gilgamesh exclaimed, “truly the handi-work of Anu!”
The priests looked at the uncovered stem and saw the parts lyingon the ground.
“It’s an opening within an opening,” Gilgamesh said, “but it’s emptyinside. I have probed with my hands, and there’s nothing there.”
He held out his hands, palms up, for the priests to see that he heldnothing. His right hand jerked involuntarily.
“It is an omen, an omen from Anu,” said the leading priest.
“II there is one, I don’t see it,” Gilgamesh answered. “Perhaps it’s asecret for a priest to unlock. . . . Go ahead, look for it.”
He motioned to the priest to get closer, as he himself stepped back.The leading priest took up the challenge, and in a moment the objectwas surrounded by the group of priests. Gilgamesh, ignored by thepriests, climbed up the creek’s bank.
The crowd, no longer held back by the soldiers and eager to see whatthe priests would discover, pushed forward on the bridge and along thebanks. With everyone thus preoccupied with what was going on below,Gilgamesh moved back, ignored by the crowd. And then, unobserved,he quickened his steps and was gone from the scene.
Following the curving street, he quickly distanced himself from thepalace area and its adjacent affluent quarter. Winding his way throughnarrow streets and alleys, stopping to hide in the shadows whenever heheard nearing footsteps, he made his way to the Craftsmen’s Quarter,the area where the city’s many craftsmen and artisans lived, worked, andsold their wares. As a goddess, Ninsun had her own chapel and livingquarters in the great Irigal temple within the Sacred Precinct.
But after the death of her latest husband, the High Priest who wasthe father of Gilgamesh, she began to spend more and more of hertime—including the nights—at her favorite place of work: the Houseof Resuscitation in the Craftsmen’s Quarter. As one of the Healers,she devoted herself after the Deluge to helping ward off the diseasesthat had spread among the Earthlings, caused by the Deluge’s pollutedwaters and the ensuing proliferation of insects and reptiles. It was to theHouse of Resuscitation that Gilgamesh now hurried. When he reachedit, he avoided the main gate. Instead he turned the corner into a side
street. Reaching a certain spot along the wall, he looked for a particularbrick and moved it. Magically, a part of the wall swung open to reveala low opening.
It was a secret entrance by which Ninsun could come and go with-out being mobbed by the multitudes that always filled the courtyard,day and night. Gilgamesh bent over and went in and moved the brickagain as he passed. In a moment the wall closed up, bricks and all, andthere was no trace of the opening.
The compound’s wall enclosed a rectangular area, most of whichwas taken up by a large courtyard where those who had come for heal-ing encamped, waiting for their turn to be treated. A large house dividedinto several rooms served as the hospital and clinic. Several smallerbuildings served as storage houses for cereals and water and beer, andone for the handling of the dead. There were two small houses in whichthe workers of the House of Resuscitation lived. And then there was themore solidly built, neatly whitewashed house that was the private resi-dence of- Ninsun, and the place where she kept the magical instrumentswith which she diagnosed and cured.
A maidservant was sleeping on a mat at the doorway and therewas no way of going in except to awaken her. Keeping his hand on hermouth lest she cry out, Gilgamesh nudged her awake. When her frightwas over, she recognized him.
“Is the goddess, my mother, here?” he whispered.
She nodded.
“Awaken her,” he said. “It is a very urgent matter!” he added whenhe saw that the maidservant hesitated.
The woman let him in, and went ahead to awaken the goddess.
It was a few minutes until Ninsun appeared at the doorway of herinner chamber. As Gilgamesh saw her in the moon’s light that shone inthrough apertures in the ceiling, he rushed forward, knelt, and kissedhis mother’s hand. It was a hand from which the sixth finger had beensurgically removed soon after birth.
“Beloved son,” Ninsun said, “what matter brings you here at thishour of the night?”
“It is a matter of life or death,” Gilgamesh answered.
Ninsun pulled his hand to signal that he could get up. She waved tothe maidservant to leave the room. Then she led Gilgamesh to a divan,while she sat down on her favorite armchair, facing him.
Gilgamesh looked at his mother. “Oh my mother,” he said, “howbeautiful and young you look! Like a young sister of mine, not like mymother!”
Ninsun held out her hand and touched her son’s cheek.
“My looks are deceiving, my son,” she said. “I look young onlyto Earthlings. Having been myself born on Earth, I have aged fasterthan those who on Nibiru were born. To transfer to Nibiru has beenrecommended treatment. . . . But I will not leave Earth before Ishtaruses her powers to grant you everlasting youth. Have you spoken toher of that?”
“I did, all through the night of nuptials. But she ignored my pleas.”
“Is that the matter of life or death that brings you here tonight?”
“No, a far greater matter.”
“Enkullab’s omen words?”
“He has threatened the death of a sinner upon me . . .”
“Indeed,” Ninsun answered. “His evil words were heard by all. Hemust have spoken them from the podium, where the divine words aremade to be louder. Pay no attention to his words, Gilgamesh. DivineIshtar has given her interpretation, and that is all that matters until thenext New Year festival.”
“It’s not that, my mother,” Gilgamesh said. “It’s on account of theomen Anu has sent me!”
Ninsun looked puzzled. “Anu has sent you an omen?”
“Here,” Gilgamesh said as he took out of his robe’s pocket the dische had pulled irom the celestial object. He put it at his mother’s feet, hisright hand jerking as he did so.
She looked at his jerking hand, then at the disc. “Great Anunnaki!”she exclaimed. “How did you come by this sacred tablet?”
“My mother,” Gilgamesh said, “during the night, having becomerestless, I wandered out of the palace. In the night, omens appeared in
the Heavens. A star grew larger and larger in the sky. The handiwork ofAnu descended toward me!”
Describing how he had rushed to where the object fell, the crowd,the commotion, and how he climbed down the creek’s bank to wherethe celestial object had imbedded itself, Gilgamesh told his mother howhe tried to pry it loose.
I sought to lift it, but it was too heavy for me. I sought to shake it,but I could neither move nor raise it. . .”
Then he told his mother of the miraculous way in which the mush-roomlike top had come off, how he probed inside until there was aflash, like a destroying fire. “I moved my hands into the depths ... itsmovable hurler I then lifted and brought to you.” His hand jerked againas he finished his story.
“Oh my son,” Ninsun said, “your hand has touched a divine fire!Were you not two-thirds divine, your soul would have been as vapor bynow.”
She put down the disc and examined his hand. There was no scaror any other outward sign of accident. “There is nothing I can do,” shetold him. “The injury should heal itself.” She bent forward and kissedhim on the forehead.
My mother,” Gilgamesh said, “it is not my aching hand that is thematter. It is the omen of Anu that is the matter of life or death!”
“How is that?” she asked.
“Is the omen from the Heavens not the fulfillment of the sacredoracle?” Gilgamesh asked, his voice quivering with excitement. “Werenot those the words, ‘My words are inscribed, my message is aloft, thegates shall be open, who comes shall have life’?”
“Yes, those were the words transmitted by the High Priest.”
“Don’t you see, then? The oracle has come true! The inscribed mes-sage of Anu—‘The gates of Heaven are open, who comes shall haveLife’—I have been invited, my mother, like a god I have been invited toNibiru, to have Everlife!”
Ninsun, versed in much knowledge, listened attentively to her son’sagitated words. She was silent with thought for a while.
“What you have brought and put at my feet is indeed a Tablet ofDestinies,” she finally said, “a disc that bears secret knowledge, voice-less commands, perhaps even drawings concerning the ways of theHeavens. But all that, Gilgamesh, is for the gods alone, for those whoare Anunnaki. Mortal man, my son, to the Earth is shackled.”
“I am two-thirds divine!” Gilgamesh cried out. “And some likeme, only partly mortal, to the Heavens were taken. Adapa whom Enkifathered, and Emneduranki the first priest, and Etana the king of yore. . . And now, it is my turn!”
His hand jerked. She touched it to soothe the unseen pain. “Theywere born to mortal mothers, but were all fathered by gods,” she toldhim. “Your father was a mortal man . . .” She paused, but continued tostroke the hand of Gilgamesh. “Yet, let us see what message is upon thetablet.”
“The disc is smooth, there’s no writing upon it,” Gilgamesh said. “Itis, by itself, the omen.”
“The Writing of Heaven cannot be seen as a scribe’s writing upona clay tablet,” Ninsun told him. “Come with me and I will show you.”
She led Gilgamesh to her inner chambers. As they entered the lastone she noticed the dagger in his belt.
“Remove it and leave it behind, for it is metal,” she said.
As they crossed the threshold the darkened room came aglow witha bluish illumination, its source unseen. There was a stone altar in thecenter of the room, its top carved out. Ninsun placed the disc with theconvex bottom in the curved cavity, causing a whirring sound to begin.Quickly the disc began to radiate a golden glow, such as that Gilgameshhad seen when he first discovered it.
“Look at the heavenly tablet,” she told him.
Gilgamesh came nearer and looked at the disc. “The tablet is glow-ing,” he said, “and I can see odd markings.”
Ninsun touched a spot on the altar and a thin white stone that hadthe look of alabaster but was as thin as a blade of grass appeared froma side of it and moved slowly to cover the altar’s top. The design on thedisc now appeared, much larger and clearer, on the white surface.
“The symbols are strange. I’ve never seen the likes of them before,”Gilgamesh said. “Is this the Writing of Heaven?”
Ninsun studied the symbols. “Yes, it is the writing of Nibiru,” shesaid, “and the tablet is indeed a Tablet of Destinies.”
She picked up a short ivory stick that lay beside the altar and usedit as a pointer.
“I shall explain to you the hidden message,” she told him. “The tab-let has eight segments. It contains all the instructions for journeyingfrom Nibiru to Earth and back. Its first segment depicts the farthestHeavens, the route from Nibiru to Earth; it is called ‘the Journey ofEnlil by the Seven Planets.’ The spacecraft, the tablet instructs, is toarrive in the northern skies of Earth, the part called the Way of Enlil.Its demarcation line is the line encircling the Earth where the three arti-ficial mountains are raised.” She pointed out the three pyramids as shespoke. “There are technical instructions for the pilots in each segment,guiding them to the landing at the spaceport with its three runways.This is the Place of the Rocketships, from where they are launched sky-ward to reach the orbiting platforms manned by the Igigi, the first legof the journey to Nibiru.”
“Just technical instructions?” Gilgamesh asked. “No message, nodivine words?”
“The last segment, dealing with the liftoff, does have a command init. . . . It says, ‘Return!’”
“I knew it, I knew it!” Gilgamesh cried out and hugged his mother.“It is indeed my omen, the call from Anu!”
She kissed him on the forehead. “One must be careful in divinematters,” she said. “The tablet and its meaning must be carefullyconsidered.”
“I cannot wait!” Gilgamesh protested. “Ishtar has turned againstme. The omen now comes from Anu, the Lord of Lords. To the Placeof the Rocketships I must go, at once!”
His hand jerked again, and Ninsun put her hand on it to soothe it.
“My beloved son,” she said, “it is indeed a call from Anu, but alas,not for you.”
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He shuddered. “Not for me? For whom, then?”
“It is for the Lady Ishtar. This is clearly stated, here.” She pointedthe ivory stick to a place on the tablet. “It is Ishtar whom Anu hascalled lor.”
Great lords!” Gilgamesh cried out. “I have taken away a sacredtablet that was meant for the goddess!” He fell to his knees. “Oh mymother, what shall I do? This night I’ve taken the omen away, the nightbefore I left Ishtar’s bed before sunrise. . . . Instead of life I have founddeath!”
“You left Ishtar’s bed on the night of the Sacred Marriage? Haveyou lost your mind?!”
“She ignored all my pleas. She herself was mad that night, deemingme to be her past lovers. ... I wanted to run away . . . but I came backto her side before she had awakened.”
“Did anyone see you leave?”
“The guard-priests at the side gate . . .”
She pulled his head toward her lap and stroked his curly hair.
“My son,” she said softly, “word of your violation will reach Ishtarlor sure, and that the tablet is missing from the heavenly missile willalso be discovered. It is indeed a matter of life or death.”
“What shall I do, wise mother?”
She thought lor a moment. “You must leave Erech, escape Ishtar’sdominion and her wrath,” she said. “Seek the protection of Nannar inUr, or go to Shuruppak where my mother is mistress.”
“And end my days in exile, a corpse to be buried by the wall?”Gilgamesh said angrily as he stood up. “I am your son, divine mother,and offspring of the great Lord Shamash! If I cannot scale the Heavens,let me die by my own dagger, seated on my kingly throne!”
“Only the hasty defy late with their own hand,” Ninsun said.
Then let me go to the Place of the Rocketships, and face my fateon the hallowed ground!”
Ninsun contemplated her son. “That place, Gilgamesh, is distant, inthe faraway prohibited region of the Anunnaki. No man can go there.
. . . But there is another place, the Landing Place. It is in the Cedar
Mountains. If Utu shall take you there, its Anunnaki could transportyou.”
I know not of that place, nor do I know the way to Sippar, to mygodfather, Shamash,” Gilgamesh told her.
“Here, let me show you,” she said. She touched a spot in the altar,and its stone front vanished into the floor. There were shelves inside,and upon them were stored many discs. “These are the Me tablets thathold all knowledge. The Lord Enki, lord of wisdom, caused them to bemade.”
She took the Tablet of Destinies off the altar and put it inside onone of the shelves, replacing it with one of the other discs. She toucheda spot and the altar was restored to its previous position, without a hintthat it was hollow. Then she made the white sheet appear again.
“Take a look,” she told her son.
It was the drawing of a map.
“This is the Land Between the Rivers,” she said, “and the WestLand beyond, that ends where the Upper Sea begins. These are the twogreat rivers, the Euphrates and the Tigris, that begin in the mountain-lands of Lord Adad and flow into the Lower Sea. Sippar is here, wherethe two rivers come closest to each other, almost touching.” She pointedout the location with the ivory stick. “That is where the Edin begins,the godly place of abundance, all the way to the Lower Sea.”
“And where is Erech? Where are we?”
“Here,” she said, pointing with the ivory stick, “just off theEuphrates River. To the south lies Larsa and Ur, and beyond themEridu, which has been the Lord Enki’s abode from the time he firstlanded on Earth. To the north there is a long river stretch without cit-ies, for the desert encroaches upon the river. But then there lie Borsippaand Babylon and Kish, and then Sippar.”
“Borsippa is beholden to Lord Nabu, Babylon to his father LordMarduk, Gilgamesh said, and Kish has fought Erech since kingshipwas transferred to my forefather. ... It is a risky way. And what aboutthe Landing Place? Where is it?”
“In the West Land. The merchants’ caravans follow the Euphrates
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to almost where it begins its flow, then cross a desolate stretch untilthey reach a river that flows from two chains of mountains that faceeach other. The tallest cedars grow there, forming the Cedar Forest.Within it is the Landing Place, a place from before the Deluge.”
“The mountains stretch for myriad leagues,” Gilgamesh said, study-ing the map. “Where exactly is the place?”
“The place is a hidden place,” she said, “known to none but to theAnunnaki that are Eagles. But Utu, or Shamash as he is also known, istheir commander. If you could reach Sippar and spread your plea beforehim . . She stopped in mid-sentence.
“What is it, my mother?”
“Ishtar,” Ninsun said. “She is his beloved twin sister. In her wrathshe could put a curse upon you, barring any help from Utu!”
Gilgamesh knelt down, taking his mother’s hand. “The wrath of theMistress of Erech I’ve already aroused,” he said. “Shall I meekly awaitmy fate, or boldly take the risky course in search of my destiny? If I amto die, let it be remembered that I died reaching for the stars!”
She stroked his curly hair, then kissed him on the forehead.
“Go,” she said, “and I shall beseech the great Anunnaki for yoursafety.”
She took off her neck a cord from which hung a green-black objectshaped like a midwife’s cutter for severing the umbilical cord. She put itaround the neck of Gilgamesh.
“It is a stone that whispers,” she said. “Turn it upside down and rubit, and your words will be carried to me... . But use it sparingly, my son,only when in real danger.”
He kissed her hand and stood up.
“Let me take the Tablet of Destinies with me as a talisman, as proofthat it is my omen.”
“No,” Ninsun said, “whoever can read its writing shall know youhave stolen it away from Ishtar. Let me keep it here, well hidden, untilyou safely return.”
“So be it,” Gilgamesh said. He bowed toward his mother, thenturned to leave, but stopped and turned back.
“By what way shall I go to Sippar, my mother?” he asked. “I’ve neverundertaken such a long and distant journey.”
“Take Enkidu along,” Ninsun said. “He shall be your guide.”
“Enkidu?”
“Indeed so. The Lord Enki, his creator, has endowed him not onlywith immense powers but also with knowledge of many mysteries. Lethim be your companion and protector and the one who shows the way.”
“I shall find Enkidu and take him along,” Gilgamesh said. Hestepped forward and hugged his mother. “Shall I see you again, myholy mother?” he asked. “Will I sit once more on the throne of Erech?”There were tears in his eyes.
“Go, my son,” she said softly, “and the great gods will be with you.”
Leaving through the secret opening in the wall through which he hadcome, Gilgamesh walked briskly in the direction of the harbor. Thiswas the city s international quarter, where caravans from near and farunloaded their merchandise, and boats plying the Euphrates River andthe seas beyond docked at the city’s piers. It was the more seamy partof the city, with inns and brothels everywhere, a place peopled day andnight with merchants, caravaneers, and sailors.
Gilgamesh crossed several wider streets and followed many nar-rower streets and alleys, all hugging the contours of the city’s topog-raphy. He walked hurriedly, careful to avoid not only the ruffians wholurked in dark corners but also the foot patrols, lest he be recognizedand his whereabouts reported later. Quickening his pace almost to arun, Gilgamesh finally turned into an alley where he had no problemlocating the house he was looking for. It was one of the few two-storyhouses in this section, and its doorposts were painted red. The king,however, did not need these signs to recognize the place, for he hadbeen there before, more than once, on occasions when his forays intotown to seek out newlyweds had ended with no bride to initiate.
Gilgamesh knocked lightly on the door, trying to avoid excessivenoise, but getting no response, he knocked louder. Finally a woman’svoice was heard from behind the door.
“Go away, come in the morrow! All the maidens are fast asleepnow.”
Gilgamesh could hear footsteps nearing the alley, sounding omi-nous in the night stillness.
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“Open up, woman!” he commanded impatiently, “I seek Enkidu!”
“Everyone is asleep . . .” the woman behind the door began to say.
“Open up quickly. Hurry! I am the king!”
Now the woman obeyed. She had barely finished removing theheavy bolt when Gilgamesh pushed the door open. He burst in andquickly closed the door behind him. The woman was holding an oillamp. Recognizing the king, she bowed to the ground.
“Is Enkidu here?” Gilgamesh demanded to know. “Since he has notbeen seen in the palace or elsewhere, he must be here . . .”
The woman got up but her body was still bent in a semi-bow. Therewas a wide grin on her beautiful face.
“Salgigti, you witch!” Gilgamesh said, laughing. “Ever since you methim on the steppe and let him taste a woman’s loins, he has come backto this place as though it was his home. Is the unsatiated one here?”
“Upstairs,” Salgigti answered.
In the manner of most two-story houses, this one too was dividedinto a series of rooms facing a squarish center courtyard—the groundfloor rooms being devoted to household functions, the upper rooms forsleeping or nonmenial chores.
The upper floor was reachable by a stairway that led to a woodenbalcony that ran along the inner perimeter of the upper rooms. A woodenroof, thatched with palm branches, protruded sufficiently to provide thebalcony with shade; the central courtyard was open to the skies.
Gilgamesh grabbed the oil lamp from Salgigti and quickly reachedand mounted the stairs. The doorways on the upper floor were parti-tioned with hanging strings of beads, and Gilgamesh pushed these asideto peek into the rooms as he passed by them. In the first ones he sawsleeping women, but in the larger corner room he saw Enkidu, sprawledon a large mattress between two young women. His short, stout bodylooked funny between the two heavy, large women he had chosen as hiscompanions for the night. He was fast asleep, the long curls of his hairhalf hiding his face.
“Wake up, Enkidu,” Gilgamesh said, touching his friend.
Enkidu was awake in an instant, recognizing Gilgamesh. He turned
to lie on his back and raised his hand in greeting. His stirrings awak-ened the two women, but he embraced them tightly and they could notmove.
“It’s part of my schooling,” he said with a laugh. “The city Eldersthink that sleeping with the harlots will strengthen the human in me ...”
“It’s no time for pleasantries,” Gilgamesh said. “We have matters todiscuss.”
Enkidu let go of the women. “Be gone,” he told them, and they hur-ried out. He sat up. “Your coming here at this time of night bodes ill,”he said.
“Indeed. We must leave Erech, at once!”
“Leave Erech? In the middle of the night? I do not understand . . .”
“It is a matter of life and death,” said Gilgamesh, and he quicklytold his comrade the gist of the recent happenings. ‘“Go to Sipparand take Enkidu with you,’ my mother, Ninsun, said. ‘Seek the pro-tection of Utu, out of Ishtar’s reach,’ she said, ‘and ask thy godfatherfor help to reach the Landing Place in the Cedar Forest!”’ Gilgameshconcluded.
Enkidu shook his head in disbelief, his long curls moving like liv-ing waves. “This whole thing sounds more like a bad dream than a realhappening,” he said, “and to escape from Erech is not the best solutioneither. ‘Go to Sippar,’ she said! To journey without escort is a most riskyadventure, and to enter the Cedar Forest is certain death, Gilgamesh!”
He arose and put his heavy arm around the king’s shoulders. “Is ityour heart’s fear that carried you away? Come, let me accompany youup the hill to the temple, for daybreak is near. Stand at the doorway ofthe Queen of Heaven, divine Ishtar. Offer her the Tablet of Destiniesin sacrifice, pray and make amends. Then seek not her judgment butthat of the Seven Who Judge. And, believe me, you will be spared!”
“Not being a mortal, you don’t understand what’s in my heart,”Gilgamesh said. “My fate has been called, and I must answer the call!The die is cast, Enkidu. To scale Heaven or to die attempting, thatalone is the choice. . . . Are you coming with me, or as a coward, preferto stay behind?”
“Gilgamesh,” Enkidu said. “You well know that of the death ofmortals I have no fear. He who created me, the Lord Enki, made mea man in appearance but a god in endurance. My bones are as bronze,my sinews as copper, blood have I none. Though short of stature, thestrength of ten men I have! With my hand I shatter doorposts, with myfoot I tumble walls, with my knee I subdue the bull. No, Gilgamesh, itis not for myself I fear, it is for you! For that which you might achieve isin doubt, but that which you’d lose is surely certain.”
“A worthy speech,” Gilgamesh replied, “but without conclusion. Areyou coming with me or shall I journey by myself?”
Enkidu contemplated his friend the king, shaking his head in dis-belief. “Fate has indeed overwhelmed you,” he said, “and there’s no per-suading. ... I shall go with you, my friend.”
“I knew I could rely on you!” Gilgamesh said and hugged his com-rade. “Now, what is the way to our destination and how do we getthere?”
“The way I know, how we get there we shall find out,” Enkidu said.“Come, let’s start our preparations.”
Making sure they did not awaken the other women, the comradeswent down to the courtyard. Salgigti appeared there even before Enkiducould summon her.
“Salgigti,” he said, “have your pleasure girls had strangers from afarcome, calling on them these past few days?”
“Yes,” Salgigti said. “Unable to depart during the festival days untilthis coming morrow, many have spent their time and money here.”
“Good, good,” Enkidu said. “Were they all sailors or ass drivers, orwas there among them a merchant or a caravan master?”
“Some were and some weren’t. . . . We ask no questions.”
“Oh, don’t be so virtuous, Salgigti,” Enkidu said and smacked heron her behind, chuckling. “Perchance someone paid better than theothers?”
“Most lavish has been Adadel, the Amorite merchant. He hastraded in Erech honey and date wine from the Westland and is carry-ing wool and grains back to Mari.”
“Is his a caravan?”
“No, he is captain of a boat, one equipped with sails, he was boast-ing to the girls. ... A most generous patron, indeed he has been!”Salgigti said with some sorrow. “He’s sailing on the morrow.”
“A perfect destination!” Enkidu whispered to Gilgamesh. His eyecaught in the shadows the sight ot the two women who had been hisnightmates, straining to hear the conversation. “Let the two womenwho were with me prepare two waterskins filled with water,” he saidto Salgigti, and two cloth bags filled with bread and cheese and somedates for sweetness.”
Salgigti motioned to the women, and as they approached sheinstructed them to do what Enkidu requested.
\\ here do you keep discarded clothing?” Enkidu asked Salgigti.“The garments the men forget behind?”
She led them to one of the ground floor rooms, where such clothingwas piled up in a corner.
“Let’s change into some of these,” Enkidu said to Gilgamesh.
“But they are worn-out and dirty!” Gilgamesh protested.
“And thereby perfectly befitting,” Enkidu retorted, and began toundress. Catching on, Gilgamesh followed suit, making sure to transferthe dagger he always carried with him to his new robe.
What does Adadel’s boat look like?” Enkidu asked Salgigti.
She offered little information besides repeating that it had sails.
We will find it,” Enkidu assured Gilgamesh.
From a coin pouch, which he kept as he changed clothes, Enkidutook out and handed Salgigti a silver shekel. She could see the brightmetal shine in the light of the oil lamp she was holding up, and bowedher head in gratitude.
“I am at the king’s service,” she told him.
Moreover, Enkidu said, “if we do not return by the Spring Festival,you can also sell our clothing. But until then, not a word of these mat-ters you or your women must utter, or the Lord Enki, my creator, shallstrike all of you down wherever you might be!”
Salgigti nodded her head. “So it shall be, master Enkidu.”
He hugged her and kissed her broad mouth. “Take care of mywomen!” he said to her. Then, on second thought, he went and embracedthe two women too. “There’s a full shekel of silver for each of you whenI come back!” he promised.
“Come, let’s go!” Gilgamesh said impatiently. “I still have to havewords with Niglugal, and say good-bye to my son . .
“And have the whole city awake by the time you’re ready to leave?”Enkidu interjected. “If you go back to the palace you’ll never leave, forthe outcry over the handiwork of Anu will be spread by then!”
“Adadel sails soon after sunrise,” Salgigti told them, bowing herhead.
Gilgamesh looked about him. The night’s darkness was indeed giv-ing way to the encroaching dawn. Enkidu was holding the bags withtheir provisions. Salgigti stood silently, her head still slightly bowed.He could see the two women who had helped with the provisions hud-dling in a corner of the courtyard. He looked up to the upper floor. Ina short while, he knew, the other women would be up and the placewould swarm with gossiping females.
He broke out in a nervous laughter. “It’s a joke, the funniest andbitterest of my life!” he said. “Here I stand as a thief in the night in abrothel, called upon to make up my mind ... to choose between king-ship and life, between the past and the future. ... Is this, Enkidu, theway it has been ordained?”
Enkidu did not answer.
“Open the door, pleasure woman,” Gilgamesh said to Salgigti, “andlet me face my fate.”
* * *
In his bedchamber, Enkullab the High Priest was awakened from a rest-less and dream-filled sleep by his servant-priest. He awoke with a startleand was angry.
“The chief of the guard-priests must speak to you at once,” the ser-vant said. “It is a matter of the greatest urgency, he said.”
“It could not wait for daybreak?”
“He said the High Priest must be informed at once.”
“Give me my robe and let him in, then,” Enkullab told him.Moments later the servant, holding a large oil lamp, ushered in the chiefof the guard-priests, a tall and stout man, his garb distinguished by theleather belt girding it.
\\ hat is it that you deemed worthy of robbing me of precioussleep?” Enkullab asked sternly, but without anger.
‘Holy Father,” the chief of the priest-guards said, “an omen, thehandiwork of Anu, has come down from the Heavens . . .” He bowedhis head as he stopped speaking.
“Yes, yes, don’t stop!” Enkullab cried out.
It appeared in the skies as a falling star, radiating brightness. It isa long black artifact, its body smooth as a snake’s, its head like a fish’swith fins, its hiss like that of a serpent . . .”
“The handiwork of Anu?”
“It has come from the Heavens, and it’s not a mortal’s handiwork,Holy Father.”
The gods be praised! ’ Enkullab called out. “My prayers have beenanswered! Tell me more, all of it!”
“It appeared, as I said, as a falling star. ... As it neared the Earth, itappeared to be destined toward the Sacred Precinct. But then . . . thenit seemed to be headed toward the king’s palace.”
“It was I who had prayed for an omen!” Enkullab shouted.
“Holy Father, the handiwork of Anu touched the Earth northward,imbedding itself in the bank of the old canal.”
“Go on,” Enkullab told him.
“It was seen streaking down by priests upon the precinct’s ramparts.A group rushed there, toward the falling place. When they arrived,there already was a crowd, and soldiers . . . and the king.”
“The king, Gilgamesh, was already there?”
“Yes, Holy Father. The handiwork of Anu was changing colors,hissing and turning like a celestial serpent. Gilgamesh, the king, alonehad the courage to touch it and wrestle it. Then the priests, reciting theappropriate hymns for divine protection, went down the canal’s bank
and took charge of the object. It is deeply imbedded in the mud, lifelessnow, for its head came off when the king was with it.”
“Was?”
“By the time the priests encircled the celestial object, he was gone.”
Enkullab stood up, then began to pace the bedchamber. “An omenfrom Heaven, the handiwork of Anu, a most unique and sacred object,has been defiled by my half-brother the king. . . . The wrath of the godsmust be aroused!”
“It’s the will of the gods!” the chief of the guard-priests said. “Wouldthe Holy Father get dressed and come with me to the site?”
“Yes, of course . . . the site must be consecrated as a place whereHeaven touched Earth!” Enkullab said. “Now, tell me again about theobject’s falling. At first it appeared headed for the Sacred Precinct, thenfor the palace?”
“Indeed so.”
“And the place where it landed, where exactly is it?”
“To the north of the palace.”
“And when the king was gone, did the soldiers go with him?”
“No, a platoon has stayed behind.”
“Then let’s not waste time,” the High Priest said. “Take as manypriests as you need, and a wagon, and haul the omen to the SacredPrecinct as quickly as possible!”
“Lest the king’s men do as much?”
“You’ve grasped it. Now go, hurry! I will dress and follow you rightaway.”
“And if the soldiers object?”
“Invoke the wrath of the gods . . . you’re a priest, aren’t you?”
* * *
The approaching dawn had drawn all manner of urchins into the streetsleading to the port area, that they might best position themselves forwhen the merchants, some driving laden asses, began to arrive. Some ofthese urchins tried to accost Enkidu and the king as they approached,targeting Enkidu in particular as they were fooled by his short stature.
However, the smack of his hand or a kick of his foot soon sent themreeling. The two friends hastened their steps, for well they knew thatthe nearing sunrise could trigger a rush to sail away, for it was the firstmoment such departures were permitted in the course of the New Yearfestival.
As soon as they arrived at the port, at its northern end leading tothe Euphrates Canal, they made hurried inquiries as to the whereaboutsof Adadel s boat and were directed to a large cargo vessel equipped withrows of oars and a tall sail. There was hectic activity at the docksidewhere the boat was tied, and all aboard her seemed awake and busy.
The comrades contemplated the situation. “We can offer to paythe boat s master to hide us below deck, among the merchandise,” saidGilgamesh.
“Hiding invites betrayal,” Enkidu replied. “We will hire ourselvesas sailors instead.”
By the looks of it, he has all the hands he needs and is ready to castoff soon,” Gilgamesh said.
Stay here and I shall attend to the matter,” Enkidu told him.
Taking a few strides, which were amazingly large for his stature,Enkidu reached the dockside. He accosted one of the men busily tak-ing supplies onboard; a moment later the man fell to the ground andEnkidu dragged him aside. There was another man, untying the ropesthat held the ship to the dock; a quick encounter with Enkidu, andhe too was silently dragged away. Then Enkidu signaled to Gilgamesh,who came over quickly, and boldly the two stepped aboard, asking forthe master, Adadel.
He was a middle-aged man, his dark hair mostly hidden by a head-cloth, his beard cut to a sharp point in the manner of the Westerners,and he was wearing a garment made of rubbed sheeps’ skins.
I need no more men, Adadel said. “Get off my boat, for we areabout to sail.”
Not so, Enkidu said. You are in need of men, for two of yourshave vanished. Adadel looked at him, puzzled. He surveyed the dockand failed to see his two men. He called out their names, but got no
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answer. He then took a close look at the shabbily dressed Enkidu andGilgamesh, pondering the latter’s short stature, wondering what thisincident was all about.
“You doubt our skills?” Enkidu asked. He stepped to the ropes thattied the boat to the dock and with one pull snapped them loose.
“I see,” Adadel said. “And what about your companion?”
Without a word, Gilgamesh went to the side of the boat and withhis leg pushed it away from the dock.
Adadel contemplated them. “The pay is two shekels when we reachthe city of Mari,” he informed them. “The crewmaster will give youyour assignments.”
“And the daily rations?” Enkidu asked.
“And the daily rations,” Adadel agreed.
Cut off from its moorings, the boat began to drift away from thedock. There were sounds of a commotion coming from the direction ofthe streets that led uphill from the port area toward the Sacred Precinct.Gilgamesh, a concerned look on his face, stared at Enkidu.
“Since we are hired, let’s give the captain his shekel’s worth,” Enkidusaid, grabbing an oar. With it he pushed the boat through the maze ofother moored boats. Gilgamesh, grabbing an oar, did likewise on theboat’s other side. Within moments, the boat was in the center of thewide port canal.
“Man the oars!” the crewmaster shouted.
The other men hurried to the rowing seats, grabbing oars. Shoutingorders to the rowers, and aided by Enkidu and Gilgamesh on both sidesof the boat, Adadel deftly directed his vessel through the confusionof waterborne traffic; it seemed that everyone was leaving at the sametime. Shouts and curses were exchanged between captains, and fistswere raised in anger. But it was all part of a routine, and in the absenceof any mishap no one took the words and gestures seriously.
Thus maneuvered, the boat left the port area and entered theEuphrates Canal, the man-made waterway that connected the port ofErech with the great river and other waterways and the whole worldbeyond. The city’s eastern wall was now on their right and its diverse
Chapter Six ►- 93
quarters on their left. Though most of the traffic was outbound, therewere some inbound boats and rafts, and Enkidu displayed his skill andpowers in pushing them away with his long oar. They were now near-ing the sluices that guarded the entrance to the canal where it met thecity s wall. Here there was a permanent guard post, for this was a vitalmilitary choke point. Quickly, Gilgamesh left his side of the boat andsat down among the oarsmen.
His abrupt move did not escape Adadel. He looked at Enkidu andcaught his gaze alternating between Gilgamesh and the oncoming guardpost.
“Whereto?” the captain of the guard shouted to the boat.
“To Mari,” Adadel answered.
“May the gods be with you,” the captain of the guard shouted, andwaved the boat through.
They passed under the arched opening in the wall, flanked by twowatchtowers. Here the canal widened. They were in open country.
Enkidu came and sat behind Gilgamesh. “We are safely out of thecity,” he whispered.
The sun was up in the eastern skies when they reached the wide,majestic river. There was an autumn breeze and Adadel ordered the sailto be raised on the mast. Soon the boat was sailing smoothly, rapidlyupstream, in a northerly direction, propelled by the rhythmic rowing ofthe crew as well as by the wind.
Gilgamesh looked back at Enkidu. “Ishtar’s wrath is behind me,” hewhispered. “I’m on my way to find Everlife!”
Our journey has just begun, our perils are just starting,” Enkiduwhispered back.
From the deck above the crew deck, Adadel watched the twosome.These are not two ordinary sailors, he murmured to the crewmaster.“We must learn more during the night. . .”
Aker Gilgamesh had left her, Ninsun could find no rest. She tried tolie down and catch some sleep, but sleep evaded her. She sat for a whilein her armchair, pondering. There was no doubt that once the king’sdeparture was found out, and the news of the celestial missive reachedIshtar, bedlam would break out. And what would Ishtar do when herwrath was unleashed? What would Enkullab do?
Ninsun went up, as she did often when her thoughts overtook her,to the flat roof of the house. To the northwest she could see the prom-ontory, flattened and filled to form a vast platform on which the SacredPrecinct stood, the Eanna ziggurat rising above the skyline delineatedby the massive wall surrounding the precinct. Shifting her gaze east-ward, she could see the smaller promontory on which the king’s palacestood. Aye, she thought, there was a happier time when temple and palacewere as one, when the Anunnaki, though loftier, were also less domineer-ing over mankind.
Way out there, beyond the line of sight to the palace, lay Shuruppak,her mother’s abode. Absentmindedly, out of habit, Ninsun put her handto her throat, to take and rub the Whispering Stone, to let her motherhear her speak. Only when she touched her naked throat did she recallthat she had given the stone to her son. Still, she faced toward Shuruppakand uttered her thoughts. Oh my mother, did I advise Gilgamesh right?Would he indeed leave Erech? When? How? And how should I deal withIshtar’s wrath?
She could hear no answers. The moon, which had thrown its silverybeams into her chambers when Gilgamesh was there, was gone in the
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west. There was a darkness about, one that fills the time between theend of the night and the oncoming of dawn, a bad time for all who havehad that watch as their duty. The cool breeze was unpleasant. She wentdown and called her handmaiden.
Awaken the attendants, I wish to wash and dress and leave beforesun-up,” she said. “I am returning to the Sacred Precinct.”
'les, great lady, the handmaiden said. Shall I alert the charioteersor the litter-bearers?”
Neither, Ninsun said. I wish to leave unobtrusively. I will ridethe he-ass. Now rush to the palace and give word to the chamberlain tocome to me.”
It was almost daybreak when Ninsun left her House of Resuscitationthrough the secret side gate, with one attendant leading the he-ass by arope and two quick-stepping behind her. She instructed them to reachthe Sacred Precinct through the side gate of the Gipar. “I don’t thinkIshtar is spending the night there this time,’ she said, sarcasm in hervoice.
The guard-priests, though surprised, recognized her and let herthrough. She dismissed the attendants and briskly walked toward theIrigal, the Great Temple where the divine residences were. In the greatcourtyard in front ol the temple there was considerable commotion, forthe attending priests were preparing the departure of the non-residentgods. Chariots were being brought out and arranged for the proces-sion; he-asses, specially bred lor the task, were being harnessed. Therewas a lot ol shouting and braying in the process. In all the commotion,Ninsun, arriving on toot, was hardly noticed. Quickly she entered theIrigal and hurried to her chambers.
It was soon thereafter that the visiting gods, each wearing his favor-ite colors and the conical, horned divine headdress, started to leave thetemple and alight their assigned chariots. They were all young—thirdand fourth generations of the Olden Gods who had actually come fromNibiru and their jovial manner revealed their eagerness to leave theregimented, rite-filled confines of the Sacred Precinct for their rural,small-town abodes where they could freely roam.
But their banter was abruptly muted when a hue and cry arosein the courtyard, and shouts were repeated, “The great Lady Ishtar iscoming!”
Her arrival thus heralded, Ishtar, Mistress of Erech, drove into thecourtyard in her own gold-inlaid chariot. She was standing, holding thereins of two fierce lions harnessed to her chariot. She was dressed in herhunting garb—the skins of two leopards—and was armed with a longbow, a quiver of arrows strapped to her shoulder. Attending priests werequick-stepping in front of the chariot, and others were running behind.
“The great lady will accompany the departing gods to the city gates,leading the procession!” the lead priest in her entourage announced.
“I will arrange the chariots accordingly,” the chief of the chariotsreplied. Then, turning to one of his aides, he murmured, “Pity thetownspeople . . . Ishtar is in her hunting mood. . . . She will rush downthe promontory, sweep through the streets of Erech, sowing panic infront and leaving havoc behind. . . . Then she’ll ride as a lightning outto the steppe outside the city to hunt gazelles or, with luck, fierceranimals.”
The chariots were lined up and the departing gods were beginningto move their assigned chariots when there was a disturbance at theprecinct’s main gate and there appeared an odd procession. Two priestswere leading a bull-drawn wagon with the High Priest behind it andmore priests following him. They reached the middle of the courtyardand stopped. A large cylindrical object, black in color, was upon thewagon.
“What is this all about?” Ishtar demanded to know.
The High Priest stepped forward. “Great lady, Queen of Heaven,Queen of Earth,” he said, bowing to the ground, “there has been a signfrom the Heavens.”
“Speak to the point!” Ishtar commanded. “What is that object inthe wagon?”
“Great lady, great gods,” Enkullab said, “it is the handiwork ofAnu, from Heaven to Earth come. It is a heavenly sign, worthy of yourmight!”
He prostrated himself before the goddess. The other priests fell totheir knees. Ishtar dismounted her chariot, giving the reins to two trainedattendants, and with a wave of her hand gestured them to drive the char-iot away. Then she walked over to the wagon to take a look at the strangeobject. First she circled the wagon to see the object from all sides, thenshe touched it. The disclike top that was separated from the object’s mainstem was also in the wagon. She could see the gaping opening in thecylindrical part, and put her hand in but could not feel anything inside.
“Tell me all,” she said to Enkullab.
He stood up and told her what he knew, speaking loudly so that theother gods, and all others gathered in the great courtyard, should alsohear. He described how some priests, stationed on the ramparts, hadseen falling stars streak the skies. How one of them grew larger in sizeas it neared Earth. How it was falling toward the Sacred Precinct butmissed it and fell to the north. How a group of priests rushed to the site,only to find the king there, probing the object. How they took charge,ordering the king to step back. How, when informed of the miraculousoccurrence in the middle of the night, he, the High Priest, ordered thatthe celestial object be extracted from the canal’s bed and brought to theSacred Precinct in the bull-drawn wagon, to be presented to Ishtar, theQueen of Heaven and of Earth.
“It is an omen, fulfilling the oracle,” Enkullab concluded. “Greatevents are coming! Evil shall cease and righteousness shall prevail, bythe word of Anu!”
“The omen is for the gods, not for mortals,” Ishtar said. “If a mes-sage it bears, it is for the gods alone to comprehend. Now, tell me, whereis the king?” The priests who were at the site admitted that as they hadbecome preoccupied with the object, they had lost sight of the king andknew not his whereabouts.
He must have gone back to the palace,’ Enkullab suggested.
Bring this handiwork of Anu to my temple and summon the king!”Ishtar ordered.
Unseen by others, Ninsun was observing and overhearing the goingson from a window in the Great Temple, the Irigal. At the words of Ishtar,
she brought her hands to her mouth to stifle a cry, for at that momentshe could see Niglugal entering the courtyard through the main gate. Heevidently did not expect the assemblage that he came upon, for as he real-ized who was in the great courtyard he stopped short and began to retracthis steps. However, he had already been spotted by Enkullab.
“Ah, the king’s chamberlain is come to join us!” Enkullab said ina raised voice. “The commands of Ishtar must have been heard in thepalace.”
Niglugal fell to his knees and bowed to the ground. “Great lady,divine gods,” he said. “I humbly prostrate myself before you. I amNiglugal, your servant.”
“What is the king’s business in the Sacred Precinct?” Enkullabasked. Niglugal remained prostrate.
“Arise and speak!” Ishtar commanded.
“I have come to speak to the great Lady Ninsun,” he said as he stood
up.
“Has she summoned you? And for what purpose?”
“It is about the king,” Niglugal began to say. He stopped and lookedabout him, uneasy. “The king has left the palace in the midst of thenight and has not returned.”
“The priests have seen the king at the site of the fallen handiworkof Anu,” Ishtar said, pointing her whip at the object on the cart.
Niglugal looked at the direction she was pointing and went downto his knees. “Anu be blessed,” he said. “May we all be blessed by thisomen.”
“It is a sign from Heaven!” Enkullab shouted. “The king’s fate issealed!”
“Hold back your words!” Ishtar said angrily. “Let’s hear more fromthe chamberlain. . . . Now, tell us about the king.”
“The soldiers who rushed to the site of the falling star had indeedseen the king there,” Niglugal said, “but none has seen him thereafter.Palace guards were about to start a citywide search when I receivedword from the great Lady Ninsun to come here at once . . .”
“Did you hear that?” Ishtar shouted toward the assembled gods.
“The king has vanished and Ninsun is in the know! The mother is in aconspiracy with the son!”
“I fear the worst, oh Queen of Heaven,” Niglugal said. “Let my sol-diers search the city for the king . .
“The worst is yet to come if your king is not found!” Ishtar retorted.“Go, search the city, search every corner of it and bring Gilgamesh tome by evetime, be he alive or dead!”
“You are merciful, great lady,” Niglugal said, standing up. Bowingtoward the other gods, he stepped back and departed quickly, followedby his guards.
“The oracle is coming true! A new year to Gilgamesh has not beengranted!” the High Priest said as he stepped forward and fell to hisknees before Ishtar. “Oh Mistress of Erech, proclaim his reign endedthis day!” He waved his hand toward the perplexed gods. “The divinewitnesses are all here!”
Ishtar surveyed the assembled gods. “I do not see Ninsun. Withouther the twelve are incomplete . .
“End the sinner’s reign,” Enkullab pleaded. “It is the wish of greatAnu!” There were murmurs of consent among the gods, but none spokeup.
“Now hear this!” Ishtar said, raising her voice so that all—gods andpriests alike—could hear her. “We shall wait until evetime. If the kingis not found or is dead, with the blessing of the Lord Enlil, the lord ofkingship, a new king shall ascend the throne of Erech!”
“And who shall it be?” Enkullab inquired, humility in his voice.
“Let the gods who have been with us stay on in their chambers,”Ishtar said to them. “If a new king is to be crowned, my choice I willdiscuss with you.”
She turned to Enkullab. “Summon Ninsun to my temple. I wish toknow more of her son’s scheming.”
Like mother, like son,” Enkullab said. “I shall find her and bringher to you.”
The gods and priests, the latter bowing to the ground, waited forIshtar to leave the courtyard before they too could begin to disperse. But
Ishtar was hardly a hundred paces away when a voice rang out from above.
“The king has life! The omens are blessings! Gilgamesh is king!”
The loud words startled everyone. Their suddenness obscured theirsource for a minute. But it took just moments to realize that they camefrom the direction of the sacred mound of Anu. As they all looked uptoward the White Temple, they could clearly see the silhouette of a god-dess, recognizable by the horned headdress she was wearing. She wasstanding atop the podium.
It took Ishtar but a moment to realize who it was.
“Great Anu!” she exclaimed. “It’s Ninsun. . . . How dare she ascendthe sacred mound when no rites are being held, when the great Anu hasnot been summoned!” She pulled her bow off her shoulder and grabbedan arrow from the quiver. Angered, she ran back to a spot from whichshe could have an unimpaired view of the White Temple. She put thearrow in her bow and aimed it at the silhouette.
“No!” shouted one of the gods standing near her. “You will be bur-ied alive, as was done to Marduk, if you kill her!”
Hesitating a moment, Ishtar lowered her aim and shot at theground. The arrow struck with a great thud, and half of it disappearedinto the soil.
“There are other ways to deal with sacrilege,” Ishtar said as she putthe bow back on her shoulder. “Now go—go as ordered!” she shoutedto all who were in the courtyard.
The High Priest did not move. “Sacrilege and treason, too,” he saidwith his head bowed.
“Treason?” Ishtar repeated his word. “Yes, I have been blind. Thisdaughter of Ninharsag whom I have replaced in the Celestial Circle hasbeen scheming to replace me as goddess of Erech! By Anu, you are right,Enkullab.”
“She and her son, my half-brother . . .” Enkullab added.
“By my word, Enkullab,” Ishtar said loudly, “if a king is to be cho-sen, you shall be the one!”
And before he could utter his wordy thanks, she left with quicksteps to the Eanna.
The attendant priests and priestesses were hard put to catch upwith her as she mounted the ziggurat’s stairway. On the second stageshe pulled upon a brick, and a wall turned to reveal a large opening.
“Bring out my skyship! Hurry!” she commanded.
The priests on duty hauled out a wooden platform on which resteda large object shaped like a ball and supported by three extended legs. Apriestess brought Ishtar her pilot s helmet, and the goddess quickly putit on. Then, pulling a lever at one of the extended legs, Ishtar causedpart ol the sphere s surface to open up, and from this doorway a flightof stairs noiselessly began to extend down. Moving gingerly Ishtarmounted the stairs and entered the sphere. In a moment the flight ofstairs was retracted as though swallowed by the sphere. The doorwayclosed and the sphere’s skin was as smooth as it had been before, like awound healed by the Healers that leaves no scar.
A whirring sound began, its source unseen. A bulbous protrusionat the bottom of the sphere, located between the extended legs, beganto glow. Bright whitish lines appeared, encircling the sphere in tworows. Their glow became stronger from moment to moment, then theychanged color, the upper row emitting a red hue and the lower a bluishone. Two portholes, like big eyes, were opened in the upper part of thesphere. And, as the priests scurried away, Ishtar’s globelike skyship roseoff its platform. It hovered a few moments as its extended legs retractedand disappeared into the sphere. And then the skyship, airborne, wasaloft and away.
* * *
No sooner had Ishtar left the courtyard than the High Priest beganto repeat to the other priests Ishtar’s words of promise to make himking instead of Gilgamesh. The news swept the Sacred Precinct likea brush fire in the midst of summer, first whispered, then told aloud,then shouted from priest to priest on the ramparts. Soon it seemedthat the whole precinct was shouting, “Enkullab shall be crownedking!”
The shouts reached Ninsun on her perch. First the ominous news
was heard from one direction then from another, “Enkullab shall becrowned king! Enkullab shall be crowned king!”
She looked down, surveying the Sacred Precinct. She could not seeIshtar; she could not see any of the other gods. All she could see werepriests in their varied robes, scurrying about like loathsome rodents,about to devour her in the service of their evil chief.
She looked around her. With the absence of the large assemblagethat had been gathered the day before, the place looked more awesomein its silence. The White Temple, without its attending priests and theirfear-inspiring costumes, was majestic in its serenity. The wind whistledas its drafts were caught in the temples’ many apertures. When Ninsunclosed her eyes she imagined she heard a divine melody, like the whistlesof the Tablets of Destinies when disc communicated with disc.
No one entered the White Temple unless it was so required duringthe rites. But now, all alone on the hallowed ground where her grand-father, the Lord Anu, had given his blessing to Earth and its people,Ninsun felt invited . . .
She entered the temple through the doorway behind the sacred tree.Through the ceiling apertures, rays of sunlight threw odd patterns onthe floor and walls. Passing between two external chambers she reachedthe large, elongated front hall. Toward its western end there stood theseat of Anu, a thronelike structure of stone. Ninsun walked towardit and, reaching the throne, fell to her knees and bowed three times.Then, as she stood up, she touched the stone seat with her hand. Thethought that a thousand Earth-years earlier the great Lord Anu hadactually sat on this throne made her feel a warmth emanating from it,an inner radiation.
The throne acted as a divider, separating the two-thirds of the elon-gated hall in front of it from the third behind it. The posterior sectionformed a perfect square, flanked by chambers and cellas. An opening inthe farthest wall led to stairs that reached the roof of the temple, to aspot provided for stellar observations. To the right of her, Ninsun couldsee the Sacred Veil, made of unique material and hanging from the ceil-ing all the way down to the floor, completely covering the opening to
the Holy of Holies. It was a chamber that had no ceiling and was opento the sky, except that it had as a roofing a layer of ram skins that werespread out as a canopy upon long wooden logs.
Only the High Priest was allowed, once a year, to enter this innersanctum. There, tradition held, the sole object present was a wood-and-gold chest, which had been placed there at the time of Anus visit. Itwas the Divine Speaker, the source of the enigmatic oracle that washeard by the High Priest on the day of the Fixing of the Destinies. Thiswas the place that the High Priest could enter and come out alive, forhe alone could wear the breastplate with the heavenly stones that gaveprotection. And now Ninsun stood there, separated from the DivineSpeaker by a mysterious veil. Should she break the taboo and enter to layher plea before the Lord of Lords, she asked herself, and face unknownconsequences or face what surely would happen to her son if she did not?
Summoning all her courage Ninsun pushed the veil aside. Her handtrembled. There was utter darkness inside. She took one step, thenanother, into the inner sanctum. Up ahead a glow appeared. Thoughtaint it was enough to enable her to see the sacred chest, standing on alitter, its ancient carriers long gone.
Ninsun fell to her knees and bowed three times. Then sheapproached the chest. Two curving protrusions arose from its sides likewinged horns; the wings came together, almost tip to tip but withouttouching, above the chest. The glow’s source was the space between thewings’ tips. Ninsun knelt down before the chest, waiting for somethingto happen—for a bolt to strike her down, or to hear Anu’s words—butthere was utter silence. She covered her face with her hands, her feelingswelling up. She had entered the Holy of Holies and was still alive! Andthat, she felt, was a sign that her prayer would be accepted.
She stretched out her hands, and in a firm voice, uttered her prayer;
“Great Anu, Lord of Heaven and all that is on Earth,
Hear the prayer of thine offspring,
A mother in distress!
It is for my son that I pray unto thee,
About the king, the valiant Gilgamesh,
Two-thirds of him divine.
Oh Anu, great lord, master of all!
Why, having granted me Gilgamesh for a son,
With a restless heart didst thou endow him?
Seeking Life, a far journey he had undertaken,
To Utu, lord of the Eagles, his course he has set;to travel an uncertain road, to seek thy lofty gate!
Guard him on his journey, oh forebear of mine;
Banish evil from his way, Lord of Lords;
Grant him Life, and a safe return!”
Having finished her prayer, Ninsun fell silent; there was total silenceall around her. Had her prayer been heard, conveyed over the myriadleagues to Anus celestial abode? Would he accept her supplication? Wouldhe respond?
She remained kneeling for a while, overcome by emotion; there weretears in her eyes. She got up and wiped the tears with the hem of hergarment and walked backward while bowing repeatedly. As she reachedthe veil and passed through it, the glow above the chest seemed to havegone out. She had spoken to Anu and had not been struck down!
Encouraged, Ninsun was ready to face the storm of Ishtar. She wentback into the larger part of the temple and sat down on the throne ofAnu. The die was cast! The fates were challenged!
No sooner had Ninsun seated herself so than Ishtar arrived outsidein her skyship. In a graceful swoop, the aircraft came to a landing onthe large platform.
As the skyship hovered downward, the globe’s three legs wereextended. The bulbous protrusion began to lose its reddish radiance.As soon as the aircraft touched down, the hatch opened and the stairsarched down. Ishtar, her garb tight on her body and the pilot’s helmetcovering her head, rushed down the stairs. She was holding in her handa short thick stick, the awesome Weapon of Brilliance.
The podium from where Ninsun had spoken her provoking words
was empty. Swiftly Ishtar looked about the platform, but Ninsun wasnot to be seen. Had she rushed down off the mound, Ishtar wondered,when she saw the skyship coming? Ishtar rushed to the top of the pro-cessional stairway and looked down. There were priests gathered at itsfoot. Ishtar shouted to them, inquiring; they shouted back that theyhad not seen Ninsun.
Ishtar then remembered that the mound had a narrow back stair-way, existing from a time before the monumental stairway was built.She rushed there. A lone priest, oblivious to what was going on, wascoming up the stairs.
“Have you seen the Lady Ninsun?” Ishtar shouted to him.
Confused by the sudden encounter with the great goddess, he didnot answer. Instead, he turned and started to run down the stairs.
Furious, Ishtar pointed her weapon at him. There was a bright flashand in an instant the priest was gone, vaporized without a trace.
Did Ninsun go into the temple? Ishtar wondered. Holding up herweapon, Ishtar rushed to the temple’s entrance. She was almost runningwhen she entered, but stopped short once inside, awed by the starknessof the place, the silence, the darkness all around except where the sun’srays cut bright swaths through the high apertures.
Ninsun saw Ishtar silhouetted against the entrance’s brightness. Shealso saw that Ishtar held her weapon ominously in her right hand. NowIshtar stepped in, taking cautious steps forward, casting looks around.She advanced slowly until she had reached a sunlit spot. It was then thatNinsun spoke up.
“I have been waiting for you, great lady, Mistress of Erech!” she said.Her words, spoken calmly, reverberated in the empty temple.
The suddenness with which the words were spoken startled Ishtar.She froze her stride, and her armed hand jerked forward. Her eyes, notyet used to the dimness inside the temple, could not discern the where-abouts of the speaker. Then, just as suddenly, she realized that it wasNinsun who had spoken and that she was right there, seated on thesacred throne.
For a moment Ishtar was speechless. Then, her fury returned. She
pointed the weapon at Ninsun and shouted, “You have defiled thesacred seat of Anu! For this you shall die!”
Ninsun stood up. “I am under the wing of Anu, our great father,”she announced. “Do me harm, and surely it shall be you who shall beburied alive!”
“No, it is you who shall be hung from a stake, for your treason!”Ishtar shouted back. “I am wise to your schemes, daughter of Ninharsag!To replace me as Mistress of Erech is your aim!”
“The accusation is as baseless as it is curious,” Ninsun retorted. “Iam one of the Healers, with no desire to lord over a city.”
“Is that so? Have I forgotten how it was when the new city was tobe granted to a grandchild of the Olden Gods? Enki claimed it for hisgrandson Nabu, Enlil designated me, and your mother—ah, so peace-loving, so clever—said, ‘For the sake of peace, let my daughter Ninsunhave it’!”
“The decision was made and Erech was granted to the House ofEnlil,” Ninsun said.
“Yet there are those who still uphold the claim for Marduk’s first-born, Nabu!” Ishtar told her.
“Marduk is anathema to all of us who are of Enlil’s house,” Ninsunshot back.
“Yes, yes,” Ishtar said, sarcasm in her voice. “But are you, daughterof Ninharsag, of the House of Enlil? Or did the old fox Enki fatheryou? The tales of your mother’s wooing by the competing brothers areno secret!”
“These are evil words spread by wagging tongues!” Ninsun shouted.“Seeking a legal heir by their half-sister, the two brothers had indeedvied for her love . . . but whichever way you twist it, a granddaughter ofthe Lord of Lords, Anu, am I!”
“And Marduk is his grandson . . . your half-brother, if the gossip isright!”
“I will not betray my mother’s secret to please you,” Ninsun said.“But you can harm neither me nor my son.”
“Yes, by your ancestry from my weapon you are protected,” Ishtar
replied, lowering her weapon. “But the Seven Who Judge can order yourpunishment . . . and the charge will be treason!”
“The charge, I repeat, is baseless,” Ninsun answered back, and shestepped down toward Ishtar. “My mother has no vengeance in her hearttoward you, for like the other olden ones, she awaits her turn to goback home. As for me, healing is my avocation. As Mistress of Erech, Iacknowledge you, great lady.”
With these words, Ninsun came closer to Ishtar. She bowed herhead, then held out her hand to touch Ishtar’s shoulder. Ishtar steppedback to avoid the contact.
“Soothing words, but only words,” Ishtar said. “For, do tell me,where is your noble son and what are his evil schemes?” She waved herweapon menacingly. “Be warned, if an offender he is, by my own handhe shall die!”
“Becalm yourself,” Ninsun said, watching the Weapon of Brilliancethat Ishtar was waving. “My son Gilgamesh, king of Erech by yourgrace, is neither schemer nor offender. In search of Everlife he has gone,for you ignored his pleas, even held back his due blessing!”
Ishtar lowered her weapon. “True,” she said. “While he was plead-ing for life, the joy of lovemaking only was I seeking. But life I myselfhave been seeking, requesting of Anu to take me aloft ahead of myturn. The curse of Earth is upon me, making me age faster than theothers. . . .” Her voice trailed off and there was momentary silence.
“I share the same fate,” Ninsun said softly, “having also been bornon this planet.”
“But to parents who had come from Nibiru!” Ishtar retorted, heranger resumed. “Mine, themselves children of this Earth are. My agingis twice removed from the longevity ol Nibiru!”
“Your brother Utu, your twin though he is, and commander of theEagles, has declared that to Earth and its people he shall remain loyal,to their welfare will he dedicate his life,” Ninsun said.
“What has my brother got to do with the affairs of Erech?”
“It was to Utu, to seek his blessing, that I urged Gilgamesh to go.”
“In search of Everlife ... of immortality?”
“Indeed. That Utu might direct him to the Cedar Mountain, tothe Landing Place. That is the journey Gilgamesh has undertaken.”
“The fool!” Ishtar cried out. “The place is guarded by fearsomeHuwawa, the siege engine that Enlil installed. No mortal can enterthe Cedar Forest and live! I will send word to Utu to suppress thismisadventure!”
“No!” Ninsun said. “The die is cast, from fate there is no return!”
“You have sent Gilgamesh on a journey of no return,” Ishtar said.“Instead of life, death he shall encounter!”
Ninsun looked at Ishtar inquisitively. “You love him after all,” shemurmured.
“But not if he had conspired against me!”
Ninsun put her hand on Ishtar’s shoulder, and Ishtar did not rejectthe gesture.
“Gilgamesh has espoused you by the Sacred Marriage,” Ninsun said.“The investiture has taken place. The kingship must be his to keep forthis one year! Let no one else ascend his throne until the year is ended,or his limp body to Erech shall be returned.” She pulled back her handand bowed her head.
“So be it,” Ishtar said. “To that which he is fated, let Gilgameshjourney. ... I shall neither stop him or urge him on. But from theheights, from my skyship, his trail I shall find and his happenings I shallobserve.”
The goddesses clasped their arms to seal their compact. Then Ishtarturned and left the way she had come in, silhouetted against the day-light outside. Ninsun followed her in time to see Ishtar take off in hersilvery skyship.
* * *
In the priestly wing of the Great Temple, the priestly hierarchy wasgathered, awaiting the return of the High Priest from his unscheduledaudience with Ishtar.
This very morning they had been in a jubilant mood, broughton by the celestial omen, the disappearance of the king, and Ishtar’s
announced intention to choose Enkullab as the king’s successor, therebyreuniting again the priesthood with the kingship. Now their mood wassomber, for after her encounter with Ninsun at the White Temple,Ishtar had informed the visiting gods that they need not stay. She thensummoned the High Priest to an urgent audience.
The eleven chief priests, each the head of a division of the priestlyestablishment responsible for certain duties in the Sacred Precinct, werestill speculating about the meaning of the latest developments when theHigh Priest walked into the assembly hall. His fallen face bespoke ill.He took his seat at the head of the group and surveyed the gatheredhierarchy.
“The goddess has changed her mind,” he finally said. “The kingshipshall remain vested in Gilgamesh for the duration of the year . . . unlesshe is found dead earlier.”
The stunned silence that followed was broken by a babble of angrycomments. Enkullab raised his hand for silence. “One at a time,” he toldthem, “and please speak to the point.”
“Where is Gilgamesh?” one of the chief priests asked.
“Of that I was not informed,” Enkullab answered. “All I was toldwas that Ishtar had given her word to the Lady Ninsun to consider theabsent Gilgamesh king for the year’s duration unless his death is estab-lished earlier.”
“That sounds as though the goddesses themselves know not hiswhereabouts,” another chief priest said.
“Whatever it might mean, it is most humiliating,” Enkullab said. “Iwas led to believe I would be crowned king on the morrow. The godswere told to stay. I even sent urgent word to the Elders, to be ready . . .and now, I stand empty-handed, looking foolish, disgraced!”
“We have all been disgraced,” one of the others said.
“We are talking like young lads whose advances have been rejected,”another one said, “instead of concentrating on the problem. We mustknow what happened to Gilgamesh. Has Niglugal told the truth?Perhaps the king is hiding in the palace, ill in body or confused in mindbecause he touched Anu’s handiwork?”
“My masters, I have an answer,” said a younger priest who had justwalked in.
They stared at him. “Speak,” Enkullab told him.
“I am Meshga, of the priests that perform the rites of penance.There came, just a while ago, a young woman unto me in the court-yard of altars, seeking forgiveness, for she could offer only a pigeon assacrifice when an ewe was required to atone for a serious sin. When Iquestioned her what the great sin was, she mumbled words about havingbeen sworn, against her will, to keep an evil secret concerning the king.”
“Go on,” the High Priest said.
“I told her no forgiveness was possible unless she spoke out thewhole truth of the matter. So she told me that she was one of the joygirls in a brothel that Enkidu, the king’s comrade, and sometimes theking himself, have been frequenting. That last night, as she was asleepwith Enkidu, the king appeared and, awaking Enkidu, huddled withhim. Then the two discarded their clothing and put on shabby clothesand took provisions with them. And they were directed by her mistressto the boat of a merchant named Adadel, who was readying to sail aftersunrise. After the two men, the king and Enkidu, had left, the mistressswore her and another of the harlots to keep the whole affair a secret.”
“That is all she said?” Enkullab asked.
“No, great master,” the priest continued. “Later on, in mid-morning,the king’s soldiers came. And they took with them the mistress ofthe house, Salgigti by name, and threatened all the young women tobe silent about it. And the girl knew that some evil was being com-mitted, that her oath was a sin. So she rushed to the temple to seekpenance.”
“And did she know where the boat was sailing to?”
“To Mari. That is what its owner, Adadel by name, was telling theharlots when he had their company.”
“If the king’s men had come to the House of Joy seeking answersof its mistress, it means that Gilgamesh is not in the palace,” one ofthe chief priests said. “He must have done what he and Enkidu hadschemed, sailed away on Adadel’s boat.”
■
“Why would he go to Mari, and so suddenly?” another chief priestwondered.
“Chief ol the guard-priests,” Enkullab said turning to him. “That isyour task, to find out.”
“So we will,” the chief of the guard-priests said. “But if that is whathappened, then Gilgamesh is alive and well and will not be replaced onthe throne!”
Enkullab stared at him. “I hear more than disappointment inyour words,” he said. “If Gilgamesh has sailed off,” Enkullab con-tinued, “he is no longer within reach of our spears. Go, find outwhat you can, and we shall meet again to discuss the matter of ourhumiliation.”
* * *
It was later that afternoon, after it had been established that Adadel’sboat had sailed off in the morning with two strangers aboard, andthe two regular sailors had been found unconscious on the quay, thatEnkullab had an unexpected visitor in his private quarters.
He was alone in his bedchamber, distraught and angry, when henoticed movement behind the curtain that separated the sleeping areafrom the rest of the chamber.
“Who is it? Reveal yourself!” the High Priest cried out, alarmed.
A man in priestly garb stepped forward. “I am Anubani, in chargeot the grainhouse,” he said.
Enkullab recognized him. Not of the top hierarchy yet of someimportance, this priest had in the past tried to bring himself to theHigh Priest’s attention by uttering a word here and there that gotEnkullab’s attention. When Enkullab had inquired, he was told thatAnubani was especially adept in dealing with the merchants who keptErech and its temples in ample supplies of victuals.
“Why have you come here, uninvited, like a thief?” Enkullabdemanded to know.
“A word with you, my master,” Anubani answered in a low voice.“A secret.”
“A secret? I am too distraught for petty matters. Speak to the chiefof the storehouses.”
“It is about the king, Gilgamesh.”
“He has sailed off, gone beyond reaching,” Enkullab replied.
“But he is within reach, if the master shall listen.”
“He’s gone a full day of sailing. No man, with neither beast norboat, can catch up with him.”
“No man indeed . . . but the gods can!”
Enkullab stared at him. “Say your words, your secret!”
“A skyboat,” Anubani replied. “A skyboat can catch up with himand assure his demise!”
“A skyboat!” Enkullab said, laughing. “Only the gods have them,and Ishtar has made a compact with the Lady Ninsun to await thecourse of a year!”
“Indeed so,” Anubani told him, looking shiftily about. “You cannotfind succor in Erech. But in the dominions of the Lord Marduk—ah,that would be another matter!”
“How dare you utter the name of our lady’s adversary, he who hadcaused the death of her spouse in her own sacred temple!” Enkullabshouted.
“My master,” Anubani said bowing his head. “The Lord Marduk,following olden customs, the kingship with the priesthood in yourhands shall combine.”
“And how do you come by all this knowledge?”
Master, most High Priest,” Anubani said. “A secret emissary of theLord Marduk am I, a worshipper of the great Lord Enki.”
Enkullab eyed him. “You can be executed for this,” he said.
Anubani bent his head down and spread his hands in a gesture ofsubmission.
“Speak, I will hear you out,” Enkullab responded.
“A boat that sails up the Euphrates undertakes a risky journey,”Anubani said. “For three days the wilderness encroaches upon the riv-er’s banks, a long stretch open to the desert’s marauders. Then, when ahabitat is reached, it is Borsippa, a city dedicated to the Lord Nabu . . .”
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A thorn in the side of the Enlilites,” Enkullab interjected.
“A welcome thorn in this case ... for to the south of Erech, reach-able by a fast ass-rider on the day after tomorrow, there lies Eridu,domain of the Lord Enki.”kjO on.
“Once the message is brought to Eridu, Marduk’s skyships can soarup. The boat could be intercepted, word could be passed to Borsippa.Who can foretell what fate awaits a fugitive?” Anubani raised his eyes.“Many have vanished before on such risky journeys . . .”
There was silence for a while.
“An interesting possibility,” Enkullab finally said. “But why shouldhelp come from Marduk?”
“To put right a wrong. To Ishtar, the distant land of Aratta wasintended, not the city of Erech. But she laid herself before the LordAnu, bared her breasts, seduced him. Erech for Nabu, Marduk s son,was intended!”
“I see,” Enkullab said. “Removing Gilgamesh is a step in removingIshtar.”
You are a priest of the Lord Anu, sworn to uphold righteousness.Gilgamesh is a sinner, a violator of brides. It is the omen from Anu thatshould guide you!” Anubani paused, eying the High Priest. “The LordMarduk, as I said, shall put the kingship in your hands.”
“And the price?” Enkullab demanded.
“Just a message, a message from you to the city of Eridu,” Anubanireplied. From inside his garment he brought out a clay tablet, wrappedin wet cloth to keep its freshness. “It is all written here,” he said as hehanded the tablet to Enkullab. “The tale of Gilgamesh and his sins,your rights to the succession, and an appeal to the gods to intervene.”
Enkullab took the tablet. Moving closer to the torch so that hecould better see, he read the inscription. The tablet’s clay still felt wet.“Yes,” he said. “It is all here, and true.”
“Seal it with your seal and to Eridu it shall return,” Anubani replied.
Enkullab studied his visitor. “How do I know that you are who yousay?”
“A worthy question,” Anubani said. From an inside pocket of hisgarment he brought out a small leather pouch, and from it he took outa cylinder seal. He rolled it on the back of the tablet. The impressionshowed the god Marduk holding his emblem—the ram-headed staff—and the emblem of Earth—the seven dots—in front of him. Inscribedwere the words “Anubani, servant of divine Marduk, the RightfulSuccessor.”
“Fate has no distinction,” Enkullab said pensively. “Even among thegods, a right for one is a wrong lor the other.”
“Seal the tablet with your signet seal, and the kingship in Erech willbe yours!”
“So be it,” Enkullab said. He reached for the seal that hung from aleather string around his neck and rolled it upon the face of the tablet.
“I have put my fate in the hands of your gods,” he said as he handedthe tablet back to Anubani, “that they support me in my rightfulclaims.”
“So it shall be, Priest of Priests,” Anubani said, and bowed.
Adadel’s boat, sailing northward up the great Euphrates River, madegood progress that very first morning after it had left Erech.
The brisk wind continued for several double-hours, and the sail-ors, fresh after the forced rest during the days of the New Year festival,rowed with vigor and enthusiasm at the thought of going home. Thetwo newcomers on board, Enkidu and Gilgamesh, were the focus ofattention for a while but, having done their fair share of rowing, weresoon accepted as part and parcel of the crew. Adadel, the merchant-captain, however, continued to throw inquisitive glances at them, hissuspicions unabated. But then after midday the wind died down andthe rowers got tired, and Adadel’s attention was diverted to problems asthe boat neared a narrower strip of the river and the waterway had tobe shared with other boats.
By evetime they reached a stretch of the river that was so wide itseemed to be a great lake, not a river. Adadel, though swearing pro-fusely, was not dissatisfied. The crew had done well, and it was time tolet them rest and eat—once the anchorage spot for the night had beendecided upon. Tying up at the river’s bank would expose the boat to therisk of nighttime marauders; anchoring in midriver risked a collisionwith other boats passing in the darkness.
“The river traffic is heavy this time,” the crewmaster said. “Shall wetie up at the bank?”
“No,” Adadel said. “In midriver.” He nodded at the direction ofGilgamesh and Enkidu. “In case we have to get rid of them . . .”
After they had chosen a suitable spot, Adadel let the crew off for
115
the night. Some jumped into the fresh water to swim. Gilgamesh, tiredby the long hours of rowing, found a place among the bales of skins andlarge earthenware jars containing grains and fell last asleep. Enkidu,not at all tired, kept a sharp eye on the goings-on. Then, as the othersturned in for the night, he came to lie beside Gilgamesh. To his dis-may, he saw that there was no room for him, for other crewmen weresprawled beside the king, surrounding him with their bodies. The besthe could do was find an available spot nearby where he could sit up,his back leaning against one of the jars. For a time he sat with his eyeshalf-closed, keeping watch over his comrade. The nighttime tranquillitywas occasionally broken by shouts from other boats as they passed by.Otherwise, all was peaceful. And as the hours passed, Enkidu dozed off.
He awoke with a start, realizing that his hands were being pulledback and tied with rope. He was thrown to the floor, held down byseveral crewmen, their daggers pointed at his throat. He could see thatGilgamesh had also been seized.
Adadel was standing between the two of them, supervising theattack. He was holding a dagger in one hand and a whip in the other.He pointed at Enkidu. “Search him!” he commanded.
They quickly found the hidden pouch with the silver shekels.
“Who are you?” Adadel shouted at Enkidu. “Who is yourcompanion?”
And when Enkidu did not answer, Adadel hit him with the whip,again and again. “Search the big one!” he ordered.
Flexing his muscles, Enkidu snapped the ropes tying his hands andshoved his captors aside. He lunged at Adadel, and Adadel thrust thedagger at him, cutting Enkidu’s arm. Enkidu struck Adadel, throwinghim to the floor. A crewman who was holding Gilgamesh came at himwith his dagger, and Enkidu lifted him, and in one arching motionthrew him overboard.
“Stay clear of us or I will throw you all overboard!” Enkidu shouted.
Cowed by his unexpected strength, they stayed back. With onepull, Enkidu tore off the ropes with which Gilgamesh was tied up.
Gilgamesh stood up. “Why did you attack us?” he asked.
We meant no harm,” Adadel said. “If we did, we could have justkilled you. But you are obviously no ordinary sailors. So, we werecurious.”
So you were,” Gilgamesh said. “It is common nature to be curious.Have you iound out enough, or do you wish for more?”
Let us continue the voyage in peace,” Adadel answered. He raisedhis right hand, its palm facing Gilgamesh.
So be it,” Gilgamesh said. He lifted his right hand and clapped itagainst Adadel’s.
“By what names are you known?” Adadel asked him.
“I am Kiagda, and my companion’s name is Ursag,” Gilgamesh said.“In our tongue they mean ‘offspring of Kiag’ and ‘hero.’”
And my name is Adadel,” the captain said, “meaning ‘Adad is myGod.’ . . . Now, let us all get our night’s rest, for dawn and the rowingwill soon return.” He lek them and went back to his perch where thecrewmaster was waiting.
“Have you seen it?” Adadel whispered to him. “I’ve cut the shortone’s arm with my dagger but he wasn’t even bleeding!”
“As you said, master, they are no ordinary sailors, these two,” thecrewmaster replied. We will have to find other ways of discoveringwho they are and why they’ve joined us.”
* * *
Apart from the challenges and hazards of sailing the river—a near-collision with another boat, a gust of wind that toppled the sail’smast, an oar caught in a clump of reeds and weeds, freshly caught fishsnatched away by ravens—the journey was uneventful on the second dayof sailing. The rowers’ singing, loud and long the first day, was nowmore sporadic and everyone was hopeful that the repaired sail woulddo the rowers work. Gilgamesh and Enkidu were left alone with onlythe captain speaking briefly to them. There was still general puzzlementwhy the cut in the arm of Enkidu—the one now known as Ursag—neither bled nor needed tending, but no one spoke of this out loud.
The second night they threw anchor and tied up at the river’s
eastern bank, standing watch in turns, but the night passed peacefully.
On the third day of sailing, in late afternoon, there were odd hap-penings in the skies. Clouds gave way to sunshine and then returned,casting a gloomy grayness on the river and its travelers. Then, from thesouth, there appeared in the skies dark dots that seemed to dart to andfro, growing larger in size as they neared. All aboard the boat stoppeddoing their chores, watching instead with astonishment the unusualcelestial sight. Then the dark dots separated and one of them diveddown soundlessly toward the river, almost touching the watery surface.
“It’s a skyship of the gods!” Gilgamesh cried out.
The object rose slightly as it whooshed over the boat and, risingin a graceful arch, joined the two other dark dots in the clouds. For amoment the three dots were out of sight. Then they reappeared, andarranging themselves in a lineal formation, came down to follow theriver’s course. Now it could be seen that all three were godly skyships.When they reached Adadel’s boat, they seemed to halt and hover for awhile. Then, rising almost vertically, they disappeared from sight.
“It’s an omen from the gods!” the crewmaster shouted and pros-trated himself on the boat’s floor. The other crewmen did likewise.
“I’ve heard of the skyships but have never seen one before!” Adadelexclaimed. “It’s indeed an omen, whose meaning we must learn beforeevents overtake us. Get up and start rowing! Borsippa, the city of theLord Nabu, lies ahead. We shall stop there and make offerings at itstemples!”
Gilgamesh grabbed Enkidu’s arm, a concerned look on his face.
“I read your thoughts, my comrade,” Enkidu said. “The skyships,black in color, are of Enki’s camp, of Marduk and Nabu.”
“We must reach Sippar,” Gilgamesh said.
“And we must not anchor at Borsippa, our enemy’s nest,” Enkidureplied.
While some of the crewmen resumed rowing, others were trying,under the crewmaster’s supervision, to repair the broken mast and hoistthe sail again. Enkidu offered to hold the mast’s broken parts togetherwhile the others used ropes to reconnect the parts. But again and again
the thick logs slipped out of Enkidu’s hands, tearing the ropes that heldthem together. Alter several tries, the crewmaster gave up.
We 11 just have to row our way upriver,” he said.
But the rowing was not advancing them much, for the weatherbecame stormier and the cold wind churned waves that made goingagainst the current very difficult. At day s end the cloudy skies madedarkness tall sooner.
“We’d better stop for the night and find a safe haven along the riv-er’s bank,” rhe crewmaster said.
'tes, there s no chance ot reaching Borsippa before nightfall,”Adadel agreed. But during the day I’ve seen caravans along the east-ern bank, and groups ot ass-riders too. Who knows what mischief theymight harbor? We’ll anchor in midriver again.”
“What about the eastern bank, where the dryness begins?” thecrewmaster asked.
“It could be worse. Haven’t you heard of the Shagaz, the marauderswho ride a tunny-looking, long-legged animal with a hump on its back?”
They dropped anchor in the middle of the river.
It was a dark night, tor thick clouds hid the full moon, yet it wasuneventful. With the relative safety of daybreak near, even those on thelast watch lay down and tell asleep. All was still silent as the first lightbegan to awaken some on the boat, which was when it was discoveredthat somehow the boat had broken trom its anchor and was driftingtoward the western shore.
Awakened, Adadel checked the anchor’s ropes. They had not torn—they had been cut!
As Adadel sounded an alarm to awaken all onboard, there was aloud shout and strangers who were in the water hiding behind the boat’sstern climbed aboard, and a general struggle broke out.
By now the boat had hit the sandy bank of the river, and frombehind the sand dunes of the western bank other attackers rushed theboat. 1 hough armed to the teeth with daggers and swords, and out-numbering the boats crew, it soon became evident that they were notout to kill anyone, rather to seize captives alive.
In the bedlam, the oil lamp that provided the constant lire over-turned and a fire began to spread on the boat.
“Quick, into the water!” Enkidu shouted to Gilgamesh, knockingoff two marauders who were overwhelming the king.
Without waiting for Gilgamesh to respond, Enkidu grabbed himand jumped with him into the river. With powerful strokes he distancedthe two of them from the boat, swimming underwater to avoid detec-tion. Though he himself needed no air, he held up the king’s head nowand then so that Gilgamesh could breathe. Then he himself took a look.They were a good distance away from the burning boat. The shouts thatcould still be heard were now coming—not from the boat—but fromthe river’s bank. Looking about him in the river, Enkidu saw a growthof reeds sticking out of the water. Holding firmly on to Gilgamesh,with his free hand Enkidu steered himself in that direction. Reachingthe clump of reeds, Enkidu saw that it was a sandbar, a tiny island risingin the midst of the river. He swam to its far side and pulled Gilgameshout of the water, helping him lie down, exhausted, among the reeds,while he himself swam back to the island’s front, keeping only his headabove the water.
From this hiding place, Enkidu could see the boat’s captives. Theirhands were tied and they were being led away. The marauders werefrantically offloading the boat’s cargo, racing the burning fire, loadingwhat they could salvage on to camels that were led to the river’s bankfrom behind the sandhills. There were shouts in a language that Enkidudid not recognize, and he saw the boat’s master, Adadel, being broughtback to the river’s bank. Someone who was apparently in commandwas shouting, pointing to the boat, slapping Adadel’s face. Some of themarauders spread along the river’s bank, searching.
Enkidu swam behind the sandbar and immersed himself completelyin the water.
When he put his head out after some time, all was quiet. Themarauders and their captives were gone. He returned to Gilgamesh torelay the goings-on.
“What happened?” Gilgamesh, recovered, asked.
Shagaz, Enkidu said. “They usually kill everyone and take no cap-tives, for as wanderers they have no use of slaves. They are only after thebooty. But this time they wanted everyone alive.”
“Why?”
“A good question. Perhaps we’ll find the answer in the boat.”
They waited a little longer to make sure there was no one there,then swam back to the boat. It lay hall-sunk in the water, badly dam-aged by the fire. Broken earthenware jars lay about; whatever jar or baleol cargo was intact had been carried off by the marauders.
Diving into the clear waters, Enkidu found undamaged waterskins,a pouch filled with wet flour, and the remains of the lamb’s carcassthat had been slaughtered and roasted the day before; there was somemeat left on the bones. He hauled his finds out of the water. Onboard,among the debris, he found several daggers—whether the attackers’ orthe crews’, he could not say.
“We have food and we have weapons,” Enkidu said. “Let’s find ahidden spot where you can eat and rest. Then we’ll decide on the courseto be taken.”
They walked along the river’s bank. The sun was now quite strong,and Gilgamesh held up his hand to shield his eyes. Birds of prey werecircling in the skies, issuing repulsive cries. There was a shaded spotamong the sandhills flanking the river, and they stopped there.
“I’m hungry,” Gilgamesh said.
“I have a king’s feast ready,” Enkidu replied. He opened the pack-age that he had made of a piece of the torn sail and spread its contentsbefore Gilgamesh. “All I need is water,” Enkidu said. “You eat the food.”He held up the carcass. “Some of the meat is still good.”
Before he could complete the sentence, one of the birds of prey,a giant eagle perhaps, swooped down toward them and grabbed thecarcass.
Agile beyond belief, Enkidu jumped high into the air, catching thecarcass.
For a moment the huge bird was flying away, holding on to the car-cass and carrying Enkidu with it. Then Ekidu let out a terrible scream
and the bird let go of its prey. Enkidu, the carcass in his hands, fell tothe ground with a loud thump.
Gilgamesh ran to where Enkidu had fallen. He knew that a mancould not survive such a crushing fall. But as he reached the spot, hesaw Enkidu sitting, holding up the carcass, and when Enkidu saw thefrightened look on the king’s lace, he burst out in a roaring laughter.
And for the first time since the night of the Sacred Marriage,Gilgamesh also burst into uncontrollable laughter.
“Now you shall have your feast,” Enkidu said. He took wet flourfrom the pouch and, shaping it into thin round cakes, spread the doughupon a rock. “The sun will be our oven,” he told the king. While thebarley cakes were baking, he went down to the river and washed the car-cass well. Then he spread the meat, bread, and a waterskin on the tornpiece of the sail. “There you are,” he said, pleased with himself.
“Well now,” Gilgamesh said as he satisfied his hunger. “Shall weswim across the river and join a caravan or find a village for a night’srest?”
“We are too close to Borsippa,” Enkidu answered, “and I don’t likethe look of things. . . . The Shagaz behaved oddly, and their attack fol-lowed the black skyships. That is the color of Marduk’s and Nabu’sskyships.”
“So it was not Ishtar that was looking for me. What of it?”
“I smell a connection between the inspection of the boat by theskyships and the odd attack by the Shagaz,” Enkidu said. “As nomadsconstantly on the go, they do not take prisoners. Yet this time that’s allthey were interested in. And you saw how they questioned Adadel andlooked for someone still missing. They were after us, I tell you!”
“You make sense, but there’s no logic to it,” Gilgamesh said. “Whywould the Lord Nabu of Borsippa look for us rather than Ishtar orShamash?”
“I don’t know. But I think it’s too risky to cross over to the sidewhere Borsippa’s domain is. Let’s continue on this desolate side for a dayor two, until we face the domain of Sippar.”
While Enkidu refilled the waterskins with water, Gilgamesh
wrapped the rest of their meager belongings in the sail’s cloth, and thetwo comrades began their trek northward.
At Enkidus insistence, to be unseen from the river, they walkedbehind the sand dunes. But given the soft sand they walked in,Gilgamesh found the going tedious, and it was not even a double-hourbefore his sandals tore. Now the hot sand was burning his feet and hebegan to fall behind Enkidu. Ele called to Enkidu that they might rest,but Enkidu said that they should keep going.
In the afternoon, clouds began to darken the sky. Soon lightningsrent the Heavens and thunders shook the Earth. A rain followed, firstlight, then heavy. The two comrades sought shelter among some boul-ders. By the time the autumn storm had passed they were soakingwet and their meager belongings were all soggy. The wet sand becamemuddy, and as they resumed their trek, their feet sank deep with eachstep.
In spite of his concerns, Enkidu agreed that they try to walk alongthe river s bank, where the soil was harder and smoother. But even thereGilgamesh could hardly walk.
“I think my feet are bleeding,” he said.
They sat down and Enkidu removed the wet sand from his com-rade’s feet. They were swollen, red, and bleeding. He helped Gilgameshto the river and instructed him to soak his feet in the fresh, coolingwater.
“It feels good,” Gilgamesh said. “But I’m tired and sleepy.”
Let s go, then, to the sand dunes and rest there,” Enkidu suggested.
They were hardly near the sand dunes when Enkidu suddenlygrabbed Gilgamesh and threw him to the ground, then franticallybegan to cover the two of them with sand.
“What’s the matter with you?” Gilgamesh shouted.
“There, the black skyships are back!” Enkidu said excitedly,pointing.
The skyships were clearly reconnoitering along the river, swoopingdown and back up time after time, progressing up the river as theydid so.
“Have they seen us?” Gilgamesh wondered.
“If not, they’ll be back, keeping up the search,” Enkidu said. “Wemust hurry on.”
“I don’t think I can,” Gilgamesh told him.
“I’ll carry you,” Enkidu said.
“Not before I call for help,” Gilgamesh replied. He removed thecord that was around his neck and showed Enkidu the stone that wasattached to it. “It’s a Whispering Stone,” he explained, “a gift from mymother. I’m to use it if I really need help.”
He turned the green-black talisman upside down, then rubbed itbetween his hands. Holding it close to his mouth, he shouted, “Oh mymother! Our boat was attacked and burnt, our food is gone, we are lostin the wilderness. Help, oh mother, help!”
Enkidu grabbed the stone and rubbed it between his hands. “Itis Enkidu, here with Gilgamesh, the king of Erech,” he shouted. “Weare on the desolate side ol the river, near Borsippa, marching towardSippar. The dark-hued skyships are searching for us. We need help,soon, soon!”
He returned the stone to Gilgamesh. “Now that I’ve spoken to astone,” he said, “it’s on my own prowess that I must rely.”
He helped Gilgamesh up and lilted him upon his shoulders.
“I’ll carry you as long as I can,” he said, “and may the good gods bewith us.”
When darkness came that day, the two comrades found some bouldersthat could provide shelter. Exhausted, Gilgamesh was the first one tofall asleep, his head leaning on his comrade’s shoulder. Soon thereafter,Enkidu too fell asleep.
It was about midnight when sleep departed Gilgamesh. Awakeningwith a startle, he tugged at his comrade.
“Why did you wake me?” he asked Enkidu.
“How could I awaken you when I myself was asleep, just awakenedby you?"
“If you didn’t arouse me, who did?” Gilgamesh asked. “I’m sure Iheard my name being called.”
“It must have been a dream,” Enkidu said. “Go back to sleep.”
A double-hour or so later Gilgamesh awoke again. He shook Enkiduto arouse him.
“What is it this time?” Enkidu asked.
“Aside from my first dream, a second one I saw,” Gilgamesh toldhim. “In my second dream a boulder came toppling down. Then as itcame to rest, it put out legs. A wind touched my face; my name wascalled!”
Listening to his comrade’s tale, Enkidu suddenly clamped his handover his mouth.
Hush! he whispered to Gilgamesh. “Your vision was not a dream!”
He pointed to a large shape, barely distinguishable in the dark,resting on its extended legs some distance away near the river’s bank.The reddish glow that flared up periodically from a bulbous append-age between the legs revealed its identity as a skyship, a black-coloredskyship.
Petrified, the two watched as one of the skyship’s eyes suddenly litup. In a moment, a powerful beam of light began to sweep the groundall around. The two comrades cowered, pressing against the boulderand each other. But the sweeping beam found them. Its glare was over-powering, and the two raised their hands to cover their eyes, immobi-lized with fear.
The beam was dimmed but not extinguished. A hatch opened inthe skyship. They could see, silhouetted against the light inside, theshape of a man, wearing tight-fitting garb but no helmet. Looking outtoward them he raised his hand and gestured.
“Gilgamesh!” The king’s name was called out, but they could notbe certain whether it came from the man they saw or if the calling hademanated from within the skyship.
Enkidu pressed his hand against his comrade’s mouth. “Don’tanswer!” he said.
Now they could see a ladder beginning to extend from the open
hatch, lowering itself toward the ground. As it touched down, a secondfigure appeared at the hatch, and the two began to climb down.
Gilgamesh cluched Enkidu. “My end is near!” he whispered.
The two from the skyship, their hands extended as though theyheld weapons, began to walk toward the comrades’ hiding place. Enkidupushed Gilgamesh behind him, placing himself in front, and bracedhimself for the inevitable encounter. Suddenly there materialized, as ifout of nowhere, another skyship over the river. Its shape was not globe-like, like that of the other one. It was much larger and flatter, more likea dining plate, and it had neither sound nor lights. Only the moon’srays emerging from behind the clouds revealed its presence. Then, allat once, many hued eyes lit up around the skyship’s circumference. Asthey began to rotate, a glaring beam shot out. It searched the grounduntil it came to rest upon the two crewmen of the black-hued skyship.The moment it touched them, the two stopped in their stride and stoodmotionless, like two lifeless statues.
Another beam, this time blue in color, now emanated from thelarge skyship. A voice that shook the ground boomed from the craft.“Gilgamesh, Enkidu, arise and step forward!”
Mesmerized by the sight, the two did not move. The booming voicecalled out again, thunderlike, earthshaking. A small boulder in the sanddune above them, loosened by the vibrations, toppled down in a slide ofsand, half-burying the two comrades.
“Just as in my dream!” Gilgamesh whispered, shivering.
The blue beam moved closer to them and from it, in front of theirincredulous eyes, a man materialized. He was wearing headgear similarto what Ishtar wore on her flights. His body was completely coveredwith a shiny silvery material. He took off his helmet as he neared them,and they could see that he had fair, golden-hued hair. He extended hishand to them.
“Come,” he said. “We are here to rescue you.”
“Who are you?” Enkidu dared ask, “and how do you know ournames?”
“Fear not,” the Fair One answered. “The great Lord Utu, our com-
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mander, heard your cry for help. Come forward; step with me into theblue beam.”
He put his helmet back on and took hold of the two comrades, linkinghis arms with theirs. Thus held together, the three stepped into the beam.In an instant, Gilgamesh and Enkidu felt as though a giant hand was pull-ing them by the hair of their scalps. Up and up they were raised, into thesource of the blue beam, sucked into the bowels of the great skyship.
They came to rest abruptly. The blue light was gone. Instead, areddish light filled the chamber in which they had ended up. A dooropened soundlessly in front of them and the Fair One, still holdingthem by the arms, led them through it to a corridor and then into alarger chamber, which was also bathed in a reddish light.
Another fair-haired man, older than the one who accompaniedthem, was sitting in a thronelike chair. It was neither of wood nor ofstone or metal. To their great surprise, they saw that the throne couldswivel, like a doorpost in its socket.
He raised his right hand to greet them.
“Welcome aboard, Gilgamesh, king of Erech, and Enkidu the val-iant,” he said. “We are glad we came to your rescue in time. I am Abgal,the commander.”
In the very nick of time,’ Enkidu said. “We are most grateful.” Henudged Gilgamesh to speak up.
Is this a Boat of Heaven?” Gilgamesh asked, looking about him.
“Indeed so,” the commander replied.
Praised be the Lord of Heaven!” Gilgamesh cried out, falling to hisknees. “The omen has come true! I have been taken aloft, like Etana ofKish, like Adapa of Eridu!”
Abgal looked at them, puzzled. “What are you talking about?”
“The omen is being fulfilled!” Gilgamesh said, almost shouting.“Anu has sent his Boat of Heaven to take me to Nibiru! May the Lordof Lords be praised!”
Gilgamesh,” Abgal said, “this Boat of Heaven, as you have called it,is one that roams Earth s skies only. It is not a Gir that can soar beyondthis planet. And it is not to the High Heavens that the Lord Utu, our
commander, has ordered us to take you, but to your destination, theCedar Forest.”
“But is not the Landing Place there?” Gilgamesh said.
“That is not for me to inform you,” Abgal said. “You shall be healedand fed before we set you down in the Cedar Forest.” He looked at thebarefoot Gilgamesh. “And given new sandals,” he added.
“Show us the boat’s wonders!” Enkidu said.
“None but the Eagles that are assigned to it can see its workings,”Abgal replied. He raised his right hand. “May the great lords be with
I ”
you!
The Fair One who had accompanied them took them again by thearms to lead them out.
“Is the Lord Utu aboard, that I may thank him?” Gilgamesh asked.
Abgal smiled. “I have indeed been told that you are of an inquiringand undaunted spirit, Gilgamesh. Your gratitude to the Lord Utu shallbe conveyed.”
“Come with me,” the Fair One said, leading them to the exit.
“The box!” Abgal said suddenly.
Gilgamesh turned his head. “A parting gift?”
A crew member approached them. He held up a small box. Out of itshone a beam that was directed into the comrades’ eyes. “Every recollec-tion of what you have just seen is now erased,” he told them.
Ic was always a thrill to see the Landing Place from the skies above.This time too Utu absorbed the grand view with a sense of pride andsatisfaction; for here, nature and the Anunnaki had combined to createone of the most colorful sights on Earth.
On all sides, except ahead of them, the Earth was a yellow-brown.But then there always was the moment when the command ship, arriv-ing from the east, could sight the two parallel mountain ranges ris-ing skyward as a wall of green. And then, moments later, the UpperSea could be seen beyond—a vast expanse of blue, touching the hori-zon. The sun’s rays, somewhat reddish at this time of early morning,enhanced the colors that nature gave the wilderness, its cedar trees andthe seawaters.
As the airship made a graceful arc to the south to begin the descent,a huge white field came into view amidst the green expanse. It was theLanding Place—the immense platform built of great paving stones thathad withstood not only time but even the havoc of the Deluge!
What a sight, what a place!” Utu said to the airship’s commander.
“Indeed,” Abgal agreed.
The airship now aligned itself on the south-north landing pathbetween the two mountain ranges. The platform had been built on theinner slope of the eastern mountain range, its rectangular section stretch-ing myriad paces from south to north. As the airship lowered itself forthe touchdown, it passed on the right the podium that stood astride thelanding field. It was a massive smaller platform resting on gigantic stoneblocks set in rows in perfect fit with each other. A rocketship stood erect
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on it, supported by a crossbeamed structure, ready to be launched.
The airship glided past the podium toward the northern part ofthe landing platform. There it hovered in the air until it positioneditself precisely above a circular marker. Then, extending its four legs, itlanded.
There was obvious joy among the Eagles who had come up to theplatform to greet their commander. The senior ones clasped arms withhim, and he smiled broadly as he stepped with them into the shaft thattook them down to the underground operations center and quarters.
“Any messages?” Utu asked, taking off his helmet.
“Two,” one of the senior officers said. “One from the Lady Ishtar.‘Come I will, but to seek me you will,’ it said.”
“She hasn’t changed—always teasing, challenging,” Utu said. “Andthe other?”
“More ominous, from the Lord Nabu.”
“from the Lord Nabu himself? I want to hear it,” Utu told him.
They led him to the Dirga, the innermost communications centerfrom which constant contact was maintained with the airborne skyshipsand with the spaceport and the mission control center. The vaultedchamber—bathed in a dim reddish light mixed with the amber glowemitted by the diverse equipment and filled with the hum of the whir-ring discs—always reminded Utu of the time that he, together with histwin sister, Ishtar, had been taken aloft to visit Anus spaceship.
As Utu entered the Dirga, the officer on duty called the Eagles whowere manning the equipment to attention.
“Hail Lord Utu!” the Anunnaki, clad in body-hugging, silver-huedoveralls, shouted in unison.
“At ease, at ease!” Utu said impatiently. “Let me hear the LordNabu’s message.”
In a moment, the glow from a whirring disc changed color, and thevoice of Nabu broke the silence.
“To the great Lord Utu, illustrious son of the great Lord Sin, com-mander of the Eagles, greetings from the Lord Nabu, firstborn of thegreat Lord Marduk and lord of Borsippa! A skyship of yours has inter-
lered with my patrols without provocation. There was trespass into myfather’s territory. Explain these actions or the Great Council shall besummoned to be your judge.”
The words came to an abrupt end and there was silence.
“What do you make ot it, Uranshan?” Utu asked the basecommander.
“We know what we have done, but the Lord Nabu doesn’t knowwhy we have done it. He knows why they tried to capture Gilgameshand Enkidu, but we don’t. He wants us to offer explanations, to extractfrom us what we know. That is what I make of it, my lord.”
“Well-spoken,” Utu said. “What we know so far is from inter-cepting the Lady Ninsun’s prayer unto the great Lord Anu and thenGilgamesh’s call for help. What the whole matter is about and why theMardukites have intervened, we are yet to find out.”
“Has it got to do, somehow, with tomorrow’s launching?” Uranshansaid. “Or perhaps . . .”
Utu stared at his comrade. “Come to my chamber,” he said.
“What’s on your mind, Uranshan?” Utu asked when they werealone.
“The black skyships,” Uranshan said, “in a group of three were fly-ing. They could not have come from the small landing pad in Borsippa.They had to come from a larger airbase.”
“Such as Marduk’s in the Shagaz lands?”
“Precisely . . . and il so, why would Marduk bother with a mortal’sjourney and put forth his son, Nabu, to challenge you with his message?”
“There’s been talk among the great gods, Uranshan, that Mardukis pressing to change the terms of his banishment. He claims that hehas been punished enough for the accidental death of Dumuzi. Nowhe insists on the right to pay periodic visits to the town of Babylon. Iwonder whether that has to do with this accusation of trespass.”
“Our command ship has the right to fly freely in this zone,”Uranshan said.
“Indeed so . . . but not to thrust the paralyzing rays at the crewof the Mardukite skyships. Nabu’s demand for an explanation must be
met, Uranshan . . . but not yet. Let’s wait till the Lady Ishtar arrives. Ihave a feeling that a clue to the puzzles may be found in Erech.”
* * *
It was daylight when the comrades awoke. They found themselves in afield strewn with rocks, in a hilly country. The Euphrates River and thesand dunes that flanked its bank were nowhere to be seen.
“Have we walked all night?” Gilgamesh asked, “escaping from theblack skyship?”
Enkidu laughed. “You remember nothing?”
“Remember what?”
“Our rescuers,” Enkidu said. “They shone a ray into our eyes tomake us forget all that we had seen and heard aboard their airship, butmine is not a mortal’s memory.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Gilgamesh said. “All Iremember is that awful skyship coming to get us on the river’s bank. Wemust be some distance away from the river now.”
“Indeed so. We are in the hill country, dropped off here by Utu’sEagles.”
“I would remember some of it, exhausted as I was, if there weretruth to your teasing,” Gilgamesh said.
“Look at your feet, then,” Enkidu told him.
Gilgamesh did. Instead of his own sandals, he was wearing odd-shaped boots. The soles of the boots were flat only in front, unlike mostother boots whose entire soles were usually flat for ease of walking. Atthe heel these boots were bulkier and the upper part, instead of featur-ing the usual leather strips, was solid and covered not just the foot, butalso the lower part of the leg. From the boot’s top there extended flaps,like the ears of an ass but shorter.
Gilgamesh bent and touched the silvery material of the boots. Thoughit looked metallic, it was soft and pliable, but it was neither leather norcloth. He stared at Enkidu; he was wearing the same kind of boots.
“In god’s name,” Gilgamesh said, “what kind of footwear is this?”
“Jump!” Enkidu replied.
Gilgamesh, puzzled, followed his comrade’s suggestion. Taking afew quick strides, he jumped, aiming to land a few cubits away. Butunexpectedly he soared high, higher than he had ever jumped before,and landed hard many cubits farther. Disbelieving his own feat, hejumped again. Again he soared high and far, again landing hard thentumbling on his back.
Enkidu was roaring with laughter. With one big jump he was by hiscomrade’s side, helping him up.
“These boots have magic,” he said. “A gift of the Anunnaki of theBoat of Heaven.”
I know not what you re talking about,” Gilgamesh said, annoyed.
So be it,” Enkidu said. “You were meant to forget all and you did.W hat I can say is that the Lord Utu intervened, having heard our callfor help. We were brought to the vicinity of the Cedar Mountain andgiven these magical boots to help us reach your destination.”
“My destination, as you put it, is the Landing Place. Now whichway is it?”
“It lies to the west, of this I am certain. But whether we shouldmake our way there, certain I am not,” Enkidu told him. “It is hiddenin the Cedar Forest, which extends for ten thousand leagues. Who isthere to point out the entrance? And the entrance, my friend, by awe-some Huwawa is guarded.”
“Huwawa?”
“A monster! As a terror to mortals the Lord Enlil appointed him.His roaring is like the storm-flood, his mouth throws fire, his breathis a seizing death! Woe is there to him who challenges Huwawa. Anunequal struggle it shall be, a certain death!”
Gilgamesh stood silently, casting his gaze upon the surroundinghills. He sighed and there were tears in his eyes. His right hand jerkedawkwardly. “What is it?” Enkidu inquired.
A reminder of sorts, Gilgamesh replied. He wiped his tears andturned to face Enkidu. Oh, my friend, he said, “shall I fear Huwawawhen numbered are my days? Whatever I had achieved is but a wisp ofwind . . .”
“I’ve spoken to caution, not to stop you,” Enkidu told him.
“Say not words of fear to me, Enkidu,” Gilgamesh said, putting hishand on his comrade’s shoulder. “Instead, let your mouth call to me:‘Advance, Gilgamesh, fear not!’ For should I fail to attain my target, Iwill still make my name for all time remembered. ‘Gilgamesh,’ they willsay in days to come, ‘against the fierce Huwawa had fallen. Of all men,he alone scaled the Cedar Mountain.’ This, my friend, of Gilgameshshall be said, long after I have fallen. But if I gain the upper hand, theHeavens I will surely scale!”
Enkidu raised his right hand and the two locked arms.
“Let’s go, then,” Enkidu said, “and may Utu continue to watch overus.
At first the two comrades had real fun walking with the magicboots. It was exhilarating to be able to make one small step but hop thedistance of five, or take a giant stride and soar in an arc, landing fiftylengths away. Like two young boys—nay, like small children learningto walk—Gilgamesh and Enkidu tried and tested their acquired abil-ity, taking different strides, aiming where to land, trying not to landtoo hard. But try as they might, they did fall and tumble many times,and when at last they decided to rest, Enkidu guessed that they hadtraversed some ten leagues.
“I’m hungry,” Gilgamesh said.
“And I am thirsty,” Enkidu replied.
They rested, then resumed their advance westward. The terrain wasbecoming hillier and bushes were giving way to trees. It was becom-ing increasingly difficult to take the giant strides without coming downhard against a tree. Having had his fill of pain and bruises, Gilgameshtook off the boots.
“I’d rather walk barefoot with less haste than keep falling andbreaking my bones,” he said.
For a while Enkidu kept making the great strides, stopping eachtime to let Gilgamesh catch up with him. But he too was slowing downfor lack of water, and at twenty leagues they both stopped to rest.Enkidu also took off his boots.
The gifts of the gods,” he said, “are like a flower that hides itsthorn. Within the blessing a curse is concealed.”
Indeed so,’ Gilgamesh said. “Having come to our rescue, whydidn t Lord Utu put us down at the Cedar Forest, not myriad leagues
away?”
“My maker, the great Lord Enki, taught me this,” Enkidu said.“‘Even when the gods take man under their wing, they leave enoughchallenge for man to strive and gain or surrender and fail.’ The gods,my friend, help those who help themselves.”
“I’m tired and hungry and thirsty,” Gilgamesh told him.
“And I am running low on my fluids,” Enkidu said. “We shall diga well.”
“I see no stream, no source of water,” Gilgamesh said.
“In the vale, where the bushes are thick, we will dig a well,” Enkidureplied, pointing to the place he had in mind.
When they had reached the spot, Enkidu broke a twig off a bushand began to probe the ground. “When the rains come and the waterruns down the hills to form rivulets,” he said, “this softer soil absorbsit. Sometimes, depending on the rocks below the surface, water remainscaptured. Where bushes cluster, though the surface is dry, there, myfriend, water might be found.”
Finding a suitable spot using his twig, he began to poke deeper intothe ground.
“Here!” he announced to Gilgamesh.
With a mighty pull he uprooted a large bush. Then he showedGilgamesh how to help him remove stones and soil from the cavity.Unsatisfied with the progress, Enkidu stripped the bush of its branchesand used the bare trunk as a wedge to loosen the rocks and soil, whileGilgamesh deftly removed them to keep deepening the shaft. Thus itwas Gilgamesh who was first to feel the moist soil, deep down wherethe roots had their farthest reach.
“There is water down there!” he shouted.
Working with their hands they removed the last barrier of soil andreached the subterranean water. Enkidu wet his hand and touched it
to his lips, and Gilgamesh did likewise. They repeatedly wetted theirlips, resting in between, and gradually felt their strength being restored.Then, using only his powerful hands, Enkidu deepened the shaft untilhe could scoop up palmfuls of water. He drank until he had had his fill,and so did Gilgamesh.
“If only I had some food,” Gilgamesh said, “I would praise the LordUtu without reservation.”
“Try the berries that grow on the bushes,” Enkidu replied. “Eat oneor two and see how they taste.”
They tasted good, and Gilgamesh ate more until he had had enough.He looked at Enkidu and smiled. “The gods indeed help those who helpthemselves,” he said.
“Well spoken,” Enkidu answered. “Let’s do what the words mean.There’s still daylight left. Let’s put on the magic boots and advance tothe Cedar Forest!”
Invigorated, and now more experienced in handling the boots’ thrust-ing force, the comrades made good progress. The terrain was changingas they followed the westward sun. Hills were giving way to mountains,bushes to trees. Here and there they encountered forest animals, andmore birds were about. Their climb got steeper, and they realized howimpossible it would have been without the help of the magic boots.
And then as they reached the top of one of the peaks, they couldsee the Cedar Mountains, rising as a wall of green between them andthe setting sun.
They stood breathless for a while, saying not a word. ThenGilgamesh let out a cry—not words, but a cry like a lion’s roar—andjumping and soaring, he ran down the slope toward the next peak.Exhilarated, Enkidu followed suit.
They rushed up the top of the peak. Green cedar trees were growingon its slope that faced west. Now the comrades stood, casting their gazeabout. Wherever they looked they saw the thick, deep green of cedartrees covering peak after peak, covering the whole mountain range.Straight tall trees with luxuriant branches and leaves rose high to thesky, their tops on the farther peaks lost among misty clouds.
They stood speechless for a long while, just gazing. Then the air’schill brought them back to their senses and they began to make theirway down the slope to a valley below. There they would spend the nightbefore scaling the next mountain on the morrow.
The chill made them grasp each other as they lay down to rest, andsleep came over them soon after the surge of the night. At midnight,sleep departed Gilgamesh as he was disturbed by a dream. He awakenedEnkidu, for the dream put fright into him.
“My friend,” he said, “in my sleep, a dream I have seen. I saw amountain with tall trees upon it. Two small reeds were growing amongthe tall trees. Then there came a storm, so strong that it toppled themountain. And all was gone but for the two reeds.”
“It’s a favorable dream,” Enkidu told him. “The tall trees are thetrees of the Cedar Forest. The mountain is the Cedar Mountain. Thestorm is Huwawa, the mighty guardian of the forest. And the two reedsare the two of us. Your dream, Gilgamesh, is a good omen: We shallreach the Cedar Forest, over Huwawa we shall prevail, and when thebattle with the monster is done, the two of us shall remain unharmed.”
Pleased with the dream’s interpretation, Enkidu went back to sleep.Awhile later, Gilgamesh, too, fell asleep. Toward morning he was awak-ened by a cold shower. Then, to his utter amazement, the drops ofwater turned white, as though mountain barley was falling from theskies. Fearful of the sight, he put his chin between his knees, hiding hisface. But the white grains continued to fall from the skies and soon heand Enkidu and everything around them were covered with soft whitefeathers. Gilgamesh tried to collect the stuff, but it became water in hishands. Again he awakened Enkidu, who did not feel the white grainsupon his body.
“It’s called snow,” Enkidu said. “The cold of the air makes the rain-drops turn white.”
Gilgamesh looked at him in disbelief. “There’s never been the likesof this in Erech,” he said.
“It happens only where there are high mountains,” Enkidu replied. Heput snow to his mouth and drank it as it melted. Gilgamesh did likewise.
“Indeed, this snow turns into water,” he said, smiling. “But now Ifeel hungry.”
“When daylight comes, we’ll look for berries,” Enkidu told him. “Inthe meantime, could I have some more sleep, undisturbed?”
* * *
“There’s an incoming skyship. Pilot identifies herself as the Lady Ishtar,”the voice on the speaker in Utu’s chamber announced.
The sun had been up for more than a double-hour already.
Its about time! ’ Utu said to Uranshan. “Let’s go, I want to meether on the platform!”
With other commanders hurrying behind him, the group rushedup to the platform. They arrived just in time to see Ishtar’s silvery globecoming fast toward the landing spot. But to their surprise, it did notslow down to hover before it made landing. Instead it whooshed overtheir heads, forcing them to drop to the platform.
“You are breaking the regulations!” the Platform Director shoutedinto his helmet.
The skyship performed a tight circle in the sky and whooshed downagain toward the group headed by Utu.
“The Lady Ishtar has a message for my lord,” the Platform Directorsaid to Utu. “‘He who awaits me, let him come and seek.’”
“Still as playful as a lion’s cub!” Utu exclaimed as the group recov-ered its breath. “Let me have your helmet!” he shouted to the PlatformDirector. And once he had it, he quickly climbed into one of the parkedskyships and started its engines. Within moments the skyship lifted andhovered in place. Then, with its legs not yet retracted, it took off in asteep ascending angle in the direction that Ishtar had flown.
Maneuvering his craft higher and higher, Utu searched the skies forIshtar’s skyship. frustrated, he shouted into the helmet’s WhisperingStone, “Hail sister! Hail sister! Whereabouts are you, Ishtar?”
There was no answer, and he went on circling the skies, rising intothe clouds, descending to the treetops. Then he heard his sister’s roll-ing laughter and her silvery globe suddenly whooshed down from some-
where above his skyship. It circled his and then disappeared into theclouds. For a fleeting moment, as he lifted his eyes in astonishment,he caught sight of his sister’s face showing through the porthole of hercraft, and her enchanting laughter rolled again in his ears.
“Come and get me, Shamash!” she shouted, calling him by hisnickname.
“Bitch!” he retorted, maneuvering his skyship into the clouds after
her.
He caught sight of her silver dot against the backdrop of dark cloudsand in a moment his ship was beside hers. “Wing to wing!” he shouted,triumphantly.
“Come over and get me!” Ishtar shouted back. “There’s hunger inmy body!”
“Come down then,” he said, extending the legs of his skyship as asignal. Ishtar laughed, and in a moment she changed her skyship’s posi-tion so that it flew almost suspended between the legs of Utu’s ship.
“Come with me to our favorite lake,” she said. “Let us frolic again,Shamash, as when we were young!”
“We had no responsibilities then,” he said into his helmet. “Now, amission we have to accomplish.” And, breaking off contact, he directedhis skyship to the landing platform.
No sooner had he landed than Ishtar did too. He stood by to greether, and as she stepped out of her skyship he rushed forward and thetwo embraced and kissed, Ishtar barely containing her passion. “Let metake you down to wash and rest,” Utu said.
But Ishtar claimed she was not tired at all. “Let us go to your quar-ters,” she suggested, and he led her there.
Once alone, the two embraced again, Ishtar without holding backthe passion burning within her. “Oh my brother, how I have longed foryou, as in the days of our youth!” she whispered as they kissed again andagain. But Shamash, she soon realized, did not match her passion. Hemoved his head back to take a good look at his sister.
“Beautiful as ever!” he pronounced. And indeed she was, though hecould see from this close angle that she had aged since he had seen her last.
For the first time since they had met that day, Ishtar contemplatedher brother—the valiant young god, the commander of the space facili-ties, the dashing pilot, her playmate since the day they’d been born, herpartner in tasting the forbidden fruits of Knowing as together they’ddiscovered and shared the joys of lovemaking.
She looked and saw a different Shamash now. Instead of challeng-ing mischief, there was a look of wisdom—a calm wisdom—in his eyes,and there was the long beard that he had let grow ever since he hadno more need of wearing the deep-space helmets. Oh, how he has aged!Ishtar thought with a shudder, but said nothing of that. Instead she felthis muscles, and with a light giggle said, “Oh, how strong you still are,my valiant brother!”
But he had caught her look and noticed how she had phrased hercompliment, as if the opposite was true. He took her hand and set herbeside him.
“The curse of our Earthly birth is upon us, my sister,” he said softly.“Though the essence of Nibiru is within us, Earth’s destiny is cuttingour life span short.”
She caressed his hand with her free hand, but the prior passion wasgone.
“I’ve noticed that in my own body too,” she admitted. “Our fatherwho on Earth was born looks almost as old as the much older Anunnakiwho came from Nibiru. . . . And we, the second generation on Earthborn, though the youngest, soon shall look as old as all of them!” Shelooked into his eyes with sadness. “I hope Project Rejuvenation goeswell?”
He was startled by her mention of the secret project. He put hisfinger to his lips, then moved his hand in a circle, pointing to the sur-rounding walls.
“The secret has not been well kept, my brother,” she said. “All thegods gathered at Erech for the New Year festival, having been born onEarth, were talking about the new project in which grandfather Enlilwas engaged. It was said that it involved not only a search for new sourcesof gold in the new lands beyond the seas but also the construction of
a new spaceport ... a spaceport not just for shipping the gold back toNibiru but also for sending some of us to Nibiru for rejuvenation!”
“I’ll be struck!” Utu exclaimed. “Who was it that knew so much ofwhat was meant to be a secret?”
“Ninsun, Ninharsag’s daughter, seemed to know the most.”
“The mother of Gilgamesh! No wonder she urged him to seekEverlife by going to the Landing Place!”
“What has Gilgamesh got to do with our own matters? The affairsof the gods are for the gods alone to consider,” Ishtar said.
“But not if Nabu and Marduk have become involved!” He looked ather, concerned. “My sister, is anything amiss in Erech?”
“Treason, perhaps. . . . Ninsun and her son have connived against
n
me.
“Tell me all,” he said.
She told him of the events at the White Temple of Anu during theFixing of the Destinies, the handiwork of Anu that had fallen to Earthfrom the skies, the disappearance of Gilgamesh, and her confrontationwith Ninsun.
“Let me tell you what followed,” Utu said in turn. He told herabout intercepting Ninsun’s prayer to Anu, the rescue of Gilgamesh andEnkidu after hearing their call for help, and the threatening messagefrom Nabu. “All of which leads to two questions,” he concluded. “Howdid the Mardukites know the whereabouts of Gilgamesh, and why thebrazen attempts to capture him?”
“They might have known from Ninsun’s appeal, intercepting it asyou did.”
“Perhaps,” he said. “Establishing a monitoring network parallel-ing the official one would be part of the emerging pattern. But therewas no mention in Ninsun’s appeal of the manner or time of the king’sdeparture.”
“True,” Ishtar replied. “She did not know that when I confrontedher in the White Temple. It was only later in the day that the HighPriest found out that Gilgamesh had left Erech by boat, sailing towardMari.”
“The High Priest? What business of his was it?”
“It seems that a harlot had come to confess her sins in the temple ..
“Spare me the details,” Utu answered, raising his hand to halt hissister’s speech. “Much more intriguing is the second question. Why theMardukite effort to locate Gilgamesh, to have him seized and takencaptive?”
“You have a theory?”
“Not yet, my sister. But something is afoot. . . . Let me enumer-ate a few facts. When Project Earth was begun, it was the scientificgenius, the Lord Enki, who led the expedition, set up the gold-miningoperations, and planned and erected the settlements, the control center,and the spaceport. When, in the aftermath of the Deluge, all had tobe rebuilt, it was again Enki and his sons who planned and built thepyramids, the spaceport, and the mission control center. Now it is Enliland his foremost son, Ninurta, who are engaged in the new facilities.”
They built them and we Enlilites operate and command them,”Ishtar remarked.
“For how long? That is the question,” Utu continued. “Marduk hasdeveloped a mere landing strip in the Shagaz lands into a major base forhis skyships. Nabu and his missionaries are enlisting converts amongthe Westerners. Borsippa is building temples, granaries, walls. NowMarduk wants the right of way at Babylon to make direct inroads intothe Edin itself. I tell you, sister, he is up to something big!”
“Another war? I would have thought his ignominious defeat in thePyramid Wars had taught him a lesson!”
“No,” Utu said. “He’d rather slither in, like the serpent he is. Theincident with Gilgamesh convinces me of that.”
“You’ll have to explain,” Ishtar said.
“Your own thinking has been guided by the assumption thatNinsun and Gilgamesh have been plotting against you. But what if theplotting is not by them but against them—what if the overthrow ofGilgamesh is part of the overall plot?”
Ishtar stood up, visibly disturbed. “A plot to seize the kingship fora follower of Marduk?”
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“Why not?’ Utu said. “The western cities are in ferment. If Nabu suc-ceeds, all the people inhabiting the land between here and the spaceportin the Fourth Region shall convert to the worship of Marduk. If Erechcan be taken over, our father’s domain of Ur shall be squeezed betweenErech and Eridu. In the north, my city Sippar will be isolated, flankedonly by Mardukite’s Borsippa and Babylon and the adversary Kish. Ifthey can get hold of Erech, the whole of Edin shall be defenseless.”
He fell silent. Ishtar bent her head down, then looked into herbrother’s eyes.
“My hatred of Ninsun blinded me to misjudge Gilgamesh,” she toldhim.
“Now, now,” Utu replied, taking her hand into his. “These are notfirm conclusions, just an outline of a possible theory that could explainthe Mardukite pursuit of Gilgamesh. When you return to Erech, con-duct a discreet investigation.”
“That I shall," Ishtar said, smiling. “Now, where is this king ofmine, he who seeks to become like a god?”
“On his way here, on the outskirts of the Cedar Forest. I’ve helpedhim as far as I should, perhaps even more than is permitted by therules. He winked at Ishtar. “After all, his goddess must like him some-what, doesn’t she?”
Ishtar giggled. “What next?”
“Gilgamesh is on his own now. If he enters the forest, the struggleto win or lose is up to him. We are not allowed to interfere.”
“The fool!” Ishtar cried out. “By losing, it’s his life he shall lose, isn’tit?
“There are the secret rays, and Huwawa . . . but you must notinterfere!”
She took her brother’s hand. “My beloved brother,” she said softly,'of all the lovers I’ve had since the savage death of my spouse, Dumuzi,there have been none dearer to me than Gilgamesh. Would those whomake the rules bear this in mind?”
Utu looked into his sister’s eyes. They sparkled with sorrow anddesire.
“Indeed,” he said. “You do need a companion, and not just onthe night of the Sacred Marriage.” He slipped his hand out of hers.“Meanwhile, I must compose an answer to Nabu and make ready forthe rocket’s launching.”
“What will your answer to him be?”
“Words for him to puzzle out,” Utu said with a laugh. “Doubletalk,some would call it.”
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        When morning came it was again Gilgamesh who awakened Enkidu,but this time it was hunger, not a dream, that had interrupted the king’ssleep.
Enkidu put snow to his mouth, drinking it as it melted, then rubbedhis face and hands in it. Gilgamesh did likewise and felt refreshed.
'Come,” Enkidu said, “we’ll collect berries for you as we look forthe forest’s entrance.”
The magic boots served no purpose in the dense growth of treesand bushes. Slowly they climbed up the next peak, picking berries untilGilgamesh had had his fill. The view in all directions was breathtaking;the white coloring added an eerie glow to the endless green. Except forthe shriek of a large bird, the tranquillity was complete.
“By the great gods!” Gilgamesh could not help saying, “It is indeedthe place where the Earth touches Heaven!”
Then suddenly there was a rumble—a sound that filled not onlythe air but also the ground under their feet. The Heavens began toshriek and the Earth to boom! Frightened, the two comrades graspedeach other, not knowing what was happening. They looked up andabout them. They could hear animals, unseen by them before, begin-ning to howl in fear. And then from beyond the mountain that layahead, a dark cloud began to rise. It spread up and across, and soonits darkness obliterated the sun, making daylight turn to night. Thena lightning Hashed, one as the comrades had never seen before—for itflashed not from the skies above, but from the ground upward.
“The Earth is Heaven, Heaven shall become Earth!” Gilgamesh
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cried out in terror. His eyes, like his comrade’s, were fixed on the unrav-eling spectacle.
Now a flame, like that of a thousand torches lit up all at once, shotup from behind the mountain, piercing the dark cloud like a giant’sspear. The dark cloud, unyielding, swelled, and the flame, rising everhigher, soon was swallowed within it. A moment later the flame disap-peared and its red glow vanished, and then the skies began to showernot white grains but black ashes.
“The gods have spoken against our coming!” Gilgamesh, shiveringfrom cold and fear, cried out. “We have been forewarned!”
“Becalm yourself,” Enkidu replied. “That was no omen but thesight of your goal. A Boat of Heaven has begun its upward journey.The Landing Place, Gilgamesh, is beyond that mountain. But now thatyou’ve seen the terror of the place, do you still want to go there?”
At first Gilgamesh was disbelieving. But as the skies cleared andtranquillity returned, so did his self-confidence.
“An omen it surely was, but a good one,” he said reassuringly. “ABoat of Heaven ascending with my own eyes I have now seen, a visionof my fate the gods have shown me. ... To Heaven I shall ascend, myfriend, a mortal’s end I shall escape!”
Enkidu contemplated his comrade. “From now on your fate is inyour own hands,” he answered.
Now that the launching of the rocketship had revealed to them thelocation of the Landing Place within the vastness of the Cedar Forest,the two comrades resumed their advance with extra vigor. They walked,slid, crawled, and walked again in the dense forest whose ground wasmade slippery by the fallen snow. Crossing the mountaintop, theybegan descending into the valley; beyond lay the peak behind which theLanding Place was situated. They slid and slipped and muddied them-selves descending, but the misery of their course was offset by the sightof gazelles dashing among the trees—brown-skinned animals whosehorns curved ever so artfully.
As the comrades reached the valley between the two mountains theyrealized the reason for the proliferation of animals, for there flowed a
stream of the purest water. The comrades washed themselves and drankthe savory water. Berries grew all around. Some of unusually large sizegrew on short trees, their golden skins thicker than normal and theirinsides filled with juice.
A divine taste! ’ Gilgamesh declared. “I’ve never had anything likethis before.”
Once he had eaten his fill he looked about for Enkidu. He saw hiscomrade among the gazelles. They were totally unafraid of him. Somewere licking his hands and face, and he embraced them by their necks.
“Enkidu!” Gilgamesh shouted to him, but Enkidu ignored the call.“Enkidu!” Gilgamesh shouted again, running toward his comrade.
Enkidu looked up. “My friends and playmates,” he said somewhatapologetically. “ Their likes is all I had in my days of wildness . . .”
“Those days are over,” Gilgamesh told him. Picking up a twig, heused it to move the gazelles along.
One of the animals rubbed her head against Enkidu’s face. The onehe was holding by the neck wiggled out of his grasp. Enkidu looked atGilgamesh, then turned his head away.
Gilgamesh threw away the twig and embraced Enkidu silently.“Come, let’s advance,” he finally said.
Their course now took them up the slope of the final mountain.But here the scenery changed. Carcasses of dead gazelles were strewnabout, and farther up the side of the mountain some trees appeared tohave been damaged by fire.
It s like a slaughterhouse,” Gilgamesh commented as they stoppedto look around. Enkidu bent down to examine one of the dead animals,then another. Impatient, Gilgamesh resumed the ascent. “Let’s go!” heshouted to Enkidu. “Stop wasting time!”
“Don’t go forward!” Enkidu shouted back. “There is deathhereabouts!”
Gilgamesh looked back at Enkidu, uncomprehending.
“Look!” Enkidu said, pointing at two gazelles that had broken offfrom their herd and were playfully chasing each other up the slope.Then, as one ran ahead of the other, there was a sudden bolt of fire
issuing among the trees, hitting the animal and the trees behind it. Ina moment the air was filled with the smell of burnt wood and burntflesh, as in a sacrificial offering on an altar, and the playiul gazelle,badly burnt, lay dead.
“Great Anu!” Gilgamesh exclaimed. “What was that?”
“A killing ray,” Enkidu said. “A weapon of terror, hidden among thetrees.”
“Like Ishtar’s weapon that shoots bolts?”
“Like it, yes, but one that shoots by itself when the target comeswithin sight.”
“By itself, or by an unseen god?”
“Who knows?” Enkidu said. “It is clear though that we cannotadvance here. We must circle the mountain along the valley and searchfor a gateway.”
“How can there be a gate when there’s no wall, no fence to be seen?”
“The wall,” Enkidu said, “is mightier than one of stones, and thefence, though unseen, is impenetrable. The gateway, though not ofstone or mortar, does exist. The Lord Enki, my creator, had once spo-ken to me of that. There is one place hereabouts at which the depth ofthe forest can be penetrated.”
“How shall we find it?” Gilgamesh wondered.
Enkidu smiled. “By the absence of burnt trees and scorched ani-mals,” he said, and pulled Gilgamesh by the hand to return to the valley.
Gilgamesh did not move. He stood eying the dead animal. “It isburnt meat, freshly killed.”
It took Enkidu a moment to comprehend. “It’s too risky,” he replied.“You’ll be burnt to death trying to reach the animal.”
“I must have real food,” Gilgamesh told him.
Enkidu eyed his comrade and then the dead animal. “In the wild,”he said, “one beast eats the other. Why the gods taught man to do thesame, I shall never understand. . . . One moment the gazelle is my play-mate, the next it’s your food!”
“To offer animal sacrifices is indeed man’s duty to his gods,”Gilgamesh said. “To eat and not starve is man’s duty to himself!”
Leaving his comrade, he began to crawl toward the scorched ani-mal, hiding behind trees for protection. Once he raised his head slightlyto get his bearings, then lay down on his belly quickly enough to bemissed by a bolt of fire that shot—from among the trees—to where hishead had been but a moment before. Hugging the ground even moretightly, he crawled on until he reached the dead animal. Grabbing it byits hind legs, he pulled the carcass down to safety.
Enkidu watched Gilgamesh devour pieces of the burnt flesh, eatinguntil he could eat no more.
“Take some with you for tomorrow,” Enkidu suggested. He got upand tore off some tree branches, bending them together to form a crudebasket. “Here, carry some of the meat in this,” he added.
When they resumed their march, they circled the mountain lookingfor the gateway. It was past noon when they came upon a stretch of for-est where no animal carcasses were lying about. They moved on; a shortdistance away there were again dead animals on the ground.
“That was the gateway, we’ve found it!” Enkidu cried out.
“How can we be certain of that?” Gilgamesh wondered.
I m sure of it, Enkidu told him. He stepped forward. Nothinghappened. He took another step, then another. There was no bolt offire to annihilate him. He went on, then turned to wave at Gilgamesh.
“Come on,” he shouted, “we’ve penetrated the Cedar Forest!”
First hesitant, then exhilarated, Gilgamesh followed him. Hejumped of joy among the trees, clapping his hands. Then, stopping tocatch his breath, he asked, “Which way now?”
Enkidu did not know. “Let’s search the place; perchance we’ll finda clue,” he replied.
They looked about for a while, uncertain what to look for. Theheight and the thin air began to have their effect on Gilgamesh.
“There’s a sharpness to the air here that makes me lightheaded,” hesaid. 'Let’s rest awhile.” He sat down, tiredness spreading in his body.Within moments he had dozed off.
Leaving his friend, Enkidu moved about to survey the place byhimself. Moving hither and thither he noticed an outcropping of rocks
rising among the trees. Getting closer, he circled the rocks and saw whatappeared to be a cavelike opening in them. He bent down for a closerlook. There were sounds coming from inside.
“I’ve found the secret tunnel!” he shouted to Gilgamesh. “Comehere, hurry!”
Gilgamesh did not answer. Instead Enkidu heard a rumbling soundthat filled the air, making it difficult to judge its source. Alarmed,Enkidu stood motionless, listening. Then the sound became clearer,like that of an oncoming storm, accompanied by the sound of someonecrashing through undergrowth. Someone was coming at him!
With as little noise as possible, Enkidu found his way back to whereGilgamesh was asleep. He touched the king and shook him awake.“Listen!” he whispered.
The ominous sound was coming closer, striking terror in thecomrades.
“What is it?” Gilgamesh asked, whispering.
“It must be Huwawa, the forest’s guardian,” Enkidu whispered back.
Now the roaring, like the onrush of a mighty river falling in themountains, grew louder, and the comrades, hiding among the thickcedar trees, could glimpse the monstrous guardian of the gateway. Hewas mighty in stature, his face fierce like that of a lion. His eyes wereas large as the moon at its fullness, emitting two brilliant beams thatscanned hither and thither as the monster moved its head. His mouthbreathed out a deathly fire; his teeth, glowing as burning coals in anoven, were that of a dragon. His midriff was like a round potbelly, radi-ant on and off; for shoulders he had sockets like giant doors. In hisright hand he held a weapon, like a huge sword with teeth of its own,and in his left hand he held a round mirror with which he could directa ray that devoured all that it was pointed at. His feet moved as thoughthey were fitted with tiny chariots advancing on their wheels, and as hestopped to scan the forest his head turned about its neck like a wheelabout its hub!
“It’s Huwawa, the siege engine!” Enkidu cried out. “A monstercreated by the Lord Enlil. Come, let’s run out of its range!”
He pulled Gilgamesh by his robe, but Gilgamesh did not budge.
“No, I shall stand and face the terror!” Gilgamesh said. “Let itnot be said, ‘Gilgamesh, reaching the gateway, like a frightened rabbitturned back!’”
It s certain death, Enkidu said. “Why do you wish to stay and faceHuwawa?”
“Even if I should fall before the monster,” Gilgamesh replied, “Ishall have made a name for myself. Against fierce Huwawa, the ter-ror of Enlil, Gilgamesh had risen, they will say long after my offspringare born. But if Huwawa I shall vanquish, the path to Everlife I shallattain! He put his hand on his comrades shoulder. “You see then, bystanding up to the terror, either I or my name shall forever endure!”
“I see,” Enkidu said and embraced the king. “Advance then,” hesaid. “Fear not, for I shall be by your side!”
The monster heard their voices, for now he was coming directlyat them. His head stopped turning and his eyes’ beams were directedat the spot where the comrades were. He raised his left hand, and theburning ray scorched all that lay ahead.
“Let me go ahead and confuse Huwawa!” Enkidu cried. Lookingabout him, he picked out a young cedar tree and uprooted it. Draggingthe tree behind him, he circled Huwawa. Alerted by the noise, the mon-ster s head turned on its sockets, his eyes shooting rays in all directions.Finding an opportune moment, Enkidu hit Huwawa’s groin with thetree then jumped back and ran.
The monster issued a cry of anguish, like that of the white bullslaughtered upon the altar. \X ith his right hand he smashed against thetrees around him, felling them to the ground as if they were merelyreeds. He raised his left hand, and the round mirror cast scorching raysthat devoured the ground around him. His head turned like a spinningwheel, its eyes’ beams searching the forest.
Standing side by side, the comrades were ready for the uneven bat-tle. Gilgamesh pulled out his dagger. “Huwawa’s heart I shall stab, if henears us,” he said.
Enkidu held on to the tree. “And I shall crush his skull!”
It was then that they saw, through the treetops, two silvery skyshipshovering.
“Look!” Gilgamesh shouted, “The Lord Utu has come to our aid!”
One of the skyships lowered itself as much as the trees would letit, positioning itself between Huwawa and the embattled comrades. Amighty wind began blowing down from the skyship, stirring up the wetsoil into a whirlpool. Sucking up mud and leaves and pebbles, the whirl-pool threw the dirt into Huwawa’s eyes.
“Aahhoo! Aahhoo!” the monster whined in anguish and blindlyflailed his hands.
“Let’s rush the monster!” Gilgamesh shouted to Enkidu.
Leading the assault, he rushed against the blinded guardian of theforest. Catching up with him, Enkidu reached for the monster and,with the tree trunk, struck its head. The head stopped turning. NowEnkidu directed his second blow at Huwawa’s hand, and its weapon fellto the ground with a shattering noise.
Gilgamesh plunged his dagger into the monster’s heart. There was aclanking as when metal strikes metal. Huwawa wreathed in convulsions,blindly flailing his hands against his attackers. Again and again the com-rades struck until Huwawa fell to the ground. Gilgamesh struck Huwawa’sforehead with his dagger, and all at once the monster’s convulsions stopped.
Enkidu was about to administer another blow when there was ahissing sound and a reddish vapor arose from the creature.
“Huwawa is dead!” Gilgamesh shouted, “His soul has turned tovapor!”
“Let’s make sure,” Enkidu replied. He administered another heavyblow to the monster’s midriff. The blow broke the creature in two, scat-tering its members like so many pieces of tangled metal.
“I’ve vanquished Huwawa!” Gilgamesh cried out.
Enkidu poked at the twisted metal with his foot. “So you have,” hesaid solemnly. “The handiwork of the Lord Enlil, the siege engine ofthe Cedar Forest, is in pieces, like a shattered clay jar that has fallen offthe roof.”
“Why are you sad when we should be joyful?” Gilgamesh asked
him. “Not only have we made a name for ourselves, but the path to theLanding Place is now wide open!”
“Sad I am, indeed, Enkidu answered, “for as I look at the shatteredhandiwork of Lord Enlil, I can’t help thinking of myself: the handiworkof Lord Enki. ... In the fate of Huwawa, I can’t help seeing my own.”
Nonsense!” Gilgamesh said. “You’ve seen with your own eyes thatthe gods are with us!”
The words reminded them of the skyships. They looked up, but theskyships were gone, nowhere to be seen.
Collecting small rocks, Gilgamesh piled them up. “The Lord Utuis my rock,’ he said. “Let this commemorate my gratitude.” He turnedto Enkidu. Come, let s find the Landing Place! The gods wish me toattain my goal!”
Indeed so,” Enkidu said. “Before the monster came upon us, I hadfound the secret tunnel of the Anunnaki!”
“Take me there at once!” Gilgamesh cried out excitedly.
Showing the way, Enkidu led Gilgamesh to the rock outcroppingand pointed to the cavelike opening. Putting his ear to it, Gilgameshtoo could hear faint sounds from it.
“Quick, let’s clear the entrance!” Gilgamesh urged his comrade.
feverishly the two worked, uprooting the underbrush that grew overthe opening, removing rocks that were piled up against it. The morethey cleared the opening the clearer the sounds from within became,sounding like that of a smith’s bellows. When their toil revealed thesize and shape of the opening, they could see that it was perfectly roundand barred by grillwork.
“By the great lords!” Gilgamesh exclaimed. “It is the handiwork ofthe Anunnaki! We’ve found the entrance to the Landing Place!”
Let me remove the bars so that we may lower ourselves into thetunnel,” Enkidu told him.
He grabbed the bars and pulled them with all his strength, but theydid not budge. Again and again he heaved and pulled, breathing heav-ily, exerting every muscle in his body. The effort caused his hands tofeel warm.
“I’ve got a burning sensation in my hands,” Enkidu said. “Thegrillwork has a bite to it.”
“Pull harder, harder!” Gilgamesh urged him.
Once again Enkidu grabbed the bars, clasping his lingers aboutthem like an eagle’s claws. He filled his lungs with the cool fresh air,and letting out a cry, pulled with all his strength. Again the bars didnot budge nor bend, but Enkidu would not let go. And then there wasa snapping sound and Enkidu fell back, the grillwork in his hands.
“You’ve done it!” Gilgamesh shouted. “Let’s enter the tunnel!”
But Enkidu remained lying without moving. Gilgamesh rushed tohis side. Enkidu groaned and threw the grillwork away. “My hands!” hesaid. “They are burnt. I can’t move my fingers!”
Gilgamesh grabbed his comrade’s hands. They were swollen, andwhere they had grasped the bars there were crimson stripes, like deepcuts. He helped Enkidu sit up against a tree, not knowing what else todo.
“There’s a curse upon the entrance,” Enkidu said, “an unseen fire.. . . The tunnel, Gilgamesh, for the gods alone it is meant.”
“We’ll see about that,” Gilgamesh said. “Right now, shall I rub somesoil on your hands or cover them with leaves?”
“Take me to the stream in the valley below,” Enkidu said, “to washmy hands in the pure water, where I can immerse my whole body. It’sthe only way I can think of to have the curse removed from me.”
Helping his comrade up and supporting him, Gilgamesh slowly ledthe disabled Enkidu down to the stream in the valley. Putting Enkidudown, he undressed him then undressed himself. Thus naked, with onlygirdles around their waists from which dangled Enkidu’s pouch and theking’s dagger, the two went into the water. While Enkidu immersedhimself completely in it, Gilgamesh bathed his comrade’s body, espe-cially his hands.
Gradually the redness in Enkidu’s hands waned and the swellingssubsided.
“I feel better,” Enkidu said. “I can move my fingers now.”
The gazelles that had initially dispersed when the comrades arrived
at the stream gradually began to return. Sensing something aboutEnkidu that attracted them, some of them approached him. He letthem lick his hands.
"My energy is returning to me!” he cried out to Gilgamesh.Grabbing the animals nearest to him by their necks, he raised himselfout of the water and then hugged the two gazelles affectionately.
Gilgamesh watched the scene silently. Are they females? he wondered.
Now Enkidu was rubbing his head against the head of one of thegazelles. Incredulous, Gilgamesh watched as the gazelle rose on its hindlegs and pressed its buttocks against Enkidu.
Knowing his comrade only too well, Gilgamesh feared what Enkidumight do next.
“Enkidu, don’t!” he cried out.
"Go away!” Enkidu retorted. “The call of the wild is in me!”
“No, no!” Gilgamesh shouted. “Think of Salgigti, her warm loins,her firm breasts! With knowledge of the gods you are now blessed,Enkidu. Don’t cast it all away to the winds!”
I am not a mortal man,’ Enkidu said. "Your laws are not my laws.”
Think oi Erech,” Gilgamesh said. "Think of the pleasure lasses, ofour friendship!”
For a few moments the comrades stood facing each other. Unsure ofhimself, Enkidu lessened his embrace of the animals. One wiggled out ofhis grasp. He was still holding on to the other when he and Gilgameshwere startled by a roar of laughter. They looked up and saw a goddess, inpilot s garb, standing beside a skyship. Absorbed in their confrontation,the two had not noticed its arrival and landing near the stream.
"What a scene, what a sight!” the goddess said. “The king of Erechnaked as his comrade, and the comrade about to plow a beast!”
Gilgamesh recognized the voice. “Ishtar!” he cried out. “The Queenof Heaven!”
He fell to the ground and bowed, and after a slight hesitation,Enkidu did likewise.
Praise be the lords,” Gilgamesh said, “for helping us vanquishHuwawa.”
“Thank the Lord ShamashIshtar said. “The two of us watchedthe battle from above, but it was he who blew the wind in the guard-ian’s face. He expected Huwawa to turn and leave you unmolested.Instead, you attacked the handiwork of Enlil and destroyed it! By that,the wrath of the great lord you have brought upon yourselves!”
Gilgamesh arose to better address the goddess.
“Great Mistress of Erech,” he said, “whatever my destiny is, thatis what I’ve set out to attain. If being two-thirds divine entitles me toEverlife, then that shall be my fate—no matter what I do.”
Ishtar cast her gaze upon Gilgamesh. She had never seen him fullynaked in daylight before.
“Come here,” she said. “Approach me.”
His body was dripping water as he approached her. Ishtar raised aneye at his beauty.
“Come, Gilgamesh, be my lover!” she said sultrily. “Come, grantme your essence!” And, having thus spoken, with quick movementsshe took off her own clothes and held up her breasts in her hands asinvitation.
Gilgamesh, lover of many women, was stunned by her beauty. Hetoo had never seen her thus naked in daylight.
“Oh Ishtar, holy Irnina,” he said as he went down to his knees, grab-bing her extended hand. “How I’ve craved you, desired your warm loins,dreamt of your luscious lips!” He kissed her hand fervently.
“Come then,” she said, “be my lover now and attain your dream!”She bent down, lowering her breasts toward his lips.
He was about to kiss the offered nipples when he held back. “It’snot the wedding night,” he said. “If I make love to you now, death willbe my verdict.”
“Fear not, Gilgamesh,” she replied. “Be my lover now, and foreveryou shall be my husband! Grant me of your fruit now, and I shallbecome your wife!”
Gilgamesh was perplexed. “What do I have to offer you, that youspeak of marriage?”
“Hush, eye-filling Gilgamesh,” Ishtar said. “It is I who will give
you glorious things ... a chariot of lapis and gold, the yield of hillsand plains, brought to you in tribute!” She extended her hand to him.“Come, my beloved, let us make the forest our bed, the cedars ourfragrance!”
Gilgamesh cast an eye at the silent Enkidu who was standing by thestream. His friend said nothing, only shook his head.
“You’re like a brazier that goes out in the cold,” Gilgamesh said toIshtar, refusing her hand. “This moment you are burning with love,next you shall discard me as a shoe that pinches its owner. Which ofyour lovers, save for Dumuzi for whom you have ordained yearly wail-ing, did you love forever? Having loved the son of Silili, you cursed himand turned him into a wolf. You loved Ishullanu, your father’s gardener.To him you also said, ‘Oh my Ishullanu, let me taste your vigor! Putforth your hand, touch my modesty,’ then you smote him too. No, ifI should love you now—a day not destined for the Sacred Marriage—death, not eternal life, I shall find this day!”
Ishtar let out an angry cry. “Do not defy me, Gilgamesh!” she said.“Your kingship, your life, are in my hands!”
Seeing his comrade waver, Enkidu stepped forward. “The momentfor momentous decisions is not opportune,” he said. “Judge notGilgamesh on his answer, for he is about to attain Everlife.” He bowedbefore the goddess.
“Indeed,” Gilgamesh spoke up. “We’ve found the entrance to thesecret tunnel of the Anunnaki.”
“What are you talking about?” Ishtar asked him.
“Up there, in the rocks beyond the gateway to the Cedar Forest,”Gilgamesh said, pointing. “The tunnel’s entrance was blocked withmighty grillwork, but Enkidu pulled it open.”
“Fools!” Ishtar shouted. “It’s not a tunnel of the Anunnaki but thecave of the Bull of Heaven!”
“The Bull of Heaven?”
“You don’t know much, King of Erech?” Ishtar said, mockery inher voice. “The Bull of Heaven is the oldest beast alive on Earth. FromNibiru by the great Lord Anu it was brought on his visit, a gift to his
son the Lord Enlil, to be a symbol of the starry station of Earth in thezodiac. It is unlike the bulls of Earth, not only in its longevity. Unlikethe earthly ones, this one has wings to fly!”
“I’ve seen an image ol a winged bull in Nippur,” Enkidu said,“guarding the entrance to Enlil’s temple.”
“Indeed so,” Ishtar said. “An image had to be made, for the sacredanimal in the flesh became too unwieldy, bereft ol iemales of its kind.Lest it cause havoc in its wrath, an underground pasture for it withinthe Cedar Mountain was created. The grillwork that you’ve removedprotected one of the air shafts!”
“We’ve done a foolish thing, Enkidu,” Gilgamesh said gloomily.
“Foolish and defiant,” Ishtar confirmed. “You have crushedHuwawa, the handiwork of the Lord Enlil. Against me, defiance you’vespoken. Now, the cave of the Bull of Heaven you’ve broken open. Thewrath of the gods you’ve surely provoked, Gilgamesh. Now be gone andbe damned!”
She put on her clothes and walked back to her skyship. Gilgameshand Enkidu too began to dress. It was then that they all heard a ter-rifying snorting and a breathing like a thousand smiths’ bellows. Theylooked up the mountain. At the gateway there stood a giant white beast,kicking the ground. Its head was lowered as in a challenge, and theycould see its big eyes and long beard. From its head there protruded notjust the two horns of a bull, but another, more hooked long horn in themidst. Its tail was raised in anger, and from its elongated body therewere spread two immense wings.
“It’s the Bull of Heaven!” Ishtar shouted as she mounted her sky-ship. “It is out of its cave. Earth’s calamity you have unleashed!”
“Great lady!” Gilgamesh cried out, but his cry was no longer heard,for now the skyship was above the treetops.
“Quick, put on the magic boots!” Enkidu shouted.
They did so with trembling hands, certain that the Bull of Heavenhad seen them, for it began to rush down the mountain toward them.As it gathered speed, it spread its wings and soared into the air in theirdirection. The two cowered in fear, grabbing each other.
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The Bull of Heaven landed near them with a mighty thump thatshook the ground, causing all the animals to flee. Snorting, its hotbreath rising in the cool airlike steam, it readied itself to charge.
Enkidu and Gilgamesh stood immobilized with awe for a fewmoments as the monster eyed them.
Run, run for your life!” Enkidu finally shouted, and the two ofthem took off, their magic boots making them soar and land a greatdistance away.
They landed hard, unused to wearing the boots again. They werebarely upon their feet when the Bull of Heaven, flying above them likea vast cloud that covers the day with darkness, was upon them. It landedwith a mighty thud where the comrades had stood, for they had jumpedaside just in time. Now the Bull of Heaven snorted even more mightilythan before, and each snorting opened in the ground pits large enoughto hold two hundred men.
The bull circled the two beleaguered comrades, and the comradescircled the bull, looking for a spot from which to jump.
“Ouhoo!” Enkidu suddenly shouted as he slipped and fell into oneof the pits.
Hearing the shout, the Bull of Heaven turned, lowering its headtoward the pit. At that moment, with all the courage still in him,Gilgamesh jumped up and landed on the bull’s back, thrusting his dag-ger into its neck.
Enraged, the wounded animal turned again to find its attacker.Using the respite, Enkidu jumped out of the pit and grabbed the animalby its tail, holding fast, letting it not move or shake Gilgamesh off. Atopthe bull, Gilgamesh thrust his dagger into its neck again and again.Then the Bull of Heaven issued a groan like that of a thousand dyingwarriors and fell on its side. It heaved and wiggled awhile, then lay still.
From above, hovering in her skyship, Ishtar had watched the unfold-ing battle.
As the Bull of Heaven was slain, Ishtar cried out in agony, hervoice booming down to the triumphant comrades. “What evil you havedone! The Bull of Heaven, the destiny of Enlil’s era, you have slain! The
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wrath of the great gods shall now be upon you. Go away, evildoers! Goand await your punishment!”
The comrades looked up at the swirling skyship. Gilgamesh raisedhis hands in supplication and fell to his knees.
“Go, for the Cedar Forest you shall never enter!” the voice boomedagain at them. And no sooner had Ishtar spoken than a brilliant flashemanated from the skyship toward the forest’s invisible gateway. Therewas a shattering of rocks and a crush of trees, and where the ray hit theforest, fires and flames erupted.
“Go back to await your punishment or my brilliance shall consumeyou too!” Ishtar’s voice boomed from the skyship.
Gilgamesh stood up, raising a fist toward the craft.
“It is by the will of the gods that I have vanquished Huwawa andthe Bull of Heaven!” he shouted. “In fair battle have I the creature fromNibiru slain. I am now worthy to be taken to Nibiru!”
“The gateway is forever closed, and your fate by the Seven WhoJudge shall be determined!” Ishtar announced. “Go away or I shall turnyou to vapor!”
Enkidu tugged at his comrade. “There’s no wisdom in angering thegods,” he said. “Your valor has been established; there’s nothing morethat can be achieved here. Come, let’s to Erech return and there estab-lish your name, your glory to proclaim!”
“So be it,” Gilgamesh answered him, “but first let’s claim ourtrophies.”
Using his dagger, he cut off the Bull of Heaven’s three horns. Thetwo short ones he gave to Enkidu to carry. The other, the long horn, hecarried himself.
To Erech they then returned. With the aid of the magic boots, theycompleted a journey of a month and fifteen days in a mere three days.Word of their return and their deeds in the Cedar Forest precededthem; people came out of their villages to view the hopping comradesand admire their trophies. At the gate of Erech they were met by the
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city’s fifty heroes, led by the king’s chamberlain, Niglugal. But theElders did not come out to greet them, and in the streets many houseswere shuttered.
Back in the palace, Gilgamesh summoned the craftsmen, the armor-ers, and all of the artisans to admire the Bull of Heaven’s horns and tohear their suggestions as to how the horns might best be preserved astrophies. After all had spoken, the long middle horn was hung on thewall behind the kings throne as a constant reminder of his feats in theCedar Forest. The two other horns were taken away to be coated withgold, two fingers thick, and adorned with beads of lapis. After this wasdone, the bejeweled horns were filled with scented wines.
Though two men were typically needed to carry each horn,Gilgamesh lifted each one by himself. From the first one he drank andpraised the great gods, thanked his godfather, Utu, and paid homageto his mother, who, by her womb, had made him two-thirds divine.And from the other he drank and paid homage to his ancestors on hisfather’s side, priests and kings all, and especially the hero Fugalbanda.
“Divine I shall yet be, Everlife I shall yet attain!” he pronounced.“Fet there be celebrations in the palace!” But in the Sacred Precinct,Ishtar assembled the priests and priestesses, and over the slaying of theBull of Heaven set up a great wail.
Oh Anu, great father! she cried out a message, “let those who slewthe sacred bull, who had defamed your beloved Irnina, pay with theirlives!”
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        In the night, after the banquet, Enkidu had a dream.
His screams awakened Gilgamesh. They were bedded side by side,and it took Gilgamesh a few moments to realize that they were not inthe palace but in Salgigti’s house of pleasure, where they had gone alterthe banqueting at Enkidu’s urging.
Enkidu, flailing his hands, was screaming at the door. “Oh door,it is I who made you, it is I who raised you!” he was shouting. “Do notlet through those who come after me, be they king or god! Let no oneerase my name that is upon you and place his own name there instead!”
Gilgamesh was puzzling over his comrade’s strange rantings whenEnkidu grabbed the doorposts and ripped them out. Gilgamesh jumpedup and grabbed his comrade. “What has come over you?” he asked gen-tly. “How can one who has wisdom say such strange things?”
“Oh Gilgamesh,” Enkidu said, tears in his eyes. “A dream I had. Inmy dream I saw my name inscribed upon the door. A bright being, aking or a god, appeared at the door. He rubbed out my name and wasreplacing it with his own. ... It is a bad omen, Gilgamesh!”
As he spoke, Salgigti appeared, having been awakened by the noise.She saw the ripped-out doorposts and let out a wail.
“Enkidu had a nightmare,” Gilgamesh explained. “I will make goodyour damage on the morrow.”
Becalmed, she neared Enkidu and put out her hands to embracehim. But he looked at her strangely and shoved her away.
“Of you I’ve also dreamt,” he said to her. “It was you who led thedefacer to my door.”
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Salgigti stepped back. I ve let no one in, I was asleep in my bed. Idon’t understand your strange words.”
No, it was you!” Enkidu shouted, lunging at her.
“What has come over you, Enkidu?” Gilgamesh cried out as he triedto restrain his friend. But Enkidu gave his comrade a mighty shove also.
It was her! he shouted, enraged. “She led doom to my door!”
Seized with panic, Salgigti knelt down, humbling herself beforeEnkidu. “Forgive me,” she implored. “They made me speak and breakmy oath . . .”
“What are you saying?” Gilgamesh shouted. “Speak clearly!”
“The priests. . . they seized me after the royal guards had questioned
me Of your change of clothes and of Adadel they had already known,
I know not how. They slapped my face before the High Priest, the wrathof the gods they were bringing upon me I told them what I knew.”
“My dream was true!” Enkidu shouted. “The harlot has betrayedus!” He lunged at her, catching her by the throat. His hands, like a vise,began to choke her. “Death, death unto you!” he shouted.
Gilgamesh rushed to pull his comrade’s hands off the woman’s throat.But at that moment it was Enkidu, not the woman, who let out a cry.
“My hands!” he cried out, letting go of Salgigti’s throat. “My hands!They are going numb!”
Gilgamesh pulled his comrade away from Salgigti. “Be gone,woman,” he said, “for the wrath of the gods indeed shall be upon you.Cursed shall you be, and cursed shall be your house! Now, go open thedoor that we may leave!”
He examined Enkidu s hands. They were red and swollen like theyhad been in the Cedar Forest after Enkidu pried open the cave’s bars.
Come, Enkidu, to the palace, Gilgamesh said. “There we shallwash your hands with pure water and restore your strength.”
“It’s no use,” Enkidu replied, sitting down. “I now know that mydream was true, and the rest of it shall also come true. ... A divineemissary is on his way, my name to erase. . . . Through the namelessdoorposts he shall lead me to the Land of No Return.” Overcome byweakness, his hands dropped beside his body.
A great anxiety seized Gilgamesh. “To my mother Ninsun’s Houseof Resuscitation let us then hurry,” he said. “Whatever your malady, shewill cure it.”
He helped Enkidu up and supported him as they left Salgigti’shouse. In the street the weakness spread over Enkidu’s whole body andhe began to stumble. Seeing a patrol, Gilgamesh hailed the soldiers.Using their spears and girdles they made a stretcher to carry Enkidu toNinsun’s hospital. Surprisingly, the crowd that usually gathered beforesunup, awaiting the gate to be opened, was not there. It was only aftersome banging that the gate was opened for Gilgamesh.
“Hurry, call the Lady Ninsun!” he shouted, “for Enkidu is severelyill!”
They carried Enkidu into the hospital’s compound. Moments laterNinsun’s handmaiden, Ninsubar, appeared.
“Your mother, the Lady Ninsun, is not here,” she told Gilgamesh.“She was summoned to Nippur to attend an assembly of the gods calledby the great Lord Enlil.” She knew not when Ninsun was expected back.
They carried Enkidu to one of the smaller buildings. For seven daysand seven nights he lay on a couch, unable to move, unable to eat ordrink, delirious from time to time and seeing evil dreams. Gilgameshdid not budge from his comrade’s side. From time to time he wetEnkidu’s mouth, and it was at such moments that Enkidu could movehis lips, murmuring his dreams to his companion.
On the seventh night, before he passed out completely, Enkidu toldGilgamesh his latest dream.
“Oh my friend,” he mumbled in a whine, “I saw a dream. TheHeavens shouted, the Earth responded. I was standing between them.There was a young man whose face was dark like the face of Zu, histalons like an eagle’s claws. He overpowered me. . . . He submerged me,in what I do not know. He transformed me so that my arms were likethose of a bird. Then he led me to the House of Darkness, from whichnone who have entered leave. Its dwellers are bereft of light, dust is theirfare and clay is their food. . . . Clothed as birds, with wings for gar-ments, are their guardians . . .”
And then he stopped talking and passed out.
For another day and another night Gilgamesh paced by the couch,touched his friend, rubbed his hands, put water to his lips. Enkidu didnot move, neither opening his eyes nor pursing his lips, but he was notdead.
Crowds assembled outside the compound, eager for the latest newsof the king and his comrade. The Elders of the city were there too,whispering evil of the comrades. "Because they have slain the Bull ofHeaven, seven years of barren husks shall afflict the land of Erech,” theysaid. “There shall be no grain for the people, no grass for the beasts onaccount of the evil of the king and his comrade.”
The next day Ninsun’s faithful handmaiden conveyed the Elders’words to Gilgamesh: "Enkidu is dying. The king is dying too. So hasAnu, father of the gods, decreed.”
Distraught and angered, Gilgamesh came to the gate. There werecries of surprise and pity as he showed himself—his hair unkempt, hischeeks hollow, his nails grown like a vulture’s talons, his eyes red fromsleeplessness and crying.
"Hear me, oh Elders of Erech!” he said as loudly as he could, forall the people to hear. "It is for Enkidu, my comrade, that I weep—hewho was like a shield unto me, who with me scaled the white-powderedmountains, brought damnation upon Huwawa in the Cedar Forest, andthe Bull of Heaven did slay. And now, a sleep without ending has takenhold of him. He breathes but cannot move, he hears me but cannotspeak ... he lives not but is not dead. . . . Now do tell me, people ofErech, shall I veil Enkidu my comrade as a bride and call his heartbeatended, or shall I cry unto the gods that a hero like none before, a crea-ture uniquely fashioned by the Lord Enki, shall arise again, and by itsliving, the glory of the gods attest?”
There was a hushed silence as Gilgamesh concluded his bewail-ing. Ashamed of their eagerness for tragic news, the people dispersed,the Elders returning to their abodes. Relieved somewhat, Gilgameshreturned to his comrade’s bedside. But Enkidu lay as motionless asbefore. Gilgamesh touched his heart; it did not beat.
With trembling hands Gilgamesh veiled his comrade like a groomdoes to a bride. Then he tore his clothes, and by the couch, sat down onthe floor to mourn.
That same afternoon Ninsun returned from Nippur. She sawGilgamesh sitting on the floor, looking like a ghost. She saw Enkidulying on the couch as if dead.
“Oh my mother!” Gilgamesh cried out when he saw her. “Enkidu isdead, and my own death is waiting!” He held out his right hand; it wasjerking uncontrollably.
“Oh my son, beloved son,” Ninsun said as she took his head to herbosom. “When you were born, on a bed of honor I made you lie. Whenyour sixth finger was circumcised, Utu held you in his arms. When youwere growing up, to royalty and heroship 1 raised you. And now, whenmortal fears fill your heart, long life I shall yet attain for you!”
She put her hand to Enkidu’s temple. “Enkidu is not dead,Gilgamesh,” she said. “The great gods, the Seven Who Judge, have oth-erwise decreed.”
Overjoyed, Gilgamesh took a moment to revel in the news, andthen he asked, “And I?”
“Come with me to my chambers, refresh your heart with nectar,and I will tell you what has transpired in Nippur,” Ninsun said andtook her son by the hand.
“But Enkidu . . .” Gilgamesh began to say, reluctant to leave hiscomrade.
“He will regain his senses. Now come with me,” she told him.
When they were in Ninsun’s chambers, she ordered her hand-maiden to bring a certain nectar for Gilgamesh. When the filled cupwas brought to him, he grabbed it to quench his thirst, but Ninsunadmonished him to sip the nectar slowly. Soon some color returned tohis cheeks and the jerking of his hand ceased.
“The wailing of Ishtar,” Ninsun began, “reached unto Anu, theHeavenly Father. ‘Gilgamesh has heaped insults against me,’ she com-plained to him. ‘The Bull of Heaven he and Enkidu have slain; Huwawathe guardian of the Cedar Forest they have smitten.’ The great Lord
Anu then sent word to the Lord Enlil. ‘Let Gilgamesh and Enkidu besentenced by the Seven Who Judge as to whether they shall live or die.’That, my son, was the word of the great Lord Anu.”
“Whether to live or diet” Gilgamesh cried out. “Was it not withdivine help that we reached the Cedar Forest? Did not Huwawa andthe Bull of Heaven challenge us, by divine design, my right to establishEverlife?”
“My son, becalm yourself,” Ninsun said. “Though two-thirds of youare godly, the affairs of the gods you are far from knowing. Hush till Itell you ol the divine assembly.”
She sat hersell on her favorite armchair, Gilgamesh on a low stoolopposite her. It was twilight, and the sun’s rays that shone through theceiling’s latticework were reddish and fuzzy.
“Nippur, the Navel ol the Earth before the Deluge, is still a sightto see, Gilgamesh,” she began to tell him. “Its seven-staged tower isresplendent from afar, awesome from nearby. A garden with all man-ner of flowers, and an orchard with every kind of fruit tree, surroundsit. Hummingbirds sing in the trees and peacocks walk the garden’spaths. A canal leads from the great rivers to the place of anchorage, abasin large enough to hold the barques of all the visiting gods. And ina masterful enclosure, which we were allowed to see, was Enlil’s Boat ofHeaven . . .
“The great Lady Ninlil was a most gracious hostess. Father Enlil,having been summoned from the Land Beyond the Seas, presided. Withhim came the foremost son, the Lord Ninurta. The great Lord Enki,Enkidu’s creator, came from Eridu. Sitting to Enid’s left, he insistedthat the throne next to him be left vacant, assigned in absence to theexiled Lord Marduk . . .”
“Ol the Seven Who Judge—who were then the seven?”
“Those three; the Lord Sin, Enlil’s firstborn on Earth; the LordAdad, Enlil’s youngest, who had come from the western domains;and the Lord Utu. And, keeping the peace as she had done before, mymother, the great Ninharsag.”
“And Ishtar?”
“Like Nabu, she was an accuser.”
“Like Nabu?”
“Yes, but his complaint was against Utu, for improper divine inter-ference, the transgression having been your rescue by the skyship westof the great river.”
“But we were tracked, attacked, and about to be seized!”
“Or lost in the wilderness and about to be rescued. It all depends onwho tells the story. I, of course, told mine.”
He looked up at her; there were tears in her eyes.
“What is it, my mother?” he asked, alarm in his voice. “What evilis there in store?”
“Gilgamesh,” she said, “having been in Erech so long, all that mat-tered seemed to be happening here in Erech. But out there, in the oldenlands as well as in the lands beyond, time has not stood still. Enlil andEnki, dashing heroes who set out to master a planet, are tired and old.My mother, a beauty over whom two successors to the heavenly thronecompeted, is now old and heavy. And those who on Earth were born aregetting to look as aged as their parents. How long and to what purposeshall we stay on upon Earth? That was the bothersome question . . .”
“The legends,” Gilgamesh said, “tell of a golden age that started itall. Was it not so?”
Ninsun pressed his head against her bosom. “Indeed, eons ago theAnunnaki settled on Earth for its gold. Nibiru was losing its atmo-sphere, its air, and our scientists protected it with suspended particlesof gold. A great project was set afoot. Gold was extracted on Earth,then sent aloft to orbiting platforms for periodical transfer by space-ships to Nibiru. At first it was obtained from the waters of the LowerSea, then from deep below the ground in the Lower World. In time thetoil proved unbearable; the Anunnaki mining the ores mutinied. It wasthen that Man was fashioned to be a primitive worker. My mother andthe Lord Enki fashioned him . . .”
She paused, caught in thoughts. “Then mankind increased in num-bers, and the Anunnaki began to take the daughters of Man as wives.And when the Deluge was about to overwhelm Earth, Enlil decreed
that only the Anunnaki could save themselves, by lifting off in ourspacecraft, leaving mankind to perish. When the waters returned totheir confines and the Anunnaki could land back on Earth, all that wasbefore was swept over and buried under a sea of mud. A new spaceporthad to be built, this time in the land called Tilmun. A new missioncontrol center replaced Nippur’s. Then rivalries led to wars, and Earthhad to be divided. And now you and Enkidu have upset it all by slayingthe Bull of Heaven!”
“Your words are a riddle,” Gilgamesh said.
“The great cycle that Earth makes about the Sun is divided intoTwelve Ages,” Ninsun replied. “Each has been named in honor of agreat Anunnaki. The Bull of Heaven, a gift of Anu to Enlil, symbol-ized the Age of Enlil. Because it has been slain, turmoil is now in store.The Age of the Bull, Enlil’s era, has been mortally wounded.”
“That cannot be!” Gilgamesh exclaimed. “The Lord Enlil shallreign forever!”
“The die has been cast,” Ninsun said sorrowfully. “You were thehandyman of fate, Gilgamesh. The Age of Enlil shall be replaced, but theomen is of violence and death. And what Age shall follow? Will it be thatof the Divine Archer, so named after Enlil’s foremost son, the warriorNinurta, or will it be the Age of the Ram, symbol of Marduk, Enki’s first-born? Nothing is clear anymore. By your search for Everlife, Gilgamesh,you have stirred up uncertainty and apprehension among the gods. Whatyou have done has become woven into the affairs of the gods.”
“And rightly so! I belong among them, being two-thirds divine. Mybirth with six fingers has destined me to a godly fate!”
“Yes, your fate,” Ninsun said. “It is time to speak of that which inNippur transpired. Ishtar demanded the death of both of you. Adad wasof equal mind. Utu pressed your defense. Enlil said, ‘Let Enkidu die,Gilgamesh live.’ The Lord Enki defended his creature. ‘Enkidu knewnot slaying until mortal traits in Erech he acquired,’ he said. ‘Let Erechbe punished with a seven-year drought; let Enkidu live, let Gilgameshdie.’ My mother pleaded for the sparing of both of you. Then the LordNinurta spoke, ‘Let Enkidu be spared but banished to toil forever in the
gold mines, and let Gilgamesh end his days as a mortal.’ And that, myson, was the sentence.”
“To live but lose my comrade, to live but await death!” Gilgameshexclaimed. “It is a punishment worse than death itself!”
His hand jerked violently, and Ninsun grabbed it to steady it.
“My son,” she said, “to my mother, the great Healer, I’ve told the secretof the Tablet of Destinies. Though it was not intended for you, by it youhave been fated. Having put your hands inside Anu’s handiwork, unseendeath you have touched. A sheer mortal would have been dead by now.”
He pulled his hand away. “Go on!” he cried out.
“Your hand-jerking is a bad omen, Gilgamesh. The malady, if notcounteracted, will eat your bones and shrink your muscles. Of a magicalplant my mother told me ... it can preserve your life.”
“Tell me of it!”
“It is a secret of the gods, Gilgamesh. You must purify yourselt andmake amends to the gods that you have offended before you may hearof it. Pray for yourself and for Enkidu, and go and sit by him until heawakens. Then I shall speak to you ol a certain plan.”
“I shall do as you say, my mother,” Gilgamesh said and kissed hismother’s hand.
“Do not delay,” she told him. “There is a large crowd besieging thegate—a multitude of people seeking healing. They’ve been kept away longenough. Hold your rites by nightfall so that we can let them in in themorning.”
* * *
From the palace the artisans were summoned to fashion lor Gilgamesha golden image of the Bull of Heaven, the symbol of the Lord Enlil.While the artisans and servants were busy following the king’s instruc-tions, Gilgamesh washed and purified himself.
Before sundown he came out into the courtyard wearing a pure gar-ment of white linen. The table of acacia wood that had been broughtover from the palace was placed in the center ol the courtyard. Upon itwere set the golden Bull of Heaven and the emblems of the other gods:
the Winged Disc of the great Lord Anu, the crescent of the Lord Sin,the radiating disc of Shamash, and the eight-pointed disc of Ishtar. Thesymbol of Ninharsag (whose healing secret was to be divulged) was inthe shape of an umbilical cutter.
Gilgamesh called for a bowl of carnelian filled with honey and abowl of lapis filled with curds and put them on the table. Then a pigeonin its cage was also placed thereon.
“Oh great gods,” Gilgamesh said, “forgive my transgressions. AsI offer you this fruit of the milk, dry not the lips that suckled godlymilk. As I offer you this bowl of honey, wipe not away the sweetnessof my life. For the slaying of the Bull of Heaven, accept this image asrestitution.”
He bowed seven times, then mixed the honey and the curds andput the bowls before the image of the Bull of Heaven. Then he took thecage and released the pigeon. “Oh great Anu, Heavenly Father,” he said,“as I have given wing to this bird, take me under your wing. Carry mealoft like an Eagle, to your celestial abode!”
He bowed again, seven times. Then he turned away and went to bewith Enkidu.
When dawn came, Enkidu began to stir. He lifted his head and openedhis eyes. He saw Gilgamesh and held out his hand.
“How long have I been sleeping?” he asked. Gilgamesh took hishand, and then the other. The redness was gone and the swellings haddisappeared. There was strength in Enkidu’s arms.
“At Salgigti’s house a great weakness overcame you,” Gilgameshsaid. “Twelve days and twelve nights you’ve slept without ceasing. Tocure your weakness I’ve brought you here, to my mother’s House ofResuscitation. Now you’re well!”
There was sadness in Enkidu’s eyes as he stared at his friend, holdingon to his hand.
“There’s more to my sleep, isn’t there?” he asked. “I know thingsfrom my dream.”
“Remove all evil thoughts,” Gilgamesh replied. “Let me put purewater to your lips and wash your body, and you shall be fully recovered.”
“The dream,” Enkidu said, “must have a meaning. In my dream Isaw two emissaries. They had wings for garments. One came forward,the other stayed back. The first one took me by the arm to lead meaway. ‘Follow me’ he said, ‘to the House of Darkness, whose dwellersare bereft of light; clay is their food and dust is in their mouths.’ I stoodmy ground, refusing to go. ‘I shall not abandon my comrade!’ I shouted.The other emissary nodded his head. ‘Go, for he too shall go,’ he said.Then another hand touched me, and I awoke.”
“Think not of evil dreams, Enkidu,” Gilgamesh said. “For our trans-gressions I’ve prayed and offered sacrifices. Whatever doom there was instore, under the protection of the Lady Ninharsag, the great Healer, wehave come, and my mother a lifesaving plan has devised.. .. Now let merush to her and tell her of your awakening.”
Informed of the news, Ninsun returned to Enkidu’s bedside withGilgamesh. She touched Enkidu, then passed her wand over his body.
“Though not a mortal, you were gravely ill,” she told him. “But nowyou are fully healed. Do not exert yourself for a while, just walk about.And drink only pure water.”
She turned to Gilgamesh. “We can let the crowds in now,” she toldhim. “Come and have the morning meal with me in my chambers.”
To her chambers they returned. There the handmaiden served themwheat cakes, dates, and pure water. When they were alone Ninsunturned to her son. There was a grave look on her face.
“My son,” she said, “have you heard of Ziusudra?”
“The legends I’ve heard of a man of long ago, when the Delugeswept over the Earth.”
She nodded. “Thousands of Earth-years ago. He was a man ofShuruppak, my mother’s city. He was righteous in his ways and ofdivine lineage, for the Lord Utu was his father’s father. The Lord Enkisaved him and his wife, and all that was his, from the floodwaters.”
“I’ve heard the legends,” Gilgamesh said. “But that was long ago.They are all gone and dead forever, remembered only in old men’s tales.”
“Not so. . . . It is a secret of the gods, but my mother permitted meto reveal it to you. Ziusudra and his wile are still among the living!”
“It cannot be!” Gilgamesh exclaimed. “His wife was all mortal, andhe himself was not more than a third divine!”
“That is the secret,” Ninsun said. “Through myriad years, he andhis wife stayed alive, residing in Tilmun. There, in a secluded place theyare hidden. A life-giving plant grows there, Gilgamesh. Whoever eatsol its fruit is constantly rejuvenated, constantly postponing death. Youmust go there, Gilgamesh, for only this fruit can defy your malady!”
“And how shall I attain that distant goal, my mother?”
“I have a plan,” she said. “Come and I will show you.”
They went to the inner chamber where the altar was, where the disctablets could be made to display their markings. Ninsun pressed theactivating spot in the altar, and, as once before, its stone front vanishedinto the floor, exposing the shelves and the stored discs.
“I’ve wondered since the previous time how this magic altar works,”Gilgamesh said.
Ninsun chuckled. “You were a curious child and you haven’tchanged." She bent down and picked out one of the discs.
“My Tablet of Destinies!” Gilgamesh exclaimed, excitement in hisvoice.
“No, it’s a map of the place you are to go to and the route to it.”
“Let me see my tablet again,” Gilgamesh said. “Display its heavenlywriting for my eyes to behold once more!”
“No, not now,” Ninsun retorted. She closed the altar’s front and putthe disc she had chosen in the altar’s cavity. The whirring sound thatGilgamesh had heard once before was heard again and the disc beganto radiate a golden glow. Ninsun touched the other activating spot, andthe white sheet appeared from the side of the altar and moved slowlyto cover the face of the disc. And, as before, the markings on it becamevisible. It was a map.
Ninsun used the pointing stick as she spoke. “Tilmun is shaped likea tongue. The Upper Sea forms its curving northern shores; two hornsof water shape its shores on the east and on the west. At its narrow tip,
high mountains rise like giant teeth against the sky, their stones richwith veins of copper and turquoise. That southern part of Tilmun is thedestination of Enkidu, there to toil with other condemned men in thebowels of the Earth, mining the precious veins.”
“He doesn’t know the verdict yet, but he had a dream about it,”Gilgamesh said. “Has my prayer made him well, only to eat dust in thedarkness? Without water he shall perish!”
“One step at a time,” Ninsun told Gilgamesh. “Along the shores ofthe Upper Sea there runs a caravan route that connects the lands ofthe Lord Adad with Magan and the other lands of the Enkiites. To theroute’s south, hidden by a chain of mountains, lies a secret plain. It isthe heart of the Fourth Region, forbidden to men. No mortal can enterthe zone and live, for in its midst the Place of the Rocketships has beenestablished.” She pointed to the place with the stick. “That is whereZiusudra’s secret abode is, where the Plant of Life grows.”
“How shall I reach the place, enter it, and live?”
“There is a land route known only to the Anunnaki. Here, let mepoint it out to you. A river, the Falling River is its name, begins at lakesnot far from the Cedar Mountain. From the mountains it flows downto an inland sea, the Sea of Salt. Where the sea begins and ends thereare crossing points that connect to routes leading to Tilmun. Thoughdesolate, this is the route you would take, were it not for Enkidu.”
He looked at his mother, puzzled.
“Because of the sentence imposed on Enkidu, you shall take none ofthe land routes. Instead, you shall reach your destination by sea!”
“By sea?”
“Indeed. You will announce that, on account of your comrade-ship with Enkidu, you have decided to accompany him on his lastjourney. Ishtar, I hope, will be persuaded to permit it. You will obtaina boat of Magan that sails up the west coast of Tilmun.” She pointedout the route with the pointer. “The ore port is here. You will dropoff Enkidu there. But you yourself will not turn back. You will con-tinue up the coast, not all the way to Magan, but to this point here.Remember it well, Gilgamesh, for the place is unknown to seafarers.
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There you will bid good-bye to your crew and continue alone. Theyand the boat will await your return there, so make sure the boat hasenough provisions.”
“I follow you so far,” he said. “What happens then?”
“From the shore, direct your steps eastward. There is a pass in thechain of mountains that surround the forbidden zone. Keep walkinguntil the guardians of the Place of the Rocketships stop you. Tell themwho you are and that you’ve come to meet Ziusudra, and they’ll directyou to him.”
“And they, and Ziusudra, will believe me?”
“Show them this,” she said. She made the altar’s front open up andtook out two objects.
“My Tablet of Destinies, and another just like it!” Gilgameshexclaimed.
“Yes, except that the perfect replica is different. On it, the markingsare visible and the writing has been converted to that of the Edin, sothat Ziusudra can read it. It is this replica that you’ll take with you. Thereal tablet shall remain here, hidden in this altar.”
“As you say, my mother,” Gilgamesh said, and took the replicafrom her.
Ninsun was putting the authentic Tablet of Destinies back into itshiding place when a sharp noise startled them. She turned to look at thedoor, glimpsing a disappearing figure.
“It is someone with metal on him!” she shouted. “Quick, Gilgamesh,get hold of the eavesdropper!”
For a moment Gilgamesh stood uncomprehending. Then withlong strides, he reached the adjoining room. There was no one therebut the outer door was open. He ran out, unsure after whom. Outsidethe courtyard was already filled with people—the sick, the old, motherswith their youngsters—squatting, standing, milling about. Whoever itwas that had entered Ninsun’s private abode was now lost in the crowd.The compound’s main gate was wide open, thronged with those whowere trying to enter and those who were leaving.
Gilgamesh looked back. His mother was standing at the doorway.
“Whoever the intruder was,” he said as he returned to her, “he hasvanished.”
“I wonder who it was,” Ninsun replied, “and what his purposemight have been.”
“Probably a beggar, seeking something to steal.”
“A beggar with metal upon him, stealing from a goddess?”
“Who knows?” Gilgamesh said. “Some people will stoop to any-thing if they can get away with it.”
“I wonder,” Ninsun said. “The attempt by Marduk and Nabu tocapture you, Gilgamesh, showed that Erech is also a prize in the contestbetween the clans.”
“You haven’t told me how Nabu’s complaint was dealt with,” he said.
“Having claimed that they were only trying to rescue you andEnkidu, Utu had no counterclaim and had to apologize. But everyoneknew that there’s more to the incident than meets the eye. Be careful onyour journey, Gilgamesh. And what about your son while you’re gone?Would you like him to stay with me?”
“You’re truly concerned, my mother,” Gilgamesh said, kissing herhand. “I think Urnungal should stay in the palace, as befits the CrownPrince. Niglugal will keep an eye on him.”
“Niglugal. . . . How much can you trust him, Gilgamesh?”
“He has served me well, and before that, my father.”
“Yes, but your father was also Enkullab’s father. While you watchthe intrigues in the temple, don’t lose sight of the palace, Gilgamesh!”She put her hand out and caressed his curly hair. “Now, let’s go and seehow Enkidu is doing.”
In the place where he was resting, Enkidu was sound asleep. He wasbreathing steadily, rhythmically.
“He is recovering well,” Ninsun said.
“Who shall tell him his fate?” Gilgamesh asked. “To toil in thebowels of the Earth?”
“You, for it is you who shall take him there,” Ninsun replied.
Three days later Ninsun sent word to Gilgamesh that the great LadyIshtar had granted her consent to the sea voyage by Gilgamesh andEnkidu, and thereupon the palace was mobilized for the task at hand.
Emissaries were sent to Ur and Eridu to find a ship of Magan, onelarge and strong enough for the perilous journey. Striking a bargainwith its captain, the ship was sailed upriver, then hauled by strong menfrom Erech who, using ropes, maneuvered the vessel into a canal outsidethe city.
There, the best carpenters and woodworkers strengthened the ship’skeel with selected woods, imported from afar. They fitted her with newmasts of straight tree trunks. Three-ply sails, sewed together by Erech’sbest seamstresses, were attached to these masts. The city’s smiths werealso kept busy fashioning strong weapons for the ship’s crew, and anewly designed ax was especially fashioned for Gilgamesh. He called itthe Might of Heroism weapon.
As these preparations progressed, Gilgamesh was a frequent visitorto the special quay where the ship was being outfitted. He went thereescorted by a platoon of soldiers from the palace guard. It was usuallycommanded by a captain of the guard, but one day Gilgamesh askedKaba, the commander of all of the troops, to accompany him.
Though youth was usually synonymous with soldiering, Kaba wasan exception. His large and muscular body belied his age. Only histhick beard, carefully trimmed but all gray, and the many wrinklesin his sun-browned face, attested to his passed years. It was he, whenGilgamesh was still a boy, who had trained the king in the martial
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arts, and now he was training the son of Gilgamesh, the boy Urnungal.
“It’s a fine ship,” Kaba said after they had arrived at the quay and hewas circling the ship, looking at it from all sides.
“It ought to be,” Gilgamesh replied. “It’s destined for a long andperilous journey. We will need a complement of fifty soldiers for it,Kaba, because a good part of the route hugs the Shagaz lands. Can youget that many as volunteers?”
“I will be the first one to volunteer,” Kaba said.
Gilgamesh put his hand on the troop commander’s shoulder. “No,not you, Kaba,” he said. “You have served my father, you have served me,and you might have to serve the next king, my son, Urnungal. Your placeis here!”
“I don’t understand,” Kaba answered him. “The king is only takingEnkidu to his destination and returning. Niglugal can be regent temporarily.”
“Fate is unpredictable and the future is always full of surprises, myloyal Kaba. Can I count on you to guard Urnungal with your life andprotect him no matter from where or by whom he is endangered?”
“On my life,” Kaba said.
Back at the palace Kaba summoned the troops. Of Enkidu’s jour-ney to the Land of Mines he told them, asking for fifty volunteers. Asmany stepped forward, he turned some away. “Who has a house thathas not been dedicated yet,” he said, “let him go to his house. Who hasa mother that is widowed, let him be with his mother. Let him who hasmarried but has no son yet, stay with his wife.”
Once those individuals had been eliminated, Kaba chose the bestmen from the remaining volunteers. He presented them to the king,who bestowed on each one of them the epithet “Heroic Son of Erech.”Then the armorers were called. They fitted each of the fifty heroes witha suit of armor made of dried and hardened leather and placed newweapons in their hands.
When all was ready, the fifty heroes, accompanied by multitudesof townspeople, went off to board the ship. They were followed by acaravan of carts laden with provisions of food, water, various wines,and oil for cooking and for light.
In the crowd there were many—especially women who were moth-ers or wives or sweethearts—who were crying as they saw their belovedones marching off for a long and perilous journey. But the heroes werejoyful, looking forward to the adventure, confident of overcoming everyperil and foe, and assured of gallantry that scribes would record andschoolchildren would recite in days to come.
* * *
It was dusk when Gilgamesh came to speak to Enkidu about the voyagefrom which he would not return.
Although he had greatly recovered, he was still under Ninsun’s carein the medical compound. Gilgamesh found him sitting on a woodenbench in the compound’s small garden behind Ninsun’s private abode.Enkidu was facing the setting sun as he heard the approaching foot-steps. He looked up and saw Gilgamesh, and smiled.
“Gilgamesh, my comrade,” he said softly, “I’ve been awaiting you.”
“Here I am, my friend,” Gilgamesh said. He took Enkidu’s hand, asmuch to touch it as to check its subsided swellings.
“Have you come for me? Is it time to go?” Enkidu asked.
Gilgamesh was taken aback. “What kind of talk is this?”
Enkidu smiled wryly. “My comrade, let me speak the words that arechoked inside your throat. I ve seen a vision and am no longer terror-stricken.The gods emissary has appeared to me in the vision, an image shimmeringin the air in front of my very eyes, moving and speaking in broad daylightthough no one was really there! I tell you, Gilgamesh, it was as though Iwas asleep and dreaming, but it wasn’t night and I was wide awake!”
“I’ve heard of such apparitions. They are deemed a blessing.”
Perhaps. . . . My dream of the Winged Ones he explained to me,my fating to toil in the depths of the Earth he disclosed to me. Thatyou would be my companion he assured me. But before I could askhim why you would also go and how we would journey, the apparitionvanished and the vision was no more.”
He stared at Gilgamesh, his sad eyes demanding an answer.
“The divine revelation cannot be denied,” Gilgamesh said. “But it
is not on your journey that I will accompany you, but the other wayaround.”
“You speak in riddles,” Enkidu told his friend.
“Once I bring you to the appointed place, Enkidu, to Erech I shallnot return. Instead, the journey I shall continue. To the Place of theRocketships I aim to go, Enkidu. What we’ve failed to attain at theLanding Place, there in Tilmun I shall attain!”
Enkidu shook his head in disbelief. “It’s a foolhardy journey. Youmay risk your life for naught,” he said. He took his comrade’s hand.“My comrade, when the gods created mankind, they did not bestowmankind with unending life. Stay in Erech, and the many days still inyour allotment will count as a blessing! Of each remaining day make afeast! Be merry, fill your belly, bathe in sparkling water, wear your royalgarments, pay heed to the son that holds your hand! And as to death,pay no heed to it. When it comes, embrace it without fear!”
The hand of Gilgamesh jerked, and Enkidu stared at his comrade.
Gilgamesh pulled his hand back, but Enkidu held on to it firmly.“Something is the matter,” he said.
“I was going to tell you later,” Gilgamesh said, “but I might aswell reveal my secret to you now. Though I’ve been spared a deathsentence, my days, Enkidu, are numbered. I’ve touched a divine object,the handiwork of the great Lord Anu, and therefore have becomeaccursed.” His hand jerked again. “There’s death in my bones, Enkidu.Therefore I am undertaking the journey to Tilmun. The great Healer,the Lady Ninharsag, to my mother a secret has revealed. A fruit thatfrom death shields grows in Tilmun. If I can attain it, my days it willprolong.”
Enkidu eyed his comrade. “Were it not for this secret, I would haveinsisted that you desist from the foolhardy journey,” he said. “I’ve neverheard of this fruit before, but if the great Lady Ninharsag knows of it,it must be true. Where is the place that it grows?”
“My mother has pointed it out to me on a map,” Gilgamesh said.
“A secret place of the gods?”
“It is beyond the place where we will put you ashore.”
Well then,” Enkidu said. “Let me thank your mother for healingme, before it’s time to depart.”
* * *
An after-sunset darkness prevailed when the two were ushered by thehandmaiden into Ninsun’s presence. She was sitting in her favorite arm-chair, wearing a garment made of fine lamb’s wool. A necklace of lapislazuli adorned her chest and a tiara-like comb of ivory crowned her hair.Oil lamps cast their reddish golden lights upon her and threw shadowsbehind her.
The two bowed to the ground.
d have been expecting you,” Ninsun said, and waved them in to sitin front of her.
“The time has come, divine mother,” Gilgamesh murmured.
Great heavenly queen, Enkidu said, “I’ve come to thank you andbid good-bye.”
“I have prayed to the great lords for both of you,” she said. “To thegreat Lord Anu who is in the Heavens, and to the great Lord Enlilwho rules Earth, and to the Lord Utu who commands the Eagles. Now
Gilgamesh, before you leave, go into the altar room and say your prayers
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too.
Gilgamesh got up and went into the inner room. There was an eeriegolden glow hovering like a mist above the altar. He knelt down beforeit, raised his hands, and spoke slowly and softly. “Oh great Anu, forgivemy transgressions. Oh great Enlil, extend your mercy to me. Oh Utu,lord of the Eagles, spread your protecting wings over me. The Place ofthe Rocketships I wish to enter. Be my ally! Where the rocketships areraised, inscribe my name for life!”
He got up and returned into Ninsun’s presence. She bent down andkissed him on the forehead. Then she reached out and put her hand onEnkidu’s head.
Be blessed, Enkidu,” she said. “Though prayers are not intendedfor your lips, mine shall not cease to utter your name. Perhaps one daythe Lord Enki shall find a way to redeem your sentence.”
She motioned to them to get up. Gilgamesh grabbed his mother’shand and kissed it. She embraced him then pushed him away.
“You have not uttered a prayer to the Lady Ishtar,” she said. “Butshe has been wronged by you on account of the Tablet of Destinies thatfor her was intended. After you are gone, I shall make amends to her.”
“Not the tablet!” Gilgamesh began to say.
Ninsun raised her hand to hush him. “Go, and may the gods bewith you,” she said as she turned toward the inner room.
They could hear her sobbing. Gilgamesh took a step toward theother room, but Enkidu pulled him back.
“The die is cast,” he said. “Let’s go.”
* * *
Compared to the banquets that used to be held in the palace, this lastmeal of the evening was solemn and austere. It was taking place not inthe Great Hall but in the king’s private quarters, and there was no mer-riment or singing or drinking of wine and beer. Rather, it featured quiettalk and the imbibing of just a little wine for better digestion.
Nor did palace notables, heroes, emissaries from near and far, andsavants of varied knowledge join the king. This last evening before thefateful departure only four persons partook of the meal: Gilgamesh andEnkidu—who only drank water—and Niglugal and the king’s only son,Urnungal. From the conversation and the exchanged glances, it was evi-dent that the center of attention was the teenager among them.
“My son,” Gilgamesh said when the meal was over and the servantswere dismissed, “on a long and dangerous journey I am embarking onthe morrow at dawn. This is not a hurried departure but one under-taken with great deliberation and preparation. A task imposed by adivine judgment I must perform. It is to accompany my brotherly com-rade, Enkidu, to dwell henceforth in the Land of No Return.”
“He will never return?” Urnungal asked. “That’s absurd!”
“That is the judgment of the gods, on account of the slaying of theBull of Heaven,” Gilgamesh said.
“I shall always think of you, Urnungal,” Enkidu said, extend-
ing his arms toward him, “and you can always keep me beside you inyour mind’s eye. Recall our wrestling, the talks of the steppe and itscreatures, the tales of godly magic. . . . Will you remember all that,Urnungal?”
The boy got up and approached Enkidu. He wore a simple, shortrobe—only its colored fringes indicated his noble standing. His blackhair was as thick as a lion’s mane and his stature and broad shoulderswere nearing those of his father. He held out his arm to Enkidu and thetwo locked arms in the manner of heroes.
“Enkidu,” the boy said, “of you I’ll tell tales till the end of my days!”
“That’s good enough for me!” Enkidu said and embraced Urnungal.
“And you, Father, when will you return?” Urnungal asked, turningto his father.
Its hard to predict,” Gilgamesh said, “for the journey is long anddangerous. . . His hand jerked as he spoke.
Urnungal took his father’s spasmed hand. “You’ve had this demonin your hand since the end of the New Year festival,” he observed. “Areyou well, my father?”
“Of course!” Gilgamesh said, eying the others. “Just overexertion.Now, my son, some serious talk.” He motioned to his son, and the boyput his hands in his father’s hands. “Though you are not two-thirdsdivine as I am, the blood of gods flows in your veins, Urnungal. Tokingship you were destined from the day you were born!”
“Urnungal is the Crown Prince!” Niglugal exclaimed.
“More than that,” Gilgamesh said without looking at Niglugal,instead focusing his gaze on Urnungal. “My son, from the moment Ileave, you shall be not just the Crown Prince, but the Heir Apparent.Though young in years, a man you must be! Listen to the advice ofNiglugal, consult my mother, Ninsun, then do what your heart tells youto do.”
Wise words,” Niglugal said. “If only the boy were somewhatolder . . .”
Kingship is in his blood,” Gilgamesh replied, his eyes searchingNiglugal’s.
Niglugal extended his arm and clasped it with Urnungal’s. “I willserve you as faithfully as I’ve been serving your father,” he told him.
There were tears in Urnungal’s eyes. Gilgamesh passed his fingersthrough his son’s thick black, curly hair.
“Just like your mother’s, black as a raven’s,” he said softly. Thenhe turned Urnungal around to face him. “My son, I wish you to hearthis before I depart. Ever since your mother died I have been restless.Because of her absence beside me, the laps of many women I’ve shared.But there were always many, never one. None replaced her on the seatof royalty, nor in my heart. No one else as a spouse have I ever taken!”
“Thank you for telling me that,” Urnungal said, kissing his fatheron the cheek.
“Now go to your chambers and sleep as late as you wish,” Gilgameshsaid.
Reluctant but obeying, Urnungal left, their eyes following him ashe departed. Niglugal was the first to break the silence that followed.
“A sad farewell, as though the parting will be long. . . . You’ve saidnothing of a regent, nor how long we should await your return, myking.”
Gilgamesh raised an eyebrow. “The next New Year festival, that’sthe allotted time agreed with Ishtar. If by then I have not returned,Urnungal shall join the goddess in her bed and become king of Erech.”
Niglugal’s head jerked backward. “The boy would not be eighteen,”he said.
“He is the Heir Apparent!” Gilgamesh retorted. “Besides, you’reunderestimating Ishtar’s abilities . .
Enkidu burst in laughter. Niglugal smiled. “Never too early?” heasked.
“On this merry note, let’s retire for the night,” Gilgamesh said. “I’mgoing to my bedchamber, Enkidu. You can sleep wherever you wish. Weleave in the morning.”
As the king and Niglugal left the chamber, Enkidu remained seated,a blank look in his eyes. “I see an eagle with spread wings, immobile inthe sky, all the way on the horizon,” he whispered.
* * *
The departure of- Gilgamesh and Enkidu was a subdued affair. Niglugalsent several runners along with the ship; they returned to Erech in suc-cession to report the ship’s progress southward. On the seventh day thelast runner returned, reporting that the ship had left Eridu and hadsailed off into the Lower Sea. From thence on the ship and its passen-gers and crew were on their own, with no further word about its prog-ress and fortunes expected until its return to the Edin.
In the palace the mood remained subdued. Urnungal, skippingweapons lessons, wandered about the palace aimlessly.
Niglugal summoned Kaba to his chamber. “The king Gilgameshupon a hazardous journey has embarked,” he said, “leaving behind arestive population and a scheming High Priest.”
I am aware of that, Kaba said. That s why the king is countingon our loyalty.”
“Well-spoken, Kaba,” Niglugal said. “But what if the High Priestmakes a move to depose the king in his absence?”
“Only the Lady Ishtar can do that,” Kaba said.
“The High Priest is not to be underestimated, Kaba. He couldspread rumors, influence the goddess . . .”
“Deposing Gilgamesh will only put his son on the throne. Whyshould Enkullab do that?”
Urnungal is just a boy,” Niglugal replied. “Maturity and experiencemay have to be called upon . . .”
Kaba stood up. “The king is barely gone.”
I m only thinking of precautions, Kaba. Just trying to be ready ifothers make a move. We do not need riots, upheavals, or disorder, dowe?
Kaba nodded in agreement.
“You understand that as chamberlain it is my duty and prerogativeto conduct the royal affairs . . . Niglugal paused. “However, if an emer-gency arises, it will be my intention to constitute myself, the boy, andyou as a council of regency. Agreed?”
Kaba shifted uneasily. “Agreed,” he finally replied.
“Good,” Niglugal said. “Now let your spies in the city and the tem-ple sharpen their eyes and ears so that we face no surprises . . . And thatincludes Ninsun’s House of Resuscitation.”
“We removed the surveillance there yesterday. Alter news of theship’s passage beyond Eridu was received, the goddess moved to herabode in the Sacred Precinct.”
“I see,” Niglugal said. “Let your men keep an eye on her there,then.”
* * *
It was on the following day that a young priest rushed into Ninsun’squarters with a request from the High Priest that she come quickly tosuccor a priest of high standing.
It was a most unusual request, and Ninsun suggested that the sickpriest be taken to the House of Resuscitation, where she would exam-ine him when she treated the other patients. But the young priest waspersistent.
“It’s a malady most peculiar that has seized him,” he said. “Anuncommon plague. . . . No one will touch him, great lady, no one willenter his lodgings. Come quickly, before the plague spreads!”
Impressed by the young priest’s genuine fear and excitement, Ninsunput on a shawl and followed him. Priests fell to their knees and bowedas she passed by their quarters. In a small hall she was met by the HighPriest; instead of enmity, there was lear in his eyes. He bowed to theground and kissed the hem of Ninsun’s garment.
“A plague, a most unusual plague, has struck!” he said, his voicequaking. “The wrath of the great gods Anu and Enlil is upon this place!Save us, save us all!”
“Where is the maladied priest?” she asked curtly, looking atEnkullab with obvious disdain.
“He is Anubani, in there, through the doorway . . .”
She entered the semi-darkened room, its only light coming throughlattices at the top of a wall near the ceiling. Anubani was lying on his
back upon a wooden bed, half-naked. He was motionless, but his eyesfollowed Ninsun as she looked him over. There were large red spots allover his body; his hands were swollen and as red as fresh blood.
She touched his forehead, but surprisingly there was no fever. Shetouched his hand with her fingernail and the hand jerked. She turnedhis hands over to examine the palms; they were scarred as though burntand the flesh was raw. She looked into Anubani’s eyes but could seeonly extreme fear.
“Anubani,” she said, “can you hear me?” He blinked his eyes.
“I can help you only if I am told the truth. . . . You were struckdown after you carried an object in your hands?”
He blinked his eyes.
“A divine object?”
His lips twisted in an unspoken effort. Then he blinked again.
“What was it?”
He lay motionless, unresponding.
“Where is it? You will die unless I’m told!” Ninsun shouted.
He groaned a muted groan. His eyes shifted toward a corner of theroom where a chest stood.
Ninsun went over and opened it. It was filled with householdobjects, clay tablets, and clothing. She threw them all on the floor asshe searched the chest. At its bottom her hands felt a tightly wrappedpackage. She brought it out and unwrapped it.
'Great gods!” she exclaimed. She was holding the Tablet ofDestinies! Incredulous, she turned the tablet over in her hands, lookedcarefully at it, and touched its surfaces. There could be no doubt. It wasthe Tablet of Destinies that had been hidden in her altar.
She returned to Anubani and held the tablet in front of his eyes,but he closed them in response.
“Look at me!” she commanded. “It is this tablet that you’ve stolen,that your profane hands have touched!”
He opened his eyes but did not move them.
“You stole it from my house, from inside the sacred altar!”
His eyes opened wider, and he groaned.
“I will make you well enough to talk,” Ninsun said as she wrappedthe tablet back in the cloth.
She went to the doorway, where the other priests were huddled. “Ineed water,” she said. “Bring me three full pitchers and clean cloth . . .and send word at once to the palace to have some soldiers come over tocarry this man to the House of Resuscitation.”
When the pitchers and cloth were brought, she placed a pitcher oneach side of the bed and immersed Anubani’s hands in them. She dippedthe cloth in the water of the third pitcher and sponged Anubani’s body.The treatments seemed to have a soothing effect on the priest, for heclosed his eyes and fell asleep.
Ninsun used the respite to look about the somber room. Its walls werebare, lacking any decoration. A small altar was set up in one corner, and therewas the chest. Ninsun bent down to collect the items she had hastily thrownto the floor and began to put them back in the chest. She picked up a claytablet with writing upon it, and was about to throw it into the chest toowhen she noticed that its seal impression seemed familiar. She took a closerlook. It depicted a priest standing at an offering table before a seated goddess.The inscription read, “Enkullab, High Priest, servant of divine Ishtar.”
Ninsun wondered what such a tablet was doing in the possessionof a priest but went on putting the priest’s belongings into the chest.In a moment she picked up a terra-cotta plaque. It bore the images ofthe emblems of Marduk and Nabu, and Ninsun was aghast!
Horrified she looked at Anubani. His eyes were still closed. FranticallyNinsun sought the inscribed tablet and, finding it again, took it to where thelight was better. Her hands began to tremble as she read the inscribed text.
“Summon the Lady Ishtar!” she shouted toward the priests gatheredat the doorway. “Let her come here at once!”
There was no immediate reaction to Ninsun’s command, then therewere sounds of commotion and whispering. The High Priest appearedat the doorway.
“This is highly unusual,” he said. “And you have not told us, greatHealer, whether Anubani shall live or die.”
“It being highly unusual did not stop you from summoning me!”
Ninsun said angrily. “The malady is very grave. If you don’t want theplague to spread, summon the Lady Ishtar at once!”
So be it,” Enkullab said. He stepped back and ordered a priest toconvey Ninsun’s wish to the goddess Ishtar.
It was some time before Ishtar appeared at the doorway. She wasattired in her pilot’s garb, her ray-emitting baton in her hand. “Whyhave I been disturbed? Why have I been summoned to this dreary place?You’d better have a good explanation, Ninsun!” Ishtar said offensivelyas she entered the room.
She stopped short as she saw the immobile priest on his bed, hisbody covered with red spots, his hands soaking in the pitchers.
“Have you called me here so that I will contract the plague?” shedemanded.
Its nothing that can harm you,” Ninsun calmly replied. She pickedup the Tablet of Destinies for Ishtar to behold. “He was struck downhaving touched the handiwork of Anu.”
“Let me see this!” Ishtar said. She took the tablet and examined it.“It is indeed a Tablet of Destinies,” she said. “How did this priest comeby it?”
“He didn’t say but I think I know,” Ninsun told her. “It was insidethe handiwork of Anu that came down from the sky when the NewYear festival ended.”
“Why would a priest of mine take such a sacred tablet into hispossession?”
Whether he is a priest ol the Lady Ishtar is not certain,” Ninsunsaid. “I’ve found this among his belongings, in that chest.”
She handed Ishtar the terra-cotta plaque.
“The emblems of Marduk and Nabu!” Ishtar cried out. “My swornenemies!”
Ninsun nodded. “A traitor, a spy within the Sacred Precinct.”
“Betraying his own goddess, his High Priest!”
Ol that too one cannot be certain,” Ninsun answered. “I’ve alsofound this hidden in the chest . . .” She handed Ishtar the inscribedtablet. “Better read it before you utter another word.”
Ishtar recognized at once the High Priest’s seal. Her hands beganto shake with anger as she read the inscription. She glanced at Ninsun,who nodded her head toward the doorway, then she handed the threeobjects back to her.
“Let Enkullab come in, at once!” Ishtar commanded.
In a moment, the High Priest stepped hesitatingly into the room.He fell to his knees and bowed to Ishtar, then bowed his head towardNinsun.
“Great lady, Mistress of Erech,” he said. “A plague has struck withinthe Sacred Precinct. There must be transgression about. ... It will beatoned.”
“Who is this priest and how did he contract the plague?” Ishtardemanded, without motioning to the High Priest to get up.
“Anubani is his name, his task is handling supplies. An unimport-ant priest, little known to me personally,” Enkullab said. “His maladyto me is a mystery, great lady. If the Lady Ninsun has a cure, surely hehimself could tell us more?”
“He will be well enough to tell us more,” Ninsun said, looking atIshtar.
“Until then,” Ishtar said, “perhaps you can explain this?” Shereached for the plaque that Ninsun was holding and held it beforeEnkullab’s face.
“Sacrilege!” Enkullab shouted and covered his eyes with his hands.
“Indeed,” Ishtar replied. “How did this filth come to contaminatemy own Sacred Precinct?”
“I should have known better,” Enkullab said quickly. “Word wasbrought to me that Anubani’s comings and goings were not common.But he was ordained into the priesthood at the seminary in Nippur andthus was considered beyond suspicion.”
“Indeed,” Ishtar said. “And what about this, then?” She took andheld up the inscribed tablet. “This is your seal, isn’t it?”
Instinctively he touched the seal that hung irom the leather stringaround his neck. “It is my seal,” he affirmed.
“And the message on the tablet, is it your message?”
She thrust the tablet into his hand. He shifted as though he wouldstand up, but Ishtar pressed her baton on his shoulder. "On your knees!”she ordered.
Staying on his knees, he began to read the tablet. After reading the firstlines, his hands began to tremble and perspiration covered his forehead.
It is not what it seems,” he said in a shaky voice. “He wrote it. Askhim!”
"Did he forge the seal, your signet?” Ishtar asked angrily.
Its all a mistake! Enkullab pleaded. “It was he who sent wordabout Gilgamesh. . . . The intercepting was his idea!”
On his bed Anubani let out a muffled groan. They turned to lookat him, in time to see his hands jerk so violently that one of the pitchersoverturned, breaking into pieces, its water spilling on the floor. Ninsunbent over him, then stood up.
“He’ll never speak again,” she told them.
It s an omen! Enkullab shouted. “The evil one was struck down! Ihave not betrayed you, my lady. Let the great Lord Anu be my witness!”
There was a commotion in the doorway. It was caused by a palacecaptain with several soldiers.
‘We’ve been summoned to move a sick priest . . .” he began to say,then he saw the goddesses and fell to his knees. “Forgive me, I had notknown . . .”
The sick priest is dead, ’ Ishtar said. “Now get up and seize this onehere.” She pointed her baton at Enkullab. “He is to be tried for treach-ery and treason.”
No, it’s not so!” Enkullab cried, stretching out his tremblinghands. I am your most faithful servant. ... It was Gilgamesh who wasthe sinner, not I!”
“Take him away before I turn him to vapor!” Ishtar shouted. “Takehim to the White Temple and summon the priests and the Elders. Letthem witness the judgment of the great Lord Anu!”
Jumping to his feet, the captain put his hand on Enkullab’s shoul-der. “Get up and come with us,” he said.
But instead of getting up, Enkullab prostrated himself on the floor.
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“Get up!” the captain shouted. But Enkullab remained stretchedout on the floor.
Ninsun bent over the High Priest. She touched him, then lookedup at Ishtar.
“The Lord Anus judgment was swift,” she said. “The High Priestis dead.”
Ishtar looked at the dead Enkullab in disbelief. She turned hergaze to the lifeless body of Anubani. Then she stared at Ninsun, thecaptain, and the scattered objects on the wet floor.
“Why are you staring at me? Why are you all here?” she suddenlysaid loudly. “And what are all these filthy objects?”
She grabbed the plaque with the emblems of Marduk and Nabu onit and threw it to the floor, crushing it with her foot. “Get out, leave!”she yelled at them.
Ninsun hurried out, followed by the captain. Ishtar threw theinscribed tablet against the wall, smashing it to pieces.
“Traitors!” she shouted in rage. “Evildoers, filth!”
She stepped back toward the doorway and let a brilliant ray burstout of her baton. There was a thudding sound followed by a blaze. Ina moment the whole room was on fire. Ishtar took a step backward,watching the flames engulf the body of Anubani, then that of Enkullab.Suddenly feeling the heat ol the flames on her face, she turned andstrode out of the building.
The priests and soldiers who had been inside were now outside,huddled in groups. They were soon joined by other priests who hadbegun to run out of the building. All could see smoke rising throughthe latticework of the ceiling of Anubani’s room, then flames.
“Let the fire cleanse this place of evil!” Ishtar shouted. “Let thisplace be burnt to the ground!”
The priests and the soldiers bowed low at these words.
Ishtar looked around the large courtyard. She saw Ninsun andstrode over to face her. In her left hand Ishtar held the Tablet ofDestinies, and she raised it lor Ninsun to see. Her right hand held theWeapon of Brilliance and she pointed it at Ninsun.
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“Now tell me about the Tablet of Destinies,” she said.
“Gilgamesh found it inside the handiwork of Anu, on the nightof the falling stars,” Ninsun said. She spoke calmly, measuring herwords. “He thought it was an omen from Anu meant for him. Beingtwo-thirds divine, he was entitled . .
“Was it an omen for him?” Ishtar interjected.
“No ... it was a message meant for you. I was going to give it to youonce Gilgamesh was safely on his journey.”
“I can’t believe my own ears!” Ishtar said angrily. “First your sonsnatched a divine object not intended for him, then you dared keepfrom me Anus message?”
“It was all for the sake of Gilgamesh,” Ninsun said, bowing herhead.
“Damn you and damn your son!” Ishtar shouted, pointing thebaton at Ninsun.
“Punish me, but let Gilgamesh live,” Ninsun implored, raising hereyes to lace Ishtar.
Ishtar hesitated, then lowered her weapon. “This shall be thepunishment,” she said. “Doomed to remain on Earth, you shall seeGilgamesh forever seeking life and never finding it!”
And having spoken thus, she turned and walked away.
It was about the time that Enkullab, the High Priest, was struck downby the unseen hand of the Lord of Heaven that a peculiar sight appearedto those aboard the king’s ship.
Until then the sailing had been uneventful—except for the thrilland novelty of finding oneself upon the surface of seemingly endlesswaters, with no land to be seen on either side. This was an experienceand a sight never before encountered by Gilgamesh or Enkidu or thefifty heroes that accompanied them. The latter had burst into song asthe ship left the marshes of Eridu and entered the Lower Sea proper,and Gilgamesh, recalling his own youthful days, joined in. Then, as thewinds died down from time to time and the heroes had to lend thesailors a hand and help with the rowing, a routine of sorts settled uponthe passengers and the crew. To relieve it, Gilgamesh organized weaponsexercises, and Enkidu, though generally subdued and unparticipating,obliged by giving wrestling lessons.
And so, as night followed day and day followed night, the shipmade good progress southward.
The ship’s former owner, Lugulbal by name, who had been retainedto continue as the ship’s captain and navigator, occasionally sailed theship closer to the right-hand shore to get his bearings. He explained thatthey were going to follow the contours of the Land of the Shagaz, firstin the Lower Sea until they had reached the spot where its lips cametogether, then parallel to the coastline until the Sea of the Ancients wasreached. Then, he said, they would sail with the rising sun, not on theirleft as in the beginning, but on their right. At the tip of the Sea of the
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Ancients, he said, lay Magan. Toward the end of the voyage, on theirright, they would sail by Tilmun. There, he warned, one should notlinger at all, and if Enkidu must be let off, it should be done right aftersunrise, when the spirits of the dead and the demons of the condemnedgods take their rest.
It was on one of these approaches to the coastline—at about thetime the fateful events were taking place in Erech—that the skies weresuddenly filled with heavy clouds, which cast dark shadows upon theship. Usually such clouds, the captain explained, augured the approachol a storm. But this time, even the breezes that filled the ship’s sails dieddown, and an eerie silence settled upon the sea.
By the great lords! ’ Lugulbal said, “I’ve never seen such a contrarysight. . .. Storm clouds in the sky, a death stillness upon the waters.” Heordered the crew and heroes to take to the oars. “Let’s move closer toland. We might be safer there.”
But as they began to row their fear grew, for as the ship moved closerto the shore the heavy clouds seemed to move likewise, so that the darkshadows continued to engulf the ship. A distance away, in all directions,they could see the sun’s bright rays playing upon the waters. However,the ship, even as it moved, was under the darkness. The sound of therowing was also peculiar, for the oars, as they entered and left the water,made hardly a splashing sound.
By the great lords!” Lugulbal said. “A demon is swallowing thesounds!”
“Take us back into the midst of the sea,” Enkidu, who had spokenlittle until then, suddenly said.
“We are almost near the beach, let us anchor and be near the safetyol land,” Lugulbal said, pointing with his hand. And indeed they werenear the flat coast.
“I see a man!” the lookout, who had climbed up one of the masts,shouted.
They looked in the direction indicated by him. Up ahead to theirleft a promontory arose from the flatness of the coastline, and uponit they could see the silhouette of a man. He was tall and broad, his
immense body covered with a black wrap. The closer they came, thelarger the man looked. He wore an odd-shaped helmet, the likes ofwhich none of them had seen before; it covered most of his face.
“It’s a giant!” one of the heroes cried out.
“It’s a demon!” shouted one of the sailors.
“It’s a god, not a man,” Enkidu said.
“Stop the rowing! Don’t come closer to the coast!” Lugulbul ordered.
Abandoning the oars, everyone crowded the deck, straining to viewthe strange apparition. The stillness was still all around them; the sea wascalm, the sails hung limp—with not even a breeze to fill them. The man,or whosoever he was, stood atop the promontory, as still as a statue.
The gods’ fear in them, some of the sailors fell to their knees andbegan to pray for their lives. “We are doomed! We are doomed!” theybegan to shout, ignoring the captain’s commands to stop hollering. Theheroes, filled with apprehension, looked at Gilgamesh, seeking his reassur-ance, his leadership.
“By the life of Ninsun, my mother who gave birth to me!” Gilgameshsaid loudly for all to hear, “have I become as a child who sits bewilderedat his mother’s knee? By the life of my forefather Lugalbanda, hero ofheroes! Give me my weapon and I will fight this man, if a man he be, orthis god, if a god he is!”
But even before Gilgamesh’s armor and weapons could be fetched forhim, the lookout cried out again: “Look! Look! He . . . the man . . .” Hewas lost for words, but his cry alerted them to set their eyes on the prom-ontory. There, the being threw off his mantle, revealing a pair of wings.In each of his hands he held a circular object by its handle. His upperbody was bare; its lower part was covered with a tight-fitting garment.
As they all stood dumbfounded on the deck, the Winged Beingturned the object in his right hand. They could see a brightness rush-ing out of it, and in an instant the ship was awash in a sunlike glare.Then the brightness dimmed, and the Winged Being turned theobject in his left hand. A brightness similar to the first one engulfedthe ship. Then as it dimmed, the initial light flared up once more.Again and again the two brightnesses replaced each other, and as they
did, the ship began to turn slowly, then faster and faster, until it wasin a dizzying spin.
As the ropes and gear and bags and jars began to churn about, allwho were on board had to hold on to something lest they be thrownabout. There were shouts of fear and helplessness as sailors and heroesfell and hurt themselves. Holding on to each other and to the ship’smasts, Gilgamesh and Enkidu tried to stand steady, even as the shipspun faster and faster, drawn ever closer to the shore as it did so.
“It’s a whirlwind!” Gilgamesh shouted to Enkidu.
“A whirlwind not of sand but of water!” Enkidu shouted back. “Thewater is rising!”
He let go of the mast with one hand and pointed to the sea.Gilgamesh looked in amazement. All around the spinning ship thewater was rising!
“The ship is sinking!” Enkidu shouted. “Jump! Jump off the ship!”
Lest Gilgamesh did not understand him, Enkidu gestured with hishands. But having let go of his hold, Enkidu was now tossed away andimmediately caught in the whirling pile of objects and men. Trying tocatch his comrade, Gilgamesh also let go of his hold and was at oncecaught by the whirlwind. He flailed his hands aimlessly until he feltEnkidu’s strong hand catching him by the arm. They were a few stepsaway from the ship’s side, and with a mighty shove, Enkidu pushedthe mass of tangled people, objects, and debris out of his way, pullingGilgamesh with him. The water was already at the deck’s level whenEnkidu jumped off, still holding on firmly to Gilgamesh.
“Swim away!” Enkidu shouted, striking the water with his free hand.
“I can’t!” Gilgamesh shouted back. “The water is pulling me down!”
For a moment they were both below the surface, but Enkidu’s mightystrokes pulled them up for a gasp of air. Again and again they sank, onlyto be pulled up by Enkidu. Then, abruptly, the pull of the water stopped,and all was serene.
They looked about them. The ship was not to be seen. They divedand saw that it had sunk to the bottom. In the clear water they could seeits sailors and the heroes entangled in the ropes and debris, floating in
grotesque positions, their eyes wide open as though they were still alive.But they were all dead.
Ascending to the surface of the sea, Enkidu tugged at Gilgamesh andthey began to swim toward the shore. It was not as near as it had seemedfrom the ship’s deck, but they finally reached it.
They lay on the yellow sand, exhausted and speechless for a while.Then Gilgamesh, feeling stronger, got up to survey the place. The beachstretched endlessly in both directions as lar as the eye could see. The seawas calm, the clouds were gone, a breeze was blowing gently. He turnedto survey the land. Some distance from the shore sand dunes arose, andsomewhat to the left he could see the promontory on which the demonhad stood.
“The Winged One, the demon, is gone,” he said to Enkidu.
Enkidu did not respond. Gilgamesh came over to him. UnlikeGilgamesh, he still lay exhausted. His lips were moving, but instead ofspeaking, he was repeatedly spitting.
“What ails you?” Gilgamesh asked.
Enkidu spat again and again. “There was salt in the water,” hemurmured.
“Salty and bitter, not at all like the waters ol our land,” Gilgameshsaid.
“It’s my undoing, Gilgamesh!” Enkidu groaned. “My creator, theLord Enki, warned me. ‘Touch not salt to your lips, for it will be yourundoing!’ he said!”
“I’ll look about for some sweet water to wash your lips,” Gilgameshtold his friend.
He returned to the beach but nothing had washed ashore Irom thesunken ship. He climbed the sand dunes but all he could see beyond wasa wilderness. There were bushes growing atop the dunes, bearing a grape-like fruit, and on tasting it Gilgamesh found it edible and juicy. He atesome and brought some to Enkidu, squeezing the juice into his comrade’smouth. Swallowing the juice made Enkidu feel somewhat better.
“Who could have done this evil thing?” Gilgamesh wondered.
“Whoever pursued us when we sailed up the river,” Enkidu said.
“Each time you leave Erech, each time you journey in search of Everlife,your ship is attacked! Go back, Gilgamesh, accept that to which man isfated!”
“Defeat I will not accept,” Gilgamesh said. “To the Place of theRocketships I shall journey, even if 1 have to walk there! And you, Enkidu,shall march there with me!”
Enkidu raised his arm weakly. “Go back,” he said, pointing in thedirection they had come. “As for me, my muscles are melting, my innardsare burning down, weakness attacks my limbs. . . . This is my end,Gilgamesh.”
Enkidu nodded his head as he spoke. His body began to shake uncon-trollably. Gilgamesh embraced him. There was fear in Enkidu’s eyes.
“Fear not, Enkidu!” Gilgamesh said, “for I will summon the helpof the Lord Utu!” He put his hand to his neck to bring out the stonethat whispers, but there was nothing hanging from the cord. Frantic,Gilgamesh searched inside his clothes, then threw them off to bettersearch. The Tablet of Destinies, stuck well into an inside pocket, wasthere—but not the stone that whispers.
“It must have been torn off during the whirlwind,” Gilgamesh said.
Enkidu’s eyes followed the frantic searches. “Let me pray to yourLord Utu,” he said, “with or without the stone.” He turned his face heav-enward. “Oh great lord, bright Shamash, protector of those who journey.A mother who gives birth I had none, a father did not engender me. In achamber I had been created artfully by the Lord Enki. ... If my fate hascome to devour me, my end I shall face in peace. But as for Gilgamesh,my comrade, the Lady Ninsun to him gave birth, and you were his godfa-ther! Give him the Everlife to which he is entitled!”
Gilgamesh felt a squeezing in his heart. “Oh my friend,” he said. “Mytrue and loyal comrade!”
But Enkidu no longer heard him, for a coma had seized him. Hisshivering ceased and he lay stiff and still. His eyes were open, bulging,and immobile. Death was devouring him from within.
“Enkidu!” Gilgamesh cried out. “You have conquered with methe most awesome creatures, you have scaled with me the mountains!
Don’t yield to the demon that devours you! Fight, fight back!”
But Enkidu lay still. Gilgamesh lifted his comrade’s head; it felllimply back. He touched his heart; there was no beat. Enkidu was dead.
For seven days and seven nights Gilgamesh mourned Enkidu, unwill-ing to accept this fate. Only when he saw a worm fall out of his comrade’snostril did he bow to the will of Namtar, the bringer of death. He gath-ered stones and pebbles and covered Enkidu’s lifeless body with them.
“Let this be your tomb, a monument to a fallen hero,” he said. Thenhe sat down and wept bitterly.
“When I die, shall I be like Enkidu, with a worm in my nostrils?” hecried out, with no one to answer.
* * *
Gilgamesh wandered away from the shore that day. At night he lay awake,gazing at the star-filled skies. Not having been trained in the priesthood,he knew little of the ways of the Heavens. Which was the star of Anuand which of Ishtar? He did not know. The Moon, which stood in theHeavens for Sin, the father of Utu, was the only celestial god of the nightthat he recognized. After a while it occurred to Gilgamesh that this toohad a meaning: the House of Sin, whose offspring were Ishtar and hernightly star and Utu and his sun that ruled the day, would accept hisprayers and grant him protection.
He uttered to them a short prayer. “Great lords of Heaven and Earth,let me not perish in the wasteland. Give me the strength to continue onmy journey, and show me the way to the Place of the Rocketships that Imay meet my ancestor Ziusudra!”
Having said his prayer, a peaceful fatigue settled over him and he sleptthrough the night. He awakened to see the sun rising, indicating whereeast was. His prayers, Gilgamesh knew, had been answered. Utu, travelingin the skies westward, had just indicated to him the way to Tilmun.
He uprooted the largest bush he could find and from its stem hemade himself a walking stick. From a shorter branch he made anotherstick on which, balanced on his shoulders, he hung as many clusters ofthe grapelike fruit as he could. The experience he had gained on his previ-
ous journey in the wilderness with Enkidu was of vital help to him now.He followed the ravines, knowing that he could find subterranean waterbelow their dry beds. He ate berries of all kinds. The wilderness, teemingwith life especially at night, supplied rodents that he killed with a blowand ate the raw flesh. He found rest by day in the shadow of boulders,and advanced toward his goal by night, constantly seeing in his mind themap his mother had shown him of the land route to Tilmun.
The terrain, undulating sand dunes near the sea, changed its shapesand colors to reddish rocks as he progressed. He reached and climbedmountains of gray and black formations and found in their midst streamsof sweet water from which he drank his fill and in which he bathed, giv-ing relief to his swollen feet and his dried-out skin.
The life around him was also changing. In addition to rodentsand snakes and lizards and scorpions he could now see hares and smallmountain goats, and the wolves and jackals that preyed on them. Andhe also began to see wild deer and antelopes and gazelles, and thewild leopards and panthers that preyed on them—and the lions thatmastered them all.
The paths he trod were unbeaten, the mountains he climbed wereunnamed. The days that had passed he stopped counting. Then one dayhe saw in the distance a caravan of camels, and fearing they were Shagazpeople, he hid that they should not see him. But he realized he was near-ing human habitations and that the crossing of the wilderness on footwould soon be accomplished.
He saw in the distance a mountain pass, and set his course toward it.But before he had reached it, he heard the roaring of lions. He hid againsta boulder, but the lions had seen him; a male and a female they were. Hepulled out his dagger to defend himself as the female strained upon herhind legs to jump on him, but he stumbled and fell backward and thelioness missed him, landing just beside him. With all the strength in him,Gilgamesh stuck his dagger into her heart as she rolled on her side to getup. The animal let out an anguished roar and fell dead.
Now the male lion was upon Gilgamesh. He was weaponless, for hisdagger remained stuck in the lioness. His hand found a rock and he hit
the lion between the eyes with it, then wrestled the animal with his barehands just as Enkidu had taught him to do.
The animal bit and scratched him, but he locked his hands aroundits neck and did not let go no matter how much the lion writhed andtwisted. Tighter and tighter he pressed his hold around the beast’s neck,until he strangled it.
He stood up and viewed the two dead beasts, immense in size. Now,I am king of the wilderness, he said to himself. He pulled the dagger outof the dead lioness, then he skinned her and of her majestic skin, he madehimself a coat. Ravens and other wild birds began to fill the sky above theplace, and he decided to move on.
At the mountain pass he saw heaped stones supporting a stone col-umn on which the symbol of the crescent was carved, and he realized thathe had reached the domain of the Lord Sin. He had crossed the Land ofthe Shagaz and the dominions of Marduk!
He made the place his overnight station. As he slept he had a dream:He was in the midst of a celebration—people were singing and dancing,rejoicing in life. When he awoke, he knew that the dream was a goodomen. He added a stone to the pile of stones supporting the column, andsaying a silent prayer to the Lords Sin and Utu, proceeded through themountain pass.
Now he could see from the heights a great plain below. Red-huedmountains contained a greenish body of water. Through the haze risingfrom the vast lake he could see the image of a walled city, its whitenessshimmering in the distance. Recalling his mother’s map, he knew that hehad reached the Sea of Salt, where passes could lead him to Tilmun.
The descent was hotter and more arduous than he had expected. Themountains sloped steeply toward the inland sea, which seemed to be evenlower than it had initially seemed. The birds that had been so conspicu-ous in the mountains were absent here, and Gilgamesh realized that theplace was immersed in an eerie silence, unbroken by the cries of birds orbeasts. The haze rising from the waters was now as thick as vapor, and thesun, directly overhead, was beating on his head a deadly heat.
A great fear seized Gilgamesh, for he felt as though he was descend-
ing into the netherworld. The fear made him quicken his steps. He was atthe foot ol the mountains, at the beginning of the plain. In the heat andvapor he could no longer see the city. But as he advanced, he suddenly sawa house, standing all alone, surrounded by clusters of date palms.
Exhilarated by the sight, Gilgamesh directed his steps toward thehouse. As he neared it, he noticed a woman seated on a stool outside.She was eating from a bowl and taking sips from a jug. There were goatsand pigs about.
"Oh woman!" Gilgamesh shouted as his stride turned into a run. “Isthere beer in your jug, porridge in your bowl?”
The woman was startled to hear the shouted words. She lookedup and was scared by the sight that she saw: an animal-clad man hold-ing a long staff in his hand, his hair grown wild, his beard long andunkempt, his face dark as clay, and his nails as long and sharp as that ofan eagle’s. She uttered a cry of fear and ran into the house, bolting thedoor behind her.
"Oh woman!” Gilgamesh shouted, as he came to the door. “Be notafraid! I am a wayfarer from afar. My belly has shrunk. Let me sip ofyour beer and taste of your porridge and I’ll be on my way!”
“Go away, beastly man!” the woman shouted from behind the door.“Go back to your wilderness!”
Only then did Gilgamesh realize how horrible he looked. He threwoil the lion’s skin and with his hands straightened out his hair andbeard as best as he could. Then he knocked with his staff on the door.
"Woman!” he said loudly, “I am neither beastly nor a dweller of thewilderness. I am Gilgamesh, king ofErech!”
There was silence behind the door, and Gilgamesh knocked moreforcefully on it. “Open up, or I’ll smash your door!” he shouted.
"Of Gilgamesh and his exploits in the Cedar Forest many tales aretold,” the woman answered from behind the locked door. “If Gilgameshyou are, tell me the name of the forest’s watchman, the nature of theslain beast!”
“I am he who vanquished Huwawa, the forest’s guardian, and slewthe Bull ol Heaven. I am Gilgamesh!”
“Why then are your cheeks wasted and your face sunken? Whyare you here?”
“Open up and save me from starvation,” Gilgamesh told her, “ifyou want to know my tale.”
Carefully the woman opened the door. She looked him over again,then she let him in. She poured water on his hands so that he couldwash his face, then gave him goat milk to drink. She served him por-ridge and he satisfied his hunger. Then she brought out a jug of ale,and sipping it with a straw, he quenched his thirst.
“I am Siduri,” she said, “the ale woman. I have lived here by myselfever since I was widowed. Now tell me your story.”
I am Gilgamesh, king of Erech, a great city in the Edin. In mycity, Man dies. ‘Man, the tallest, cannot reach the Heavens, andLife the gods have kept for themselves,’ so the saying goes. But I,Gilgamesh, am two-thirds divine. The offspring of the Lord Utu Iam, the son of divine Ninsun . . .”
He fell silent, sinking into unspoken memories.
“Go on,” Siduri said. “You promised me the whole story.”
The gods sent me a comrade, a valiant companion. Enkidu hewas called, for the Lord Enki had artfully created him. But evenhe met mankind’s fate! Since his passing, I’ve found no rest. I’veroamed the steppe and crossed the wilderness.” He paused again.“Now that you’ve heard my story, ale woman, my appearance you canunderstand.”
“Your appearance but not your roaming,” Siduri replied, staring athim. “How long is it since you bathed your body, washed your head,worn clean garments . . . felt warmth in your bed?”
For the first time since his ship had sunk, Gilgamesh chuckled. “Iwill share your bed, Siduri, but not for long. There’s a purpose to myroaming. In search of a forefather, Ziusudra he’s called, I’ve come thisway. I wish to speak to him about Everlife.”
“Where is this man whom you call Ziusudra, and how will youreach him?”
In Tilmun,’ Gilgamesh said. “I was to reach that land by ship,
but she sunk. I’ve since made my way on foot. . . . I’ve seen a city inthe distance. Its merchants must have caravans?”
“That city is called Moon-City. To the Lord Sin it was dedicated,but its people have been converted to the worship of Marduk. Tothose who remained laithful to the House of Sin, a choice was given:leave or die! My husband and I built this house, for seeds grow herethat turn the juice of the dates into ale. Even after he died, I went onliving here, an outcast. And yet the townspeople come here for my ale,giving me my necessities in exchange.”
“If the people have converted to the worship of Marduk,”Gilgamesh said, “they are anathema to me. I must find another way tocross the sea and reach the land beyond it.”
“Never was there a mortal who could achieve that,” Siduri toldhim. She opened the door and pointed to the shimmering waters. “Itis a Sea of Death; nothing can stay alive in it. And the mountains sur-rounding it are barren too, like an oven by day and a freezing deathby night. The wilderness that you crossed is like a teeming gardenin comparison.” She turned to face him. “Why don’t you stay here,Gilgamesh? Be my spouse, and let me delight in a little one!”
Gilgamesh had his gaze fixed upon the silent sea. “There must bea way to cross it,” he murmured. “A raft . . .”
Siduri took his hand in hers. “Stay here for a while, and a secretI’ll tell you.”
“Woman!” Gilgamesh cried out. “I will stay with you a sevenful ifyou show me a way to cross the sea!”
She took his hand and pressed it on her bosom. “A child, a littleone to hold my hand. . . . You’ll stay long enough for me to conceive?”
Touching her bosom aroused in Gilgamesh a warmth as he hadnot known for many months.
He put his hands around her waist. “Tell me the secret and I willgrant your wish.”
“The waters are indeed waters of death,” she said, “and no one hasever arrived from across the sea . . . except for Urshanabi.”
“Urshanabi?”
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“The boatman of those who live forever. He has rocks that float andhe crosses the sea without touching the water. Once a month, when themoon is fully bright, he comes over. He brings me beads of turquoiseand carnelian; I give him goat milk and ale. Stay with me, Gilgamesh,until he comes. Let him see your face. Should he like you, he will takeyou across.”
“So be it,” Gilgamesh replied. “Now come, help me wash and trimmy hair and bearci and cut my nails, that I should be a fitting mate foryour loins.”
“For that you’ll have to undress,” she said, and broke into laughter.
* * *
On the appointed day, Urshanabi arrived. He was short and broad-shouldered and in a way he reminded Gilgamesh of Enkidu. But hishands, though muscled, were thinner and he was older than anyoneGilgamesh had ever seen. His hair and long beard were all white, likethe purest silver. He brought for Siduri beads of translucent carnelianand green-blue turquoise, and said not a word.
“This is Gilgamesh, king of Erech,” Siduri said as Gilgamesh steppedto the door. Urshanabi said nothing.
“I have come this way to behold my forefather Ziusudra,” Gilgameshsaid. “I ranged and wandered over lands without count; I traversed dif-ficult mountains that have no name. My body was not sated with sweetsleep; I fretted myself with wakefulness. I filled my joints with misery.My clothing was used up. I slew the bear and the hyena and the pan-ther. Of the creeping things of wilderness I ate; of the flesh of the stagand the ibex I had my share. Then I killed the lions. I ate their flesh andtheir skins I wrapped about me as a mantle . . .”
“Why?” Urshanabi interrupted him.
“Man dies,” Gilgamesh said, “but Ziusudra has not died. This is thematter I wish to discuss with him, for I too do not intend to die!”
“He is the son of Ninsun the goddess; the Lord Utu is his forefa-ther,” Siduri interjected when Urshanabi kept quiet. “He is two-thirdsdivine.”
Chapter Thirteen >- 207
"Why then do you seek Ziusudra?” Urshanabi asked, puzzled."That is what has been fated for me,” Gilgamesh replied. He tookout of his garment the Tablet of Destinies. “It is the handiwork of theLord of Lords, the great Anu,” he said.
The two looked at the curious object. “What do the markingsmean?” Siduri asked.
"They depict the route to Heaven,” Gilgamesh answered.
“Why then do you seek Ziusudra?” Urshanabi asked again.
“He knows the secret of being taken aloft by the gods,” Gilgameshsaid. “You speak as though you know of him . . .”
“Perhaps,” Urshanabi replied.
“If you do, show me the way!” Gilgamesh exclaimed. “I am divineoffspring, I tell you! Here, look at my hands!” He held his hands out sothat they could see the scar of the sixth finger.
"By the great gods!” Siduri said, awed. “He is one of the Healers,and with a child by him I am blessed!”
Urshanabi examined the king’s extended hands and nodded hishead.
"Since time is remembered,” he said, “none dared cross the sea.Poisonous is the place of departure, and so is the place of arriving, andin between stretch the waters of death. But being two-thirds divine,you might survive the crossing. There are stones that float on the shore,black as the darkest night. You must tread on them between shore andboat. Then, as we sail, I will row, and you with long poles shall propel
the boat. But make sure your hands don’t touch the water, for death is
■ • »
in it.
“I understand,” Gilgamesh replied.
“Come then, let us go,” Urshanabi said.
Siduri put some porridge in a bowl and ale in a jar and handedthem to Gilgamesh. “Will you come back?” she asked. “Will you seeyour child?”
"I shall go where I am fated to go,” Gilgamesh said, and he left withUrshanabi.
Careful to step only on the stones that floated, Gilgamesh followedUrshanabi into the boat. Its keel was shaped like a crescent and it hadbut one seat, for the one who rows. Urshanabi sat down and took holdof the oars, nodding toward two long poles with which the boat wasalso provided.
“Sailing by myself,” Urshanabi said, “I cut across the sea, arriving onthe other side by nightfall. But with a passenger, the oars alone won’tdo. You’ll have to heave-ho with a pole, and we’ll have to hug the shore-line so that you can make contact with the bottom. How long we’ll besailing will depend on how mightily you push.”
Gilgamesh examined the poles. They were wooden and unusuallystraight and long. He wondered why the boat was equipped with them.
“I thought no one beside you crosses the waters,” he said.
“I am only a boatman,” Urshanabi answered. “Give us a shove andlet’s sail away.”
They journeyed the whole day, hugging the shoreline. The sun,until it set, beat on them mercilessly. Urshanabi was silent the wholetime, only grimacing now and again to show his annoyance at the slowprogress.
“Alone, I would have been across by now,” he finally said. “We’llanchor here for the night.”
They tied up to a large boulder protruding from the water.Urshanabi fell asleep right away, but Gilgamesh lay awake most of thenight. While he slept he had no dreams, and thus no omens of what wasin store for him.
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In the morning they resumed the journey. Urshanabi, grumbling tohimself, stood up from time to time to peer into the distance. Realizingthat his host’s patience was running out, Gilgamesh began to pushharder on the poles. He also tried to do it faster, counting the shovesout loud: “One and second, three and fourth, five and sixth . ..” On thetwenty-sixth shove the pole broke.
Urshanabi looked at Gilgamesh, despair in his eyes, saying nothing.
Gilgamesh was about to pick up the second pole when, feeling abreeze and seeing the waves, an idea occurred to him. Taking off hisgarment, he held the cloth aloft with spread hands, thus creating amakeshift sail. It took him a few moments to position the sail cor-rectly, but then the breeze filled up the cloth and the boat began tomove.
Urshanabi smiled and abandoned the coastline, directing the boatstraight across the sea. By nightfall they had reached the other side.
“A course of a month and fifteen days it would have been by land, ifyou could ever make it,” Urshanabi said. “We’ll stay here the night, butyou must leave me in the morning.”
I thank you, Gilgamesh said, “and the gods will bless you too.Now tell me, Urshanabi, which way shall I go from here?”
“Go in the direction of the setting sun,” Urshanabi told him. “Aftera three-day march, you will reach the Portals of Heaven, as some callthem. They are stone columns erected as a gate. A path leads from therewestward, toward the city of Itla and the great sea beyond. Turn leftand pass through the portal, and your feet shall bring you to a rangeof mountains. Seven are its peaks and six are its passes. They surroundthe plain where the rocketships ascend and descend. But be forewarned!The passes are guarded by godlike beings. Their terror is awesome,their glance is death. Their dreaded beam sweeps the mountains and itstouch makes mortals melt away!”
“I am no mortal, I am two-thirds divine,” Gilgamesh said. “To seekout Ziusudra, to reach the Place of the Rocketships, I am determined!”
Do as you please,” Urshanabi said. “I will sail off again on the nextfull moon. Be here if you wish to cross back with me.” Having said that,
he left Gilgamesh on the shore and went alone to spend the night in theboat.
It did not take Gilgamesh long to fall asleep. Dreams came to himat night, visions of skyships and falling stars. He awoke fully rested atsunrise.
The boat and Urshanabi were gone.
Gilgamesh cast his eyes about him. Except for the shimmering sea,there was utter desolation in every direction. He sat down, completelydisheartened, and tears came to his eyes. Had he been fooled by the oldman Urshanabi? And come to think of it, who was Urshanabi and whatwas he doing in this wilderness?
Thirst and hunger jolted Gilgamesh out of his gloomy thoughts. Heate and drank of the provisions Siduri had given him, leaving some foranother meal. The sun was moving in the skies and Gilgamesh decidedto follow its course, as Urshanabi had indicated.
On the third day Gilgamesh saw the Portals of Heaven. The twocolumns, connected by a horizontal lintel stone, indeed stood as a gate.As he neared the portal he saw that there was a carving on the lintelstone, that of a Winged Disc. It was the emblem of Nibiru, the homeplanet of the gods.
On the western horizon the sun was setting, reddening the skies.In that direction, according to Urshanabi, lay the city of Itla. A city!Houses, temples, people, food, even a bed to sleep in! Should he abandonhis risky search and go there or keep on seeking his fate in the wilderness?Gilgamesh knew not what to do, and he wished Utu would send himan omen.
He found a large stone and made it his pillow, and lay down for thenight by the mute stone columns.
He was awakened in the morning by the cries of an eagle. It flewabout the sky in great circles, crying to an unseen mate. Soon it musthave noticed Gilgamesh, for it flew down and after circling the placewhere he was, landed atop the portal. It eyed Gilgamesh for a fewmoments then took off again, this time straight toward the mountainrange that rose beyond the portal.
Gilgamesh watched the giant bird until it disappeared, and then heknew that it was an omen from Utu, the commander of the Eagles. Heraised his hands in prayer. “Oh Utu, great lord,” he said, “establish yourprotection over me, let me walk in the shade of your wings! Bring mesafely to the Place of the Rocketships, let me find Ziusudra!”
Then he stepped gingerly through the portalled gate, and set hissteps toward the mountain range.
The terrain he was covering by an unbeaten path sloped higher andhigher as he advanced, and the ground changed from sand and gravelto one of stones and rocks. By noontime, when the sun was right abovehim, he found shade under a rock outcropping and sat down to rest. Itwas then that he noticed ahead reddish flashes on the mountain. Hegot up and watched the sight in amazement, for what he saw was likea fire that kept bursting out without appearing to consume anything.
Awed and excited by the sight, Gilgamesh set his steps toward it. Ashe came nearer, the flame flashed up and its glow—a terrible reddishbrilliance—struck Gilgamesh. He shielded his eyes but did so too late toavoid being temporarily blinded. Again and again the brilliant glow struckhim and each time he was blinded, but each time his eyesight returned.
“What manner of stranger are you?” a voice shouted at him.“Advance that we may look you over!”
The voice came from the same direction as the flame. Gilgameshadvanced toward it, climbing up the rocks. As he ascended, a prom-ontory came into view. Two beings stood upon it, wearing peculiarhelmets with sticklike protrusions from their centers, and girdles thatwere too long and hung like tails. They were manning a circular devicemounted on a pole.
“Who are you?” one of the beings shouted to Gilgamesh, “that ourrays don’t make your flesh melt away? Are you a god, not a man?”
I am Gilgamesh, king of Erech,” he said, advancing toward them.I am the son of the goddess Ninsun. I am two-thirds divine.”
You must be, or you’d be dead by now,” one of the beings agreed.“What matter brings you here? This is forbidden land, the gods’ FourthRegion!”
“That indeed is my destination,” Gilgamesh said. “If you are the land’sguardians, a sign from the great Lord Anu I have with me to show you.”
He took out the tablet that his mother had given him and showedit to the guardians, who examined it in turns.
“It looks like a Tablet of Destinies, but it’s not,” one of them said.“It is marked with the writing of the people, and the material is ofEarth, not of Nibiru.” He threw the tablet in the air, directing a beamat it from the circular device. The tablet fell down intact, but was nowscorched and deformed on one side.
“Indeed so,” Gilgamesh said as he retrieved the tablet. “This is areplica—made by my mother the goddess—of a real Tablet of Destiniesthat was directed to me in a handiwork of Anu, from the Heavensdescended. The original, too sacred to be carried about, in her safekeep-ing has remained.”
“Even so,” one of the guardians said, “no one can enter the forbid-den zone without permission.”
“I have the blessing of the Lord Utu,” Gilgamesh said. “Of his off-spring I am, with a divine sixth finger I am endowed.” He showed themhis hands.
“Not even a god can enter without permission,” a guardian said.“The Place of the Rocketships can be reached only by authorizedskyships.”
“Ziusudra, my ancestor, is there,” Gilgamesh said. “I must speakwith him. It is a matter of life and death! I beg you, let me through!”
“Ziusudra,” one of the guardians said, “lives in this region, but notat the Place of the Rocketships. He lives in a secluded valley, alone withhis wife.”
“If not at the Place of the Rocketships, give me admittance to thevalley of Ziusudra, then!”
“No one can travel these mountain passes!” one of the guardianssaid emphatically.
“But there is another way, a tunnel . . .” the other one added.
“Only one who seeks certain death will travel it!” the first oneexplained. “It extends for twelve leagues inside the mountain. Dense is
its darkness, suffocating its air. It is a tunnel from bygone days, whenthe rebellious Lord Zu sought refuge in these parts.”
If I don’t find Ziusudra I’ll perish anyway,” Gilgamesh told them.“Lead me to the tunnel!”
The guardian looked at his comrade, who nodded. “Follow me,” hesaid to Gilgamesh.
He led him to a path along the rim of the mountain until theyreached a large solid boulder that blocked their way. There he tookout a baton from his girdle and directed it at the boulder. Without anysound an opening unfolded, as though an unseen hand was opening thedoor’s bolts.
Gilgamesh stood bewildered and awed. “I’ve never seen such magic,”he told them.
The guardian raised his hand. “The way begins with stairs,” he said,“very slippery they are. Tread carefully!”
And before Gilgamesh could thank him, he turned and left.
Holding on to the walls of the narrow opening, Gilgamesh beganto go down the stairs. He entered a cavernous area; by the light com-ing from the entrance he could see a tunnel ahead. He went towardthe tunnel, but by the time he had reached it the outer opening closedup as silently as it had opened, and Gilgamesh found himself in totaldarkness. He felt the walls until he found the tunnel. Its width wassuch that he could feel both walls with his outstretched hands; the wallsfelt smooth to the touch. The floor was also smooth, but his feet feltgrooves across it that made the walking less slippery. The ceiling wastoo high for him to reach, and he had no way of knowing the tunnel’sheight.
Like a blind man he walked cautiously, touching the walls with hishands and probing the floor with his feet. After what Gilgamesh hadestimated to be one double-hour, he reached an intersection where thetunnel split in two. As he stopped to make up his mind as to whichway to go, he saw—or imagined he saw—a flickering light, like thatof a dying oil lamp, in one direction. He went into that branch of thetunnel, finding himself again in total darkness. He could feel, however,
that the tunnel seemed to curve and slope down. He walked for atleast, he thought, another double hour, getting nowhere, and he beganto wonder whether he was not following a circle that would bring himback to the tunnel’s entrance . . .
On and on he walked, slipping now and then, or stumbling on arock that must have fallen from the ceiling. By the fifth double-hourhe sat down exhausted, pondering his situation. He dozed off, and inhis half-conscious state he could see secret doors opening in the tun-nel’s walls, revealing oddly dressed gods performing magical functions.When he came to and opened his eyes, he could see none of these sightsand he knew not whether he was seeing things or just dreaming of them.
Rested, he got up and resumed his cautious advance. After anotherdouble-hour he began to smell a foul smell, and after a while he saw abrightness ahead. The odor was overpowering as he neared the bright-ness, but he proceeded nevertheless and reached a huge cavern whoserock walls arched smoothly to form a ceiling over a subterranean lake.The smell and the brightness were given off by the waters, which had ayellowish color. Mystified, Gilgamesh touched the water with his hand;he felt a burning sensation and quickly withdrew it.
On the other side of the lake he could see, by the eerie light, thecontinuation of the tunnel, and he wondered how he might get across.He searched for a way to go around the lake, but in most places the cav-ernous walls were so sheer at the waters’ surface that there was no wayto go without stepping into the water. He found a small rock and threwit in to gauge the depth, but could not hear the rock hitting bottom,and he concluded that the lake was very deep.
He was about to give up when, as he searched the lake’s circumfer-ence, he saw a niche in the rocky wall. He looked in, and there was asmall wooden boat lying there, a single small oar inside it. He draggedthe boat and placed it in the water, then heaved it off as he jumped in.With the oar he moved the boat to the other side of the lake, amazedthat neither the launching of the boat nor his rowing made any sound.It was as though the cavern, or the eerie waters, swallowed all sounds.... It was a haunted place, and perhaps a cursed one too, and Gilgamesh
was greatly relieved when he could step off the boat on the other side.He hauled the boat out of the waters and pulled it into where the newtunnel began. He hurried into that tunnel, away from the stench thatwas causing him, by now, to cough heavily.
I he tunnel on this side of the lake was also built in a curve, andafter a while the eerie light and the stench of the lake were gone. Butunlike the earlier part of the tunnel, this one was inclined upward.Though the incline was very gradual, Gilgamesh, by now tired, hun-gry, and exhausted, found the going very exerting. He paused often tosit down, even to lie down.It was then that he noticed that the floor,unlike the walls, was surprisingly warm, and this warmth somehowrestored his energy and confidence. He continued on his way, reachinga place where the tunnel ended. He felt the walls all around, and therewas no doubt: there was no way to go any further.
Like a frenzied man, Gilgamesh touched the walls and the floor.He tried to reach the ceiling. “Oh Utu!” he cried out, “have I come allthis way in vain? Is this my fate? To perish in the bowels of the Earth?”
His scream had a magical effect, he knew not how. Suddenly hecould feel a cool breeze coming from the direction ahead of him wherethere had been a solid rock wall just a moment before!
The fresh air revived him and the miracle of the opened wallencouraged him. Walking forward with renewed vigor, he reached aplace where he could hear water dropping. He felt the walls until hefound the place where droplets were trickling down from the ceiling.He licked the wet wall; it was water, sweeter than any he had evertasted. He cupped his hands and began to catch the falling droplets,and drank and drank until he had had his fill. Then he lay down to restand soon fell asleep.
When he finally awoke he drank some more of the water and con-tinued on his way. The tunnel now began to slope down as it curved,and he slid and slipped a few times. But the fresh air that was comingtoward him indicated that he was going the right way, and this gavehim the strength and the will to continue. Finally, the light breezeturned to a rush of fresh cool air and there was a brightness ahead.
When he reached the spot he could see that there was a shaft in thetunnel’s ceiling.
Looking up, he could see the sky!
The shaft had rough edges, as though purposely providing foot-holds. Slowly Gilgamesh climbed up, and when he reached the top heheaved himself out. He was on a mountainside. Below he could see asmall valley, completely encircled by mountains with rounded peaks.The sky was bright and the sun was shining. He had journeyed a dayand a night, twelve double-hours!
Down in the valley Gilgamesh saw a stone house surrounded by agarden, and he quickly set his steps toward it. As he neared the place,he could also see various domestic animals, but their skins had oddcolors. When he reached the garden, he stopped, amazed. It had themost beautiful trees and bushes and vines, but it was not real: the foli-age was carved out of lapis lazuli, the luscious fruits out of carnelian.As he rushed from tree to tree and from bush to vine, he realizedthat all were made of precious stones. He looked at the animals, andthey too were immobile and carved of stones. He touched them indisbelief.
“The gods have made this garden and village scene for me,”Gilgamesh suddenly heard a voice say behind him.
Gilgamesh turned to see the speaker. He saw a tall, broad-shouldered man, attired in a long white robe that was held in place by ablue girdle. His hair was all white and so was his long beard. The skinof his face and his arms was taut and brown. His forehead was high,his eyes big though sunken. Gilgamesh eyed him as he eyed Gilgamesh.
“Who are you and what are you doing here?” the man asked him.
“I seek Ziusudra, he of the Deluge,” Gilgamesh said.
“I am Ziusudra,” the man said, “but it is myriad years since I wascalled by my name. The gods call me Napishtim, meaning ‘He WhoLives,’ for I live and live and live . . .”
“And I am Gilgamesh, king of Erech.”
“Erech? I know of no such place.”
“It’s a great city, with walls and quays and marketplaces, and a pal-
ace and a Sacred Precinct with sky-high temples. In the land of the Edinit is situated, near the Euphrates River.”
“Of that land I mysell was a king, but of a city by name of Erech Ihave never known,” Ziusudra said. He looked at Gilgamesh with doubt-ing eyes. “Are you a mere apparition, a passing vision?”
“Old man,” Gilgamesh said annoyed, “a city by the name of Erechdoes exist and I am its king! But it came into being after the Delugeand not in your days. In honor of Anu, the Lord of Lords, its SacredPrecinct was established, and now the Lady Ishtar is its mistress.”
“So, a servant of that mischievous goddess you are?” Ziusudra askedin a friendlier tone.
“And an offspring of her brother! The Lord Utu is my godfather!”Gilgamesh announced proudly.
So am I, Ziusudra said. “My father Ubartutu, who was king ofShuruppak before me, was by the Lord Utu fathered.”
“So have I heard it from my mother, the Lady Ninsun. That is whyI’ve sought you, for like you, I am partly divine.” He held out his handsto Ziusudra, showing him the telltale scars.
Ziusudra looked at the outstretched hands of Gilgamesh. Then,finding his own similar scars despite his browned and taut skin, hetouched them to those of Gilgamesh. He turned toward the house andcalled out, “Amzara! An offspring of the Lord Utu, a king from thefaraway land, has come to visit us!”
A woman came forward to greet them. She was wearing a longwhite robe. She was as tall as Ziusudra, but much slimmer. Her skinwas also taut and brown, her hair also pure white. Her eyes were largeand deep as were Ziusudra’s, but her face, though sunken, retained ayouthful beauty.
“This is the wife of mine, Amzara is her name,” Ziusudra said toGilgamesh. “He is a king of a new city by the name of Erech, and hisname is Gilgamesh,’ Ziusudra told his wife. “How or why he has comehither, I know not at all.”
I ve sought you, Ziusudra, for I am seeking Everlife,” Gilgameshtold him.
“Of what you call Everlife I have had my fill,” Ziusudra said in dis-dain. “Now come into the house and refresh yourself then tell us yourtale.”
Once inside, they seated Gilgamesh on a mat and gave him a cush-ion for support. The wife served him thin wheat wafers and fresh water,and he ate and drank. “Now tell us,” Ziusudra said, “the tale of yourjourney and your purpose.”
“I left my home by ship,” Gilgamesh began, “but she was wreckedby an unseen hand. I continued on foot, traversing the wilderness,climbing mountains, crossing valleys. I ate berries and lizards, I drankdewdrops and hidden water. I slew a bear and two lions—a skin ofthem I wrapped about me as a coat. Thus I came to the place of theale-woman. She led me to Urshanabi, the boatman. He took me acrossthe Sea of Death and told me what path to take. The guardians of theregion struck me with their beams, but I was not affected. Realizing Iwas two-thirds divine, they opened for me the gateway to the bowels ofthe Earth. ... I walked in the circling tunnel for twelve double-hours,in total darkness. Then I uttered a shout and the exit opened up, bring-ing me to your valley.”
“A likely story!” Amzara said.
“By my life, it is the truth!” Gilgamesh exclaimed.
“And why have you come all this way, enduring all those hardships?”Ziusudra asked.
“On account of the omen from the Lord Anu, the father of thegods,” Gilgamesh said. He took the Tablet of Destinies out of his robe.“This is a Tablet of Destinies. It was sent to me from the Heavens, thehandiwork of the Lord Anu.”
They took the tablet and examined it. “I have never seen the likesof it before,” Ziusudra said.
“The handiwork of Anu, scorched and damaged?” Amzara said,doubt in her voice.
Gilgamesh grimaced in annoyance. “The tablet that has come fromthe Heavens by my mother Ninsun is hidden—it is too sacred to betouched. This is a likeness thereof, and its writing has been made visible
in our language. A craftsman of my mother’s mother, the great LadyNinharsag, the great Healer, fashioned it. It is scorched because one ofthe guardians tested it with his beam.”
H is hand jerked as he retrieved the tablet, and he caught their stare.
“When I took the heavenly tablet out of Anu’s handiwork thatcame down from the skies, by a malady I was afflicted. It’s within my
bones, consuming my innards It’s on account of it that I must attain
Everlife before death overtakes me.”
Ziusudra and his wife exchanged glances.
“If that is what you seek . . .” Ziusudra began.
“Tell us more of your people, your city, the land,” Amzara inter-jected. “The last time we saw the land, it was swept over by an ava-lanche of water.”
Though tiredness was overwhelming him, Gilgamesh told them ofErech and the other cities of the Land Between the Rivers, of the peopleand the temples and the gods that dwelled therein. The more he toldthem, the more they wanted to know. “It has been such a long time,”they kept saying. “There has been no one to tell us all this,” they keptrepeating.
“No one?” Gilgamesh wondered.
“No mortal can ever come this way,” Ziusudra said. “The Eaglesbring us provisions every new moon, but they speak little to us, if at all.”
How terrible! Gilgamesh replied. “Can you leave and go whereothers dwell?”
No, to this place we are confined, for between the contendingEnlil and Enki we were in the midst. . .”
“I must hear of that!” Gilgamesh exclaimed.
Ziusudra looked at his wife; she nodded. He took a sip of water,then leaned on a cushion as he made himself comfortable.
A hidden matter I will reveal to you, Gilgamesh, a secret of thegods,” he began. “When I was king in Shuruppak, Anu, the father ofthe gods, ruled in Heaven. On Earth, Enlil and Enki, though brothers,were jealous of each other. Shuruppak was dedicated to their sister Sud,the one you called Ninharsag. But the people were divided: some swore
by Enlil, others by Enki. Of him, of the Lord Enki, who mankind withSud had created, I myself was a worshipper . .
He stopped, enwrapped in memories. Gilgamesh was silent, his eyesclosed.
“Behold the hero who seeks Everlife,” Amzara said. “Sleep hasfanned him like a mist! Wake him up, that he may return through thegate by which he came!”
“No, let him sleep,” Ziusudra said. He took his wife’s hand in his.“The gods sent him to us, with news of the past. It must be an omen ofour future!”
She looked into his eyes and nodded. They laid Gilgamesh out onthe mat and put the cushion under his head.
“He is in build and appearance not unlike you,” Amzara told herhusband.
“Myriad years, and we look alike, speak alike, offspring of the sameseed!” Ziusudra said. “Mankind flourishes again, olden cities have beenrebuilt and new ones established. Our three sons have done well. ... Isit not time, my dear spouse?”
Amzara said not a word, just nodded her head.
* * *
Gilgamesh awoke with a startle. He looked about him and recalledwhere he was. “I fell asleep, I was so tired. Why did you awaken me nosooner than I had closed my eyes?”
“By yoursell you have awakened, and you have slept seven days andseven nights!” Ziusudra answered him. “Each day my wife baked a freshwheat cake for you—count them! Seven they are in number!”
“Forgive me then for my hasty words,” Gilgamesh said, embarrassed.“It is as though but a moment has passed since you began your tale. . . .A secret of the gods you were about to tell me?”
“Eat your cake and drink some water, and for my tale you will havepatience,” Ziusudra replied. He glanced at his wife who was seated nearbythen, after Gilgamesh had eaten his meal, he began to speak slowly.
“At that time, the land extended and mankind multiplied. The
Anunnaki, those who to Earth from the Heavens came, were mostlymale, and after a while took a liking to the daughters of Man. Even thegreat ones like Utu had children by Earthling women. Enki, the creatorof mankind, was pleased that the gods and his creatures could inter-mingle and have offspring. Sud was pleased, and in her city, Shuruppak,a demigod was anointed as a king. But the great Enlil was angry. Thedistractions were keeping the Anunnaki away from their mission, hecomplained. They of Nibiru should not become involved in the affairsof the Earthlings, he insisted. It was all not to his liking!”
Ziusudra paused to take a sip of water. “Then when the time ofNibiru’s crossing was approaching, Enlil called a council of the gods.‘The passage of Nibiru in Earth’s vicinity,’ he reported, ‘could cause atidal wave that would sweep over the Earth. The Lord Anu ordered thatall the Anunnaki leave the face of the Earth in their spacecraft.’ ‘Andwhat about mankind?’ Enki asked. ‘Let mankind perish!’ Enlil said,and he made all of them swear to keep the nearing calamity a secretfrom mankind.”
The end of all flesh on Earth!” Gilgamesh exclaimed.
“That was Enlil’s wish. But the Lord Enki, though bound by anoath, called me to his temple. Addressing a screen, he made sure I couldhear his words. ‘A killing flood is coming,’ he said, ‘wiping all off the faceof the Earth. The Anunnaki will escape in their skyships. Enlil made usswear to secrecy, so that mankind should perish. But Sud and I havechosen you to preserve the seed of mankind, the seed of all that lives onEarth. . . . Build a boat,’ he said. He gave me its dimensions, its plan sothat it could survive below the waves, its caulking so that it would floatthough sunken. Then he implored me to hurry, and when the construc-tion was finished, to watch for a signal. ‘When Utu shall order a trem-bling at dusk, and you will see a rain of eruptions,’ he said, ‘you are toboard the ship with all of your offspring, all of your family and kin, andthe craftsmen who helped with the building, and a navigator that theLord Enki will send you, and all the beasts of the field, and all mannerof other creatures, that you may all survive the coming Deluge.’”
It was getting hot inside the house, and Ziusudra wiped away his
perspiration. Amzara sat silently, nodding her head from time to time.Gilgamesh sat enthralled. “On the stated day, a memorable day, with thefirst glow of dawn, a black cloud arose in the southern skies. A storm beganto thunder, moving over hills and plains. At their stations the Anunnakitook to their skyships, setting the land ablaze with their glare, shakingthe land as a pot. We hurried into the boat and battened the hatches.Cowering like dogs we crouched against the boat’s walls. For six days andsix nights the storm swept over the land. Then the sea grew quiet; thetempest was still. The boat rose to float upon the water. I opened a hatchand looked out. Where land had been, there was now water. All was cov-ered with water, as level as a flat roof, and all that had been was sweptaway. All life perished and mankind was turned into clay!”
The memories brought tears to Ziusudra’s eyes and his voice quiv-ered as he continued. “Wherever I looked, I saw only water. I sent outbirds to seek land, but there was none. We sat and mourned for manydays. . . . But then the waters began to recede, and one day the dove Ihad sent out did not return, and we knew that there was land some-where. Whereupon Puzuramurri, the navigator appointed by Enki,directed the boat to the twin-peaked Mount Nisir, as the Lord Enkihad instructed. There, at night, the boat shuddered and stopped. Wehad struck dry land!”
“The Deluge was over!” Gilgamesh exclaimed.
“The tidal wave, yes, but not the calamity. I let all that were inthe ship out and offered a burnt sacrifice. As the full majesty of thetwo peaks came into view, we could see the skyships landing, one alteranother. They smelled the savory burnt meat and came over, like fliesattracted by a honey pot. One by one they landed, until the Lords Enkiand Enlil came too. Enlil saw us and was furious. ‘Who broke the oathand to an Earthling the secret revealed?’ he shouted. . . . The wise Sudsoothed his anger and brought up the matter of my divine seed. Theothers spoke too, asking for leniency. At last Enki spoke up, admittingthat he might have revealed to me the secret of the gods. ‘Valiant Enlil,my brother,’ he said, ‘to till the land and tend the orchards and shepherdthe sheep and mine the gold, the Earthlings are needed. Without man-
kind, the gods cannot remain. If on Earth the Anunnaki are to stay,with mankind they must share it!’”
“And Enlil was swayed?” Gilgamesh asked.
Ziusudra raised a hand, indicating that he was not to be inter-rupted. “He took counsel of the wise words, but was not forgiving.‘Let the offspring of Ziusudra multiply and spread, but with sick-ness and death be afflicted. Let mankind share the Earth with theAnunnaki, but be split up and divided into regions. Let some wor-ship my house and some that of my half-brother, Enki, but the twoshall not mingle. . . . And as for Ziusudra and his wife, who weremerely following Enki’s disclosures, let them come and live among thegods!’ He took us each by the hand, and led us to his skyship. ‘Youwill reside in a region of the gods,’ he said, ‘until the next nearingof Nibiru, when the rocketships shall rise to meet the ships that sailbetween the planets.’”
H is voice trailed off and he fell silent. Amzara was also silent.
“That calamity, the awesome Deluge, how long ago was it?”Gilgamesh asked.
“Nibiru has already come and gone twice since then,” Ziusudraanswered.
“But Enlil said . . .” Gilgamesh began and did not complete hissentence.
“There were wars, wars among the gods,” Ziusudra said. “Awesomebattles, right here in the skies of the forbidden zone, at the time of thefirst crossing. . . . Then, on the second one, there was no room for us.You see, Gilgamesh, this is the real secret of the gods: even they growold and die, except that their years are of a different count than ours.. .. Yes, Gilgamesh of the faraway—for everything and everyone there isan appointed time, on Earth as in the Heavens. A time to be born is acompanion to a time to die!”
“But you have lived all that time; as gods you have become!”Gilgamesh insisted. “It is this secret that I’ve come to unravel, Ziusudra!”
“It is the water of our well that keeps us forever rejuvenated,”Ziusudra told him.
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“It is a plant, the fruit of the Tree of Life, my mother said!”Gilgamesh protested.
“It is the water,” Ziusudra said emphatically. “There is indeed aplant, and its fruit is the Fruit of Life. But were we to consume it, itwould not grow again. Therefore the gods planted it at the bottom ofthe well, there never wilting. We drink the water and bathe in it, for itis by the fruit’s force the Water of Life.”
“Where is the well?”
“In the handiworked garden. The Anunnaki dug it. Its water isthe purest, from two rivers that flow beneath the Earth. And the plantitself, from Nibiru was it brought.”
“It is indeed a marvel,” Gilgamesh said. “To live and live withoutend is indeed a divine blessing!”
“To live and live, secluded, to know that your sons and grandsonsand all who follow have been dying. . . . You call that a blessing?”
“These are words of despair,” Gilgamesh replied. “Your seclusionhas befuddled your reason. ... As for me, life over death I’ll chooseany time. Lead me to the well, that I may partake of its water and liveforever!”
Ziusudra looked at his wife. She nodded.
“To live forever you must stay here forever,” he said to Gilgamesh.“You must constantly drink the water, or its effects will wear off.”
“Show me the well!” Gilgamesh persisted.
“Come with me,” Ziusudra said. He led Gilgamesh to the artificialgarden and showed him the well. “It is deep, very deep,” he said. Thenhe turned back to the house and left Gilgamesh alone in the garden.
Gilgamesh looked into the well but could not see its bottom. He toreoff the hem of his garment and made strips of it, and with the strips hetied heavy stones to his feet. He looked back toward the house. Ziusudraand Amzara were standing in the doorway, watching him from a dis-tance. He saw Amzara raise her hand, as though bidding him farewell.
But I’m only going to dive and pluck out the fruit, he thought. Heraised his hand to them and waved it in a friendly manner. Then hejumped into the well.
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The cool water struck him like a blow. He held his breath as theheavy stones pulled him down. Though the well was deep, the waterwas so pure that light from its mouth penetrated downward. When hereached the bottom, he saw a plant gently swaying in the water, for therewere currents at the bottom of the well. The plant had a long straightstem with short, thick branches from which grew round fruits. Hegrabbed the stem, and with a mighty pull he plucked out the plant—roots and all. Holding the plant in his left hand, he used his right handto cut loose the heavy stones with his dagger, thereby freeing his feet.
He expected to float up with the cherished prize in his hand. Butthe moment he had plucked the plant the water began to whirl, keepinghim pinned to the bottom of the well. His lungs were bursting for airand his eyes blurred. He was losing consciousness and felt that he wasbeing pulled by unseen hands, sucked in by a powerful mouth. But heheld on to the precious plant as one would hold on to his only life.
As the prescribed rituals and procedures that had been established in theearliest times required, the twelve-day New Year festival began with thequiet departure of Ishtar, Ninsun, and the ten other lesser deities fromErech—a symbolic act commemorating the time when the Anunnakiwere not yet on Earth. This took place after sundown on the first night,when the whole populace and their household beasts were required to beindoors, for to be outside meant certain death.
The gods moved silently from the Sacred Precinct where they hadassembled, accompanied by torch-bearing priests. They arrived at theHoly Quay, there to board barges manned by priests. Sailing along theCanal of Deep Waters on their way to the Euphrates River, they passedthrough the Great Gate in the city’s wall.
It was past midnight when they reached the designated shore.Alighting, they marched silently to the Bit Akiti compound, the con-glomerate of reed huts called “Life On Earth Begins.” Fixing the torchesin position around the compound, the priests retreated to the bargesand returned to Erech, leaving the gods alone. What rituals they con-ducted there, what secret deliberations they held, no mortal man—noteven the High Priest—had ever known.
In the morning, pretending to discover that the gods had left thecity, the priests in the Sacred Precinct blew rams’ horns to alert the pop-ulace. The gods, the source of all abundance, secure living, and essen-tial ordinances, had abandoned their human flocks. Runners from thetemples shouted as they scurried in the streets, “Penitence! Penitence!Let one and all confess their sins and ask for forgiveness!” Thus began
226
the four days of penitence and confessionals, when the people asked for-giveness of each other and of the gods and confessed their sins—someat the main temples, some at street corner shrines, but most within theconfines of their homes, at domestic altars.
On the second morning the High Priest arose two hours beforedawn, and purified and properly attired, went into the temple of Ishtarto present to her the customary morning offerings—-as though by pre-tending that the goddess was there he had expected her to be back. Butshe was not, and the wailing that followed filled the town.
On the third morning the High Priest placed two statuettes beforethe throne of Ishtar: one of cedar wood and the other of cypress. Bothwere overlaid with gold: one in the image of a serpent and the otherthat of a scorpion. And in the presence of an assembly of priests, theHigh Priest proclaimed the willingness of the people to be afflicted bythese creeping creatures. Their poison would kill the sinners and chas-tise those who were righteous, thereby making it possible for the godsto return and have mercy and restore life and abundance.
Symbolically recalling the times before there were cities and vil-lages and orchards and fields, when man lived in the wilderness—bittenand stung by the creeping animals and preyed upon by the wild animals—the priests then released from their cages the lions that were harnessedto drive Ishtar’s chariot. The beasts ran wild and bewildered in thecity’s streets, clawing at anyone who stood in their way, mauling thefew men who, in order to prove their courage, dared run ahead of themin the streets.
On the morning of the fourth day the High Priest ascended the greatziggurat precisely three hours and twenty minutes before sunrise, andlocated the Morning Star, the planet of Ishtar. Pronouncing the blessings,he lifted his hands and hailed the planet. Then, from the height of theziggurat, he shouted to the assembled priests their instructions.
“In Heaven, Ishtar is arisen! The heavenly queen has heard ourprayers. In the Sacred Precinct, all has been done that could be done.Now it is for king and people to make Ishtar rise on Earth! Go, pass theword, let it be known in the palace and in the city!”
* * *
It was on that day, the afternoon of the fourth day of the festival, thatNiglugal was nervously pacing his chamber. He stopped only whenKaba came in; they locked arms in greeting.
“There’s growing unrest in the city,” Kaba said right away.
“I can feel it even here,” Niglugal agreed.
“Tomorrow is the fifth day,” Kaba said, “when the people march onthe palace. . . . And we have no king. Urnungal must be seated on thethrone at once!”
“It is most uncommon,” Niglugal said, “to enthrone a king withoutthe prior blessing of the goddess.”
“But the Lady Ishtar—all the gods are in the Bit Akiti\"
“Don’t you think I know that?” Niglugal said, almost shouting. “It’sthat cursed agreement reached between Ishtar and Ninsun, to awaituntil now for the king to return or to be found dead. . . . Were it notfor that, don’t you think I would have already acted?”
“Acted? How?” Kaba asked, staring at Niglugal.
“Never mind,” Niglugal replied, avoiding the commander’s stare.“The fact is, a king is required for tomorrow’s rituals, and there is none.On the other hand, the foremost son, even if we ignore his young age,cannot be enthroned without the goddess . . .”
“Therefore?”
“Therefore, there will have to be a substitute, a temporary king,”Niglugal said as he turned to face Kaba.
“You?” Kaba asked, his hand grasping the dagger in his belt.
“Yes, I, unless you can come up with another solution.... Can you?”
“I will ponder it and discuss it with the other commanders,” Kabatold him. “I’ve sworn loyalty to Gilgamesh!”
“So have I,” Niglugal said. “But he’s gone, and apparently no longeramong the living.”
They locked arms again as Kaba left, and there was a broad smileon Niglugal’s face when he was alone.
Fate, he thought, had been good to him.
* * *
“Open the gate and let me in!” the man shouted to the guards on theramparts.
They looked down and saw a haggard man, his clothes ragged, hishair grown wild, his cheeks sunken, his sandals torn.
“Go away, beggar!” one of the soldiers shouted. “The city’s gates areclosed during the New Year festival. Even beggars know that!”
“The New Year festival? Has a year gone by?”
“Don’t you know the seasons, beggar?” the soldier shouted down,raising his spear. “Be gone, or I’ll bring you to your senses!”
“I am no beggar!” the wanderer said. “I am the king!”
The soldier burst out in laughter. “Come quick and raise your weap-ons in attention,” he called out to his comrades. “The king of the beg-gars is at the gate!”
“I am Gilgamesh, the king of Erech!” the man at the gate shouted.“Open the gate and let me in!”
The soldiers on the rampart, summoned by their comrade to seethe boastful beggar, stopped their laughter, for there was authority andcommand in the man’s voice. “We’d better call the captain,” one ofthem finally said.
“Hey, old man,” the captain shouted when he came on the scene.“The king Gilgamesh is long gone and dead. . . . Go away, find shelterin the fields until the gates are opened, then I’ll let you in and give youalms. Now, be gone!”
“I am no beggar in need of alms!” the man shouted back. “I amGilgamesh, gone but returned, and among the living! I am the son ofdivine Ninsun, the father of Urnungal. By the great gods, open the gatethat I may enter my city!”
The captain exchanged glances with the soldiers. “Even if therebe truth in your words, the gate cannot be opened until the festival isover,” he said.
“Call Niglugal, the chancellor!” the man at the gate ordered.
The captain looked about him, undecided. One or two of the
soldiers shrugged their shoulders. “Very well,” the captain finally said,“we’ll notify the palace. Let the higher-ups deal with the clamor of thisstranger.”
It was some time until Niglugal appeared on the ramparts. Themoment he came into view, the man at the gate cried out, “Niglugal,my faithful chamberlain! I am Gilgamesh, your king! I’ve come back!”
“The voice,” Niglugal cried out, “it is the king’s voice! Open thegate, hurry!”
“But the festival . . .” the captain began to protest.
“It’s the king, you fool!” Niglugal shouted at him. “Do you wish theson to inherit with a father still alive?”
As the captain shouted orders to open the gate, Niglugal ran downthe rampart’s steps. He waited for the gate to open and for the wandererto come in through it.
“Niglugal, my faithful chamberlain!” the man cried out, extendinghis arms. “Come, let me embrace you!”
Niglugal bowed his head, then eyed the man. He stepped forwardand, grabbing the extended hands, turned them sideways, looking fortelltale scars. They were there.
“Forgive my doubts,” Niglugal said, “but I had to make sure. Exceptfor your voice and your height, you have changed so much, my king!”
Gilgamesh pulled him closer and embraced him. They stood thusembraced for a few moments, tears in their eyes.
“We took you for dead,” Niglugal said. “Seafarers found debris ofyour ship. . . . And here you are, alive! But your cheeks are sunken, yourflesh is shrunken, your skin is like leather. Where have you been, howdid you survive?”
“I’ll tell you all,” Gilgamesh said, “after I regain my strength andcomposure. Take me to the palace!”
Accompanied by a platoon of soldiers, they walked slowly to thepalace. As they made their progress, word of the king’s return spreadthrough the city. “Gilgamesh is alive! Gilgamesh is back!” people beganto shout to each other. Throngs began to fill the streets leading to thepalace. Gilgamesh waved his hand to them; some returned his salute.
“What day of the festival is it, that the people are in the streets?”Gilgamesh asked.
“The fifth.”
Gilgamesh stopped his stride to face Niglugal. “The fifth day? ThenI’m back in the nick of time!”
“Indeed,” Niglugal said. “We’d better hurry, for soon pandemoniumwill break out.”
Gilgamesh put his hand on Niglugal’s shoulder to halt him. “If Iwere not back today,” he said, “what then?”
“By agreement between the goddesses, your mother, and the LadyIshtar, the year had to be awaited. No one was seated on the throne.”
“My son, Urnungal?”
“He is well, but has not been enthroned.”
“The Lady Ishtar favors another? Enkullab the High Priest?”
“Enkullab is dead,” Niglugal said. “Struck down by the unseen handof Anu.”
“Anu be great!” Gilgamesh exclaimed. “When did that happen?”
“Soon after you had sailed past Eridu, onto the Lower Sea.”
“You must tell me how it occurred,” Gilgamesh said. “Who is HighPriest now?”
“By the wish of Ishtar, the priest who had served the longest waschosen. Dinenlil is his name. Of Nippur’s priestly seed he is. His fatherheads the academy of the ways of the stars in Nippur, and is a faithfulservant of the Lord Enlil.”
“My son is safe, then? The enmity of the temple has ceased?”
“Yes, indeed so,” Niglugal replied. “Now you’d better hurry. Washand change, for the demanding crowds will soon be at the palace.”
They quickened their steps. The closer they came to the palace,the denser the crowds became, and the soldiers had to form a pha-lange to clear a path for the king and his chamberlain. As they nearedthe palace and could be seen from its watchtowers, a platoon of sol-diers rushed out to their assistance. It was headed by Kaba, the troops’commander.
“Hail to the king!” he shouted as the two groups met.
Gilgamesh locked arms with him, in the manner of heroes. “It isgood to see you, Kaba,” he said.
“Welcome back, my lord,” Kaba replied, bowing his head. “We’veall missed you.”
“And where is Urnungal?” Gilgamesh asked.
“Awaiting you, in the royal chambers,” Kaba said. “He’s well.”
Gilgamesh exchanged glances with the commander. “I can’t wait tosee him,” he replied.
* * *
There was a long embrace as father and son met, and there were tears inthe eyes of Gilgamesh and a lump in his throat.
“How you’ve grown!” Gilgamesh finally said.
“They said you were dead,” Urnungal told him, “but I couldn’tbelieve it. . . .” He buried his face in his father’s chest.
Gilgamesh stroked his son’s bushy hair. “You are the only thingworth living for,” he said softly. Then he pushed his son back, taking agood look at him.
“Big and strong, and more mature!” Gilgamesh told him, smiling.“A worthy heir!”
“Now that you’re back, I really have time to mature and learn theaffairs of state,” Urnungal said, staring back at his father. “Thoughyou’re much leaner and browner of skin, you are your old same self, butnow even better, aren’t you?”
Gilgamesh looked puzzled.
My grandmother, the Lady Ninsun, told me your secret, Father,”Urnungal said, smiling. “That you’d gone to obtain the Fruit of Life, asyour divine ancestry entitles you to!”
“She did?” Gilgamesh said, putting his hand on his son’s shoulder.“Alas, that is not what fate has destined for me. .. . Come, sit down andI’ll tell you.” Fruit and wine were in the chamber, and Gilgamesh sippedof the wine to garner strength.
“After our ship was sunk by a demon,” he began to tell his son,“only Enkidu and I were saved. But Enkidu, a creature of Enki, could
not withstand the saltwater of the sea. In front of my own eyes he with-ered. ... I crossed the wilderness by myself, on foot, recalling the mapthat my mother had shown me. My sufferings and adventures I willsave for later, for I wish it all to be taken down by a scribe. After muchadventure I crossed the sea—whose water is death—with the help ofUrshanabi, a boatman of the gods. I passed through the sacred por-tals; I withstood the challenge of the forbidden zone’s guardians. Theyshowed me the way through a tunnel to the valley where Ziusudra, thehero of the Deluge, has been living with his wife. They have survivedall these myriad years on account of a well at whose bottom the Fruitof Life grows. Drinking the water, they were constantly rejuvenated.
. . . I jumped into the well and plucked the Plant of Life, so that I mightbring it to Erech, replant it, and be rejuvenated!”
“This is wonderful news!” Urnungal exclaimed. “There was talk ofmy being elevated to the throne, but I told them I don’t wish to be king. . . not while you are alive!”
The hand of Gilgamesh jerked. “That is my secret,” he said. “There’sdeath in my bones, my days are numbered . . . and you will be king!”
“But the Fruit of Life—you got it, you said!”
“After I had plucked the plant and cut loose the stones off my feet,my eyes blurred and my lungs exploded. The currents of the two riv-ers, joined at the bottom of the well, grabbed me in a whirlpool. I lostconsciousness and was carried like a dead corpse by the swift currents.. . . When I awoke I found myself by the shore of an unknown sea, stillholding on to the plant. I walked along the shore, seeing neither the val-ley nor the mountains that surround it. At long last I saw a fisherman;he gave me water and bread. He knew not of Erech, nor of our land. Buthe told me that across the narrow sea I would find a village. He took meacross in his boat and showed me a place with trees that gave shade anda fountain of cool water . . .”
Gilgamesh stopped long enough to drink water from the pitcher.“Though my ordeal was by water, somehow I was thirsty and dried out.... I took off my garment and laid it and the plant beside the fountain,then dove into its pool for a refreshing swim . . .”
His hand jerked violently and tears came to his eyes.
“What happened then?” Urnungal asked.
“A serpent ... a serpent robbed me of Everlife!”
“A serpent?”
“A serpent, that vilest of creatures, sniffed the fragrance of the plantthat I had left beside the fountain.... It came up from among the rocksand carried off the plant! I saw it slithering away as I was coming outof the pool. I grabbed a rock to crush it, but before I could take aim, itvanished behind the rocks and all my frantic searching was in vain . . .”
“And the plant, the Fruit of Life?” Urnungal cried out.
“Vanished with the serpent I sat and wept bitterly, my son. Tears
ran down my face for hours. I raised my voice to Utu; to the Lord AnuI shouted in anger and anguish. And then I laughed and laughed . . .”
“Laughed?”
Don t you see the irony, Urnungal? By plucking out the plant fromthe well, unthinking of the consequences, death to Ziusudra and hiswife I had brought. . . . And the lone fisherman, and the serpent towhich he had brought me, were instruments in my quick punishment.
. . . Man, I realized, cannot escape his fate. The higher we climb, theharder we fall!”
Urnungal put his hand on his father’s arm. “You have seen unseenplaces,” he said, “climbed the snowbound mountains, vanquishedHuwawa and the Bull of Heaven. . . . Your name shall never be forgot-ten, your tale shall be forever recited!”
Of my journeys and deeds, my adventures in the faraway and thisdays return to Erech, I will recite to Dubshar, the royal scribe, that hemay inscribe it all on clay tablets. Now, my son, if you do not wish tobecome king as yet, let me ready myself for the coming rites, and per-haps even catch some needed sleep . . .”
He kissed his son on the forehead as Urnungal was leaving.
5k * *
After four days of penitence and apprehension, the fifth day of theNew Year festival provided outlets for the people’s bottled emotions
to break loose. By noontime the populace had taken to the streets andwere engaged in noisemaking—the beating of drums and the blowingof horns. The commotion reached its peak in late afternoon, when thepeople grouped themselves into a riotous procession that converged onthe palace. The priests had done what they could to secure the return ofthe gods. Only the king was left to intercede on behalf of the people—to atone for them, to accept the humiliations and punishments that thetransgressions had called for so that the city and its people could bepurified again and be thus worthy of the gods’ return.
On this occasion, the king had to step out of the palace alone, with-out guards or royal entourage. He was taunted by the people—as wellas urged on by them—as he led the procession to the Sacred Precinct.
“It’s this part that I utterly dislike,” Gilgamesh said to the otherswho stood with him on the ramparts of the main palace gate. “But asking, I’ll do my duty . . .”
He waited until the crowds’ shouts had narrowed to demands forthe king to come forth and lead the penitent procession. Then he camedown and exited through the gate. The crowd cleared a path for him totheir rear so that he could lead them to the Sacred Precinct. And oncehe began the march, the shouts and drum beating and horn blowingresumed. With all of the jostling, those at the head of the crowd, thecity Elders, kept the throng at a certain distance behind the king.
Opening the Sacred Precinct’s gates with pretended reluctance, thepriests let the crowd in. Approaching the Table of Sacrifices, the kingoffered to the disappeared gods not the customary sacrifice of a ewe,but his regal symbols. Aided by the priests, first he gave up his crownand mantle, symbols of his divinely given authority; then the symbol ofkingship—the scepter—was taken away; and finally he had to give upthe Sacred Mace, the symbol of power and conquest. Thus deprived ofall authority, both heavenly and of Earth, he stood on his knees beforethe High Priest. “I am here to confess my sins and transgressions,” theking said, for it was his Day of Atonement. And in full view of all thepeople, the High Priest slapped the king on each side of his face andpulled his ears, as a sign of ultimate degradation.
“I am here to confess my sins and transgressions,” the king announcedagain and again, seven times in all.
And then the High Priest said to him in a loud voice: “Be gone intothe shrine, there to pray for forgiveness.”
Following this, the people, in hushed silence, waited for sundown,the beginning of the sixth day.
As darkness fell and the stars in the Heavens became fully visible,the High Priest appeared out of the Eanna and slowly mounted the zig-gurat’s steps, uttering hymns and prayers and offering libations at eachstage of the ziggurat. Then, as a complete hush fell upon the crowd, itwas time to perform the annual reading of When In the Heights—theEpic of Creation, the affirmation of the faith. It was the sacred tale ofhow the solar system had come into being in primeval days, how theFirmament and the Earth were created, how Nibiru had joined the solarsystem, how life began, and how the Anunnaki had built on Earth theGateway of the Gods.
Though he had heard the poetic tale recited ever since he was achild, Gilgamesh was overwhelmed each and every time by the scopeand majesty of the age-old verses:
When in the heights Heaven had not been named,
And below firm ground—Earth—had not been called;
Naught but primordial Apsu, their begetter,
Mummu, and Tiamat who bore them all,their waters mingled together.
No reed had yet been formed, no marshland had appeared.
None of the celestials had yet been brought into bein%—none bore a name, their Destinies were undetermined.
In the utter silence the High Priest continued to recite the ancientpoem.
In vivid language, describing the planets as living creatures born inpairs after the three primordial bodies, the poem described the appear-
ance of Nibiru from outer space, from the Deep in which he, Nibiru,had been created:
Alluring was his figure, sparkling the lift of his eyes;
Lordly was his gait, commanding as of olden times.
Greatly exalted was he above the celestials;
Exceeding them all, he was the loftiest.
Passing by the outer planets, “fire blazed forth from his lips,” andthe other planets “heaped upon him their own awesome flashes.” Theypulled pieces of Nibiru off him, forming his sidelings, tugging himtoward their midst. Thus they endowed Nibiru with a Destiny, a coursein the Heavens that led him to collide with Tiamat.
There were occasional outcries of adoration and awe as the HighPriest recited the verses describing the celestial collision and how thesidelings of Nibiru split Tiamat in two, smashing one half to bits andpieces to create the Celestial Bracelet and the Shiny Herd, and fashion-ing Earth from the other half. Liking what he saw, the celestial god sep-arated the waters and the dry land upon the Earth, and created life inits waters and upon the dry land, and directed the Anunnaki to buildupon Earth their Home Away from Home, and fashion Man in theirimage.
“Thus were Heaven and Earth created,” the High Priest concludedreciting the sixth tablet.
There was a great shout of “hurrah!” from the crowd, and all atonce the priests stationed on the ramparts and atop the temples lit theirtorches, and there was light upon the great courtyard and the throngedpeople. The High Priest then began to recite, from the seventh tablet,Nibiru’s sixty names, the crowd repeating each name after it was pro-nounced by the High Priest. And after the last name was recited, therewere shouts of joy and the playing of cymbals, for the void and darknesswere gone. Earth and its people had been re-created and the people werereassured of the seasons and the rains and abundance.
At the gate of the Sacred Precinct, a retinue was awaiting the king,
to accompany him back to the palace. The High Priest, accompaniedby his retinue, retired to the main temple. And the dispersing crowdburst into song and dance, for well they knew that the gods were nowcertain to return.
The seventh day that followed was, as symbolism prescribed, theday of the return of the gods. For just as they had done when the set-tling of Earth—the seventh planet—all began, so would the gods settleback in Erech on this seventh day.
As was the custom for the occasion, the populace prepared standardsbearing the celestial emblems of the gods: the radiating planet, symbolof Nibiru and its ruler Anu; the seven-pointed star that was the emblemof Enlil, Lord of Earth; the crescent, symbol of Enlil’s son Sin, whosecelestial counterpart was the moon; and the eight-pointed star, the sym-bol of Ishtar, whose celestial counterpart was the planet next to Earth inits position from the outer limits of the twelve-member solar system.
The gods, arriving at the Holy Quay in their barges, were met by ajubilant populace and a large contingent of priests. The latter had littersready to mount for the Twelve Gods, led by Ishtar. Platoons of soldiersheld back the crowds that pressed forward to get a closer look at the dei-ties and kept a path open for the sacred procession. When the gods weresafely seated upon the thronelike litters, the priests playing cymbals andhandheld harps struck up a processional tune. The litters were raisedto the shoulders of the carrying-priests, and led by the High Priest, theprocession began its ascent toward the Sacred Precinct. Then, as godsand priests left the quay, the soldiers let go and the crowd surged behindthe sacred procession.
Stopping at the prescribed seven stations, the priests made therequired pronouncements commemorating the passage of the Anunnakiby the several outer planets and their arrival on Earth. And thus, withmusic and gaiety and cheering, the procession entered the SacredPrecinct through its main gate.
It was when the gods alighted from their litters that Ishtar stoppedand summoned the High Priest.
“Dinenlil,” she said, “has a decision been reached at the palace while
I was gone? Will the boy be my consort, or did Niglugal gather thecourage to declare himself successor?”
“Neither,” Dinenlil said as he bowed to the grounci. “Gilgamesh hasreturned.”
“Gilgamesh is back in Erech?”
“Indeed so, Queen of Heaven,” the High Priest said.
“I will summon you later. Be ready with all the details,” Ishtar toldhim.
Back at her sacred abode, as the accompanying priests stayed behindand her faithful handmaiden, Ninsubur, met her, Ishtar was visiblyagitated.
“Is something the matter, my lady?” Ninsubur asked as Ishtar threwher regalia angrily to the floor.
“Gilgamesh is back!” Ishtar shouted. “Would you believe that?”
“Shouldn’t that please you, my lady?” Ninsubur said. “You’ve saidto me, have you not, that of all the men that you’ve had since Dumuzi’sdeath, Gilgamesh was your most beloved?”
“That’s why I am so annoyed, Ninsubur,” Ishtar said. “For I’ve put acurse on him, and thereby on his mother. To seek life forever and neverfind it, that was my curse. If he is not to live, why has he returned, tostir up my emotions for naught?”
“Perhaps the curse had no effect. What if he will find Everlife?”
Ishtar smiled. “You are wise, Ninsubur. You always find words tobecalm me. . . . Now, help me get ready to see the High Priest and tolearn more of what he knows.”
“Would you like me to summon Niglugal through the sideentrance?” Ninsubur asked, “so that you may retain a choice of him orUrnungal?”
Ishtar hesitated. “No. If fate has brought Gilgamesh back at thistime to Erech, let fate play out its hand.”
* *
For the following two days Gilgamesh secluded himself in his royalchambers, feverishly dictating to Dubshar, the royal scribe, the tale of
his life and adventures and his search for escape from a mortal’s fate.The only one he wished to see was his mother, Ninsun, but she wasrestricted to the Sacred Precinct until the New Year festival was over,and Gilgamesh was not allowed in.
When the tenth day began at evetime, he asked that his son joinhim for the evening meal. They ate silently, for Urnungal waited forhis father to speak first and Gilgamesh was absorbed in thought. Onlywhen they had finished eating and the servants were dismissed, didGilgamesh speak up.
“My son,” he said, “to Niglugal and Kaba I have spoken. They toldme of the happenings in Erech during my absence. You said that mymother told you the urgent reason for my second journey, to seek thePlant of Life. . . . The cause of the deaths in the Sacred Precinct andthat of my malady is one and the same. It is the touching of the Tabletof Destinies, the one that I had pulled out of the handiwork of Anu andthat my mother retained for safekeeping.”
“I’ve surmised as much,” Urnungal replied.
Gilgamesh nodded his head in approval. “The question is, did Ishtarsurmise as much? I know not what explanation my mother has givenher regarding the tablet. Therefore, I know not what faces me tomor-row, when I go to her abode for the Sacred Marriage rites. The tablet,after all, was a message from the Lord Anu intended for her.”
“On the other hand, she might be pleased by your return, father,”Urnungal said, “and maybe she will even invoke some cure for thedivine affliction that’s in you.”
“Wise words, my son, but alas an unreal hope. Even my mother,the Healer, has no cure for my affliction, and her mother, who headsall Healers, could only suggest the Plant of Life as a remedy. No, myson, whichever way we think, at the same ending we arrive. The onlyunknown is the timing.”
He stood up and went to a chest and brought out of it a round tab-let. “Throughout my travails,” Gilgamesh said, “I held on to these twoobjects. One is a faithful replica of the Tablet of Destinies, made by thedivine craftsman ol the Lady Ninharsag so that its writing might be leg-
ible. The guardians of the forbidden zone tested it with their beams, butall they did was scorch it slightly ..He showed Urnungal the scorchededge. “It is not the handiwork of Anu, but it is of a divine nature allthe same. There is none like it upon the Earth, and it served me wellto convince both the guardians and Ziusudra of the divine blood in myveins. Take it and keep it in your possession!”
“What for?” Urnungal asked.
“Because I know not what awaits me in the Sacred Precinct, that’swhy. You see, Urnungal, though I am the king, I am without kingship.My scepter, my crown, all the attributes of kingship, were taken awayfrom me as custom prescribes. Only if I survive the Sacred Marriagerites will I be reinvested with them. Only then will I be able to proclaimmy choice of a successor. . . . Until then, I am powerless to speak up,and the throne is legally vacant during these few days.” He ran his handthrough his son’s curly hair. “If I should not survive the encounter withIshtar, this will be your proof that the succession was entrusted to you.”
“Why are you so uncertain of tomorrow’s rites? Is it the malady, orIshtar’s wrath?”
Gilgamesh smiled wryly. “Tomorrow, my son, I shall fast from sun-rise to sundown. At the temple, priests will cleanse me inside and out,scrub my skin and comb my hair and anoint my genitals. . . . When Iam finally admitted to the Gigunu, Ishtar’s Place of Nighttime Joy, wewill eat seven kinds of fruits and drink a divine nectar. In an adjoin-ing chamber, musicians and singers will offer sweet melodies of love,and Ishtar will pluck the lyre and sing too. Then the Queen of Heavenwill lead me to her canopied bed. First I will raise her on a floating bedof ropes, and rocking her to and fro, shall penetrate her fifty times, toarouse her ecstasy and to prove my virility. As her ecstasy mounts shewill call on me to join her in the canopied bed, to come unto her as herbeloved Dumuzi had done. But should I fail the fifty times, or enter herbed too soon, the light of day I shall not see . . .”
There was a look of disbelief oil Urnungal’s face. “A risky affair, itseems,” he finally concluded.
“And utterly divine,” Gilgamesh said, and winked. Then he drew
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his son closer, embraced him, and kissed him on the forehead. “Now letme be, for I need rest for tomorrow’s strenuous rites.”
* * *
Although he was not to come into the presence of the goddess beforesundown, the king was awakened soon after sunrise and withoutmuch ado was led to the Sacred Precinct. He neither ate nor drankon this tenth day, for the rites of the Sacred Marriage required him tobe cleansed and purified, ridding himself of all that was profane andunsanctified.
At the Sacred Precinct’s gate, priests took over from the small groupof palace functionaries that had accompanied Gilgamesh. They led himto a special part of the Great Temple for a series of cleansing proce-dures: scrubbings and ritual baths that assured that his body would beat its purest. His nails were cut; his hair was trimmed and washed andbrushed, then rolled into a nape at the back of his head and held inplace by a band of spun wool. Then, his body anointed from head totoe with aromatic oils, with special emphasis on his genitals, he wasenwrapped in a simple white linen robe and permitted to lie down andrelax.
A double-hour before sundown, the final preparations began. Theking’s body was rubbed with aromatic oils once more, and the attend-ing priests dressed him in the bridegroom’s clothes—first a gauzelikewhite gown, then a blue robe with white fringes. The robe was carefullyfolded to bare his right shoulder. A multicolored girdle, the traditionalgift of the bride, held the robe’s folds in place.
As sundown neared, the wedding procession was readied—firstthe musicians and singers, then the priests holding the golden trays onwhich the seven kinds of fruits—a gift of the king to the goddess—werecarried. Next came the king, flanked by two senior priests, and behindthem came the twelve selected Elders who were to serve as the officialwitnesses that the king had indeed entered the Gipar, Ishtar’s House ofComforts.
The priestesses attending the goddess also completed her final
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preparations. Having been bathed and anointed with scented oils andcoined, Ishtar was now being dressed, first in the see-through whitegown, then in her divine fringed woolen garment. As a final touch,her handmaiden Ninsubar placed around her neck Ishtar’s favoritemany-layered necklace of lapiz lazuli beads, then handed her the divinehorned helmet, which Ishtar preferred to put on herself.
When all was done, Ninsubar stepped back to view her mistress.With the last rays of the sun gone, the chamber was now bathed in abluish light, its source unseen. In the sky-colored light that was reflectedoff the goddess’s body and adornments, she looked like the celestialbody that she represented on Earth.
\ou are indeed godly, a Queen of Heaven!” Ninsubar said. “Theking will be enchanted by your divine appearance.”
“The king, I am told, is greatly weakened,” Ishtar said. “His sins cryto Heaven!”
“But of all men, you love him the most!”
“I loved him, but he has rejected me, and stolen from me Anustablet. ... I have put a curse on him, on Gilgamesh!”
They could now hear the approaching music and singing.
“Will you let him be?” Ninsubar asked.
“The curse, Ninsubar, cannot be undone. To forever seek life andnever find it, I have fated him!”
Ninsubar looked puzzled “How can he search forever, and not for-ever live?”
Ishtar nodded her head. “That, indeed, is a puzzle for fate to solve.”
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        When Astra opened her eyes, the first thought that occurred to her wasthat she was dead, and the next thought, that she was buried alive.
The place was utterly dark and totally silent, and cold. She wantedto turn her head but couldn’t, for it was heavy and aching and her neckwas stiff. She tried to move her hand but there was an uncommon wea-riness in her limbs and a stiffness in her fingers—a numbness as thatwhich follows a blocking of circulation. She was lying on her back, andfeeling so immobile, she tried to move her lips, to utter a word so thatshe might know whether she was dead or alive. Her lips, however, weredry and cold, and could not be shaped to utter a coherent sound. Butshe did let out a kind of a groan, and then knew she was alive.
Alive . . . but where?
I must move, she thought, but she couldn’t. With much effort shebegan to twiddle the fingers of her hands, and after a while she felt cir-culation returning to them, and then to her arms. Straining, she slowlyraised her arms and touched her face with her hands. The touch feltreassuring and she began to rub her cheeks.
The action reduced the numbness in her face and now she couldalso move her head from side to side, and this relieved the stiffness inher neck. She dropped her hands to her sides and felt about, and real-ized she was lying on a bed. Shifting her body in a slithery movementshe began to slide out of the bed. As her feet stuck out enough to bendand touch the floor, she discovered that she was entangled in someropes, a kind of a net. She muttered a swear word, wondering what astupid net of ropes was doing in a bed.
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It was at that moment that a flash of memory crossed her mind: shelay in a hammock . . . there was a man, a naked man. She was rocking,to and fro, to and fro. . . . There was a warmth, spreading upward in herbody. ... It was a warmth, an inner glow. . . .
She shivered. Now, she was cold. There was no warmth, no innerglow. Was it a dream?
She slipped out of the bed and stood up. Her feet touched a coldfloor. A chill passed through her body and there was another flash ofrecollection ... A room. A room filled with artifacts. A lyre. There hadbeen lyre music . . .
But now there was utter silence. Without moving, she lookedaround. In one place she noticed a glimmer of light and she made herway carefully toward it. When she reached the spot, her extended handstouched a curtain. With an uncertain hand she pulled it aside. Therewas a window behind the heavy curtain and the light struck Astra’s eyesas a hammer’s blow. She closed her eyes and, dizzied, held on to the cur-tain in order not to sway. Then she opened and closed her eyes severaltimes, blinking until she got used to the light.
She turned around and looked at the room. There was a lyre, therewere other artifacts. A canopied bed. There was a man on the bed, lyingon his side, his face pushed against a pillow. Eli, she recalled. He broughtme up here. Last night.
Last night? Instinctively she looked at her wristwatch. It was twentyto nine.
It was then that she realized she was entirely naked save for a gauze-like, see-through robe. The man in the bed was naked as well.
“Damn!” Astra muttered. “I must’ve spent the whole damn nighthere. And now I’ll be late for work.”
Eli didn’t answer. No wonder the poor fellow is exhausted, Astrathought. We must’ve screwed around the whole night!
She found her clothes strewn on the floor and dressed in a hurry.How the hell do I get out of here? she thought, seeing that Eli was stillfast asleep. Now that she had gotten used to the light and could evendistinguish the dim parts of the room, she noticed the elevator and
a female figure in it. She walked over and saw a lifelike statue, andanother memory flashed through her mind. Ishtar, the goddess. ... Eliwas telling her things, ancient things. . . . She saw it all in a dream aftershe had fallen asleep . . .
She touched the features of the statue.
“Hey, Eli!” she cried out to him. “Guess what! I dreamt that Iwas a goddess, like this statue. ... I was Ishtar, and you were a king—Gilgamesh!” Her shout should have awakened Eli, but it didn’t.
Now Astra felt annoyed. She pushed herself into the elevator besidethe statue and pressed a button, then another, but nothing happened.She was getting mad at the prospect ol being late for work and wasfrustrated by feeling caged in.
She stepped out of the elevator and went toward the bed.
“Come on, mister!” she shouted to Eli as she got closer to him. “It’sbugle time! Just get up and let me out of here!”
He ignored, or didn’t hear, her loud words, and she grabbed hishand and pulled it a few times to awaken him. As she let go of his hand,it fell back limply on the bed. What’s going on here? Astra thought,apprehension beginning to overtake her. She shook Eli a few times andwhen even that didn’t help, she bent over, and with some effort turnedhim over on his back.
His eyes were open but glazed. He was not breathing, though hismouth was half-open. His penis was erect and blue, dark blue. She felthis pulse; there was none.
He was dead.
“Oh my god!” Astra cried out as she stepped back, horrified.
For a few moments she contemplated the dead body, undecidedwhat she should do. She knew had to get out, but how? Frantically shelooked about the room again, noticing for the first time a doorknob inone of the walls. She rushed there, and from close up she could see thatthe wallpaper was laid to make the door indistinguishable. She turnedthe handle and pulled and the door opened, revealing stairs leadingdown. It was dark beyond the top stairs, and she felt her way downcarefully until she came upon a door at the bottom. She opened it and
went through, and saw she was back in the sitting room, which she nowrecalled from the evening before.
T he bluish light that had engulfed the room then was gone, butsome light infiltrated from behind heavy curtains and Astra made herway toward it. She looked for her jacket and handbag and found themon the armchair where she had sat. On impulse, she sat down again inthe chair.
She closed her eyes and tried to remember what had taken place inthis room the evening before. Her host, now dead, was talking to her,showing slides. . . . What was he telling her? She remembered Baalbek,her childhood, a sixth finger. . . . He spoke to her at the museum, sheaccompanied him here. . . . They drank a nectar. . . . She opened hereyes. Yes, the glasses were still here, on the side table. She had felt aninner warmth, a floating away. And then? What then? There was a daz-zling scent that went with these recollections, but her sense of smellnow reported back an odor of mustiness, and the new odor interferedwith the lifting of the fog over her memory.
She looked about the room, trying to regain her bearings. Therewas the slide projector, another anchor for memories. Yes, he had toldher about the statue. . . . They went upstairs. ... It was the night of theSacred Marriage . . .
The musty smell overwhelmed her and she felt a chill. Was sheremembering correctly or was it all an illusion? Had she dreamt it all?
She shook her head, picked up her belongings, and made her waytoward the stairs. The bluish light that had lit up the stairwell last eve-ning was out, but there was enough daylight coming through narrowwindows at alternate landings so that she could find her way. Reachingthe exit door she almost stumbled on a pile of papers strewn on thefloor. The door was locked, but she found the latch with groping handsand unlocked it. She turned the handle to open the door but it didn’tbudge. Frantically Astra pushed against it, and the door opened on aheave.
In the light, she could see that the pile she stumbled on was madeup of letters and magazines, which had evidently been thrown in
through the mail slot in the door. As she stepped into the alley, clos-ing the door behind her, she noticed the number “6” on it. As shereached the corner, she noticed the street sign: Coptic Mews, off ofCoptic Lane.
“Well, I’ll be damned!” Astra muttered, wondering whether thesewere all mere coincidences.
It was still—or again—drizzling, and Astra remembered the hatand coat she had left in the museum the night before. She went to pickthem up, but was stopped by a guard at the iron gates.
“The place isn’t open yet to visitors,” he said. “Only readers cancome in now.”
“I’ve just come to pick up my hat and coat. I left them last night.”
“All right,” he said, taking a good look at her. “Come on in.”
As she crossed the courtyard she couldn’t help thinking of the pre-vious evening; how she had walked through this very courtyard with atotal stranger. Did he really believe in a destiny that would take us bothback to ancient Sumer, or was it just an ingenious way to lure me intohis bed? She nodded her head in disbelief at her own trusting naivete,shrugged her shoulders, and went up the stairs.
At the checkroom, she produced the plastic chit she had been giventhe evening before.
“I’m afraid I left my hat and coat here last evening,” she said to theattendant. “Could I have them, please?”
“Why, sure,” the attendant replied. He went back to the racks, anda minute later returned. “I’m sorry,” he said, “but there’s nothing left onthis number. Besides”—he looked at her inquisitively—“all the chits forthis number are in place. When did you get it?”
“Why, I told you,” Astra said. “Last night, when I was here for theGilgamesh exhibit.”
The attendant looked at Astra askance. “The Gilgamesh exhibit?There was no such exhibit here last night. Are you sure you’re not mix-ing us up with some other gallery?”
“Come on,” Astra said nervously. “I’m not crazy, you know. I left myhat and coat here; I checked them in for the exhibit!”
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Baffled, the attendant called out to one of the museum guards.
Hey, Charlie,’ he shouted, “there’s a lady here says she was here lastnight for a Gilgamesh exhibit. Know anything about it?”
The guard came over. “A Gilgamesh exhibit?” he said, staring atAstra. “Yes, we had one, but not last night. It must’ve been at least ayear ago!”
“A year ago?” Astra exclaimed. “It was last evening, here, at thismuseum!”
“Yes, you’re right, Charlie,” the attendant said. “I remember it now.It was about this time a year ago. They were serving drinks at the coffeeshop. . . .”
“This is crazy!” Astra exploded. “Either I get my hat and coat or Italk to a supervisor!”
“Take it easy, Miss,” the attendant said, glancing at the guard.
Whenever it was, your hat and coat aren’t here, and no chit is missinghere either. Now, take back your chit and call Lost and Found at theMetropolitan Police. It’s where we send stuff left behind too long.”
“There’s a phone right there, behind the partition,” the guardadded, pointing.
Uncomprehending, Astra took the chit back and went where shehad been shown. She fished for a coin in her handbag, then remem-bered she did not need a coin to call the police.
Which emergency do you require?” an operator answered.
“Police.”
There was some clicking and a deep male voice identified himself asSergeant Watson, Metropolitan Police.
I want to report a death,” Astra said, hesitation in her voice.
“A violent death?”
“Oh no . . . it’s a man who died . . .”
“What’s your name, Miss?”
“His name was Eli . . . Elios, that is.”
“I need your name and address. Where are you calling from?”
“Yes . . . number six, Coptic Mews . . . there’s a dead man . . .”
“How did he die? When?”
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Astra did not respond.
“Hello there, Miss!” the sergeant said urgently. “Do you know whenthe man died? Today? Yesterday?”
“I don’t know exactly,” Astra whispered. All of a sudden, her voicetrailed off and the phone dropped from her hand. She had caught aglimpse of someone familiar over by the coat rack. It was Eli. Had heseen her?
She closed her eyes and opened them again. When she did, he wasgone.
(continued from front flap)
Gilgamesh's half-brother who is seekingGilgamesh's crown for himself.
Retelling the Epic of Gilgamesh inthe context of his research and discover-ies about the Anunnaki, Zecharia Sitchinweaves a tale of ancient ceremony,accidental betrayal, gods among men,interplanetary travel, and a quest forimmortality spanning millennia.
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