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To the bros who put the prose first.







Welcome back to the Wanderer’s Journal! In case it’s been a while or you otherwise don’t remember much about the first book, this synopsis will get you right back to where we left off!




Nerguiin has spent her entire life imprisoned as a priestess in the White Temple of Uruk where she’s tasked with speaking to the sky/wind god Anu. A drought has lasted for almost twenty years and shows no signs of ending. The priestesses in the temple think Nerguiin is a child of the gods who will be able to convince Anu to bring rain once more. They think so because they found Nerguiin as a baby in a burned home without a scratch on her and it must have been the cooling winds of Anu that kept her safe.

Three thieves break into the temple: Their leader Miri (who is actually the goddess Inanna that abandoned Uruk some twenty years ago), the tough-as-nails master thief Sokhatai, and Zanyar, a romantic bard. Nerguiin makes a deal with them: She will guide them to the tablets of Ascension (a treasure they’re looking for), but only if the thieves kidnap her. They steal the tablets, and Nerguiin and Sokhatai make their escape. Sokhatai uses a beggar as a distraction only for Nerguiin to betray Sokhatai in turn to buy an opening for her own escape from Uruk.

Nerguiin makes it outside the walls of the city into an encampment of nomadic people where she later reunites with the thieves. After an apology, Nerguiin is accepted into the crew, and they reveal the plan of the greatest heist of their time: use the tablets of Ascension to understand how to turn into a spirit, then cross the Primeval Sea between the mortal world and the Underworld, and enter Ereshkigal’s (the goddess of death) Golden City as an Ascended. There they will traverse the city’s seven circles and defeat all its challenges in order to steal the Celestial Harp, a rain-making instrument which Anu once gifted to Ereshkigal.

The Golden City is Ereshkigal’s seat of power in the Underworld, and is composed of seven nested circles with seven gates.




* The 1st gate is guarded by Neti the Gatekeeper and leads to Ascended Ring, a ring full of palaces and temples, but no one lives there.

* The 2nd gate is guarded by Pazuza, the king of udugs. This gate leads to Forest Ring, full of untamed wilds and intelligent animals.

* The 3rd gate is guarded by a swamp elemental. This gate leads to Spirit Ring where the spirits of the Underworld live.

* The 4th gate is guarded by the witch Dioneh, who once saved many during the doom of Meluhha where the Mother of Chaos Ti’Amtum sent the ocean to destroy the city. The gate leads to Paradise Ring which is now functioning as Prison Ring.

* The 5th gate is guarded by the monstrous warden Ereshkigal forced into this form as a punishment. The gate leads to Divine Ring, a gauntlet of spiritual trials where lying is forbidden.

* The 6th gate is the Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes, which forever imprisons those who speak the smallest of lies. This gate leads to the city’s center.

* The 7th gate is also guarded by Neti the Gatekeeper, and leads to Ereshkigal’s spire.




The thieves travel to Eridu, and there enter a buried temple where the titular Wanderer once documented her own journey through the Golden City. Nerguiin memorizes the entire Wanderer’s Journal, then devises her own plan: She is going to turn into a ghost upon Ascension (an Ascended is allowed to pick any form they choose), steal a finger from an edimmu (a ghostly corpse udug. An udug is a Sumerian monster similar to the Japanese youkai), then use the finger to add her own name into the Book of the Dead in Ereshkigal’s throne room. As Ereshkigal cannot kill or banish anyone from the Golden City if their name is in the book, Nerguiin would be for all intents and purposes immortal and live in a paradise forever.

While they prepare for this heist, Nerguiin messes up and is caught by the Bronze Warrior, a bounty hunter on Miri’s tail. The crew escapes to the city of Ur where they need to steal lapis lazuli and the blood of the moon god Nanna, both which they need for Ascension. Nerguiin is kidnapped, overcomes the final “anchor” in her own Ascension (she realizes she does not care for the mortal world, and therefore it holds no hooks on her), betrays Miri’s trust to the Bronze Warrior (who turns out to be the god of justice, Ninurta, who works for the sun god Utu).

In the temple of Ur, the moon god Nanna wakes up earlier than expected and Miri is struck by Ninurta’s poisoned spear. Nerguiin jumps off the roof of the temple into a canal, where Zanyar is waiting in case anything goes wrong. Miri falls off; they discover she’s still conscious and somehow has managed to steal one bottle of the moon god’s blood. But even though they get her to their secret hideout and Sokhatai tries all her antidotes, Miri dies.

Nerguiin realizes they have a way to save her: They will perform the rite of Ascension on Miri’s body, to send her to the Golden City instead of the True Death. After that they’ll start the heist sooner than planned to go after her. (A dead spirit, given the rite, will linger for 14 days before entering the True Death.) The thieves therefore have 14 days to reach the city, where they can use an ancient wish spirit’s power to bring Miri back to life.

They build the amulets needed for ascension using Nanna’s blood, lapis lazuli, and other ingredients such as yellow mingsriya, a stone that stores sunlight. They head to Zagros Mountains, and on the way there both Nerguiin and Sokhatai become confident that they are ready to ascend once they sail across the Primeval Sea. However, Zanyar is not showing any progress, and it becomes clear he won’t be able to do it. They try anyway, but due to Zanyar’s problems they take too long crossing the sea between the two worlds, and the Mother of Chaos Ti’Amtum emerges from beneath the waves. Because of the threat of all of them being killed, Zanyar sacrifices himself and jumps off the boat, which allows Sokhatai and Nerguiin to ascend.

Nerguiin enters through the first gate of the Underworld and turns into a ghost girl because she wants to relive the childhood that the priests of Uruk stole from her. Sokhatai joins her, but soon Nerguiin discovers the problem with her plan: As a ghost, she cannot touch anything, although Ereshkigal did give her magic boots to walk around and not sink through the ground.

They meet the wish spirit Reshikhalen, whom they nickname Reshi. Nerguiin tricks Reshi into servitude by wishing for the best tea she’s ever had, since Reshi finds himself unable to create a tea that a ghost can drink. They head out to Anu’s Wandering Sanctuary where Sokhatai asks for a long coil of rope, and Nerguiin gets mittens that can touch things.

They return to the walls of Ascended Ring as agreed, and discover Zanyar has in fact made the journey through the Primeval Sea against all odds, and traveled to the Golden City in the flesh. They pull him up to the wall with Sokhatai’s rope, and head out to rush through the seven circles within  the 14- day window.

They barely survive passing Pazuza, the king of udugs who commands the Four Winds and throws lightning bolts. Then they trick the Forest Elemental with fake rain, manage to negotiate with Dioneh (who reveals the goddess Inanna caused the drought), and have to sacrifice Reshi to buy passage from Warden through Prison Ring. Finally they use Nerguiin’s incredible memory of the religious (the religion in this story is called “Seekers”) scripture to defeat Divine Ring and its gauntlet of island trials.

Earlier in Spirit Ring Nerguiin had robbed a finger from an edimmu udug, and Zanyar jumped in to save her. In doing so, Zanyar ended up killing the edimmu, which made Ereshkigal curse him to be hunted to death by a nishakai, an enforcer udug that can create green fire. They killed the nishakai with water once, but they know it will return the next night.

In Divine Ring, they learn from an aizu (a doppelganger udug that can read people’s minds) that the nishakai, like the one that’s chasing them, are weak to fire, as they were not born in fire like other udugs. (Note that humans, according to Sumerian mythology, were made from mud and water). They go to Utu’s Abode, an island covered in a forest fire, and fight the nishakai in the flames. Despite their trying hard, the nishakai defeats them, and Nerguiin realizes they cannot beat him normally. She tricks the nishakai into lying, and the Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes steals his spirit, which also removes the fire from his body.

Sokhatai is wounded in the fight, and the thieves rush to the Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes, which forces each of them to speak the truth. Zanyar reveals he didn’t actually cross the Primeval Sea, but pleaded with Ti’Amtum, as otherwise he wouldn’t be able to bring Miri back. Sokhatai reveals she is being unreasonable with other people’s mistakes due to her own insecurity, caused by her experiences as a younger woman when she sacrificed and framed others for her own messes. Nerguiin reveals that her actions got Miri killed.

In the Center they journey to Mamkhal’s home (Mamkhal is the old goddess who used to guard Paradise Ring; like Ti’Amtum she can see the future). Mamkhal heals Sokhatai’s wounds and lifts Zanyar’s curse so no more nishakai will come after him. Mamkhal advises them to properly travel the Pilgrim’s Path (a silver road that goes around every ring of the city) before going to rob Ereshkigal, and they do exactly that.

On that journey Nerguiin is frustrated that she cannot quote exact answers from the Wanderer’s Journal to solve riddles, and she fails a number of trials that the others manage to crack. Notably, she fails the riddle of the Four Winds (how can one command the wind?), which she claims cannot be answered, as Anu blows as he wills and no one can control the wind; she tried for twenty years in the temple and not once did Anu listen to her.

They visit the moon god Nanna who reveals that the amulets the thieves built do not hold the moon god’s blood, but that of Inanna; the thieves realize that Miri was Inanna all along.

They also meet Ninurta in the City of the Lesser Divines, which is supposed to a mirror of the mortal world, but now is shrouded in mist and mystery. Ninurta gives them their final trial: Now that they know Miri caused this drought, do they still plan to bring her back to life?

The thieves talk this through and decide that yes, Miri has to be brought back. They pass through the seventh gate of the Underworld and enter Ereshkigal’s hall while Nanna keeps her distracted. In the hall, the thieves find the Celestial Harp and are ready to head home, but Nerguiin delays as she wants to add her name to the Book of the Dead. As she finishes writing her name with the ghostly finger of an edimmu, Ereshkigal returns to her hall.

Nerguiin tries to scream the wish: Return Sokhatai, Zanyar, Miri, and the Celestial Harp to the mortal world alive and well, but leave Nerguiin in the Golden City, as Nerguiin does not plan to return but instead chooses to enjoy the Golden City for eternity without Ereshkigal being able to send her away. However, Ereshkigal silences Nerguiin’s voice, and she cannot speak the wish.

Ereshkigal reminds Reshi of Nerguiin’s original wish—a tea fit for a ghost, which Mamkhal “happened” to prepare in advance. Nerguiin is forced to drink the tea, and Reshi states that a wish has been granted.

Instead of killing the thieves, Ereshkigal offers them a chance for penance. Since they entered to the Underworld prepared to deliver a lamentation song about Inanna, if Ereshkigal likes the song, she’ll let them go. They perform the song using the Celestial Harp (which makes the skies weep there in the Underworld, but not in the mortal world). It’s moving enough to bring even Ereshkigal to tears.

Ereshkigal lets the thieves go, but refuses to let them take the harp. The thieves plead with her to end the drought, but Ereshkigal tires of them and magics them back home without resurrecting Miri. Ereshkigal is surprised when she finds herself unable to return Nerguiin back to the mortal world. Nerguiin says that her name is in the Book of the Dead, so she now gets to enjoy a paradise forever.

Ereshkigal reveals that the Book of the Dead merely says those listed on its pages cannot leave the Underworld, and the Golden City is only the highest level of her domain—the paradise. She sentences Nerguiin to a hundred years of penance in the Undercity of Kur, restores her hunger and thirst (Ascended are immune to both), turns her into a shadow, and chains her with magical bonds.

Nerguiin falls through the floor for a long time until at last she comes to a stop in Kur, a huge underground ice cavern.

Welcome to I Shouldn’t Have Robbed a God!




As a reminder, here are the various gods encountered so far:




    • Ti’Amtum, the Mother of Chaos. Lives in the Primeval Sea between the mortal world and the Underworld. Can see the future.

    • Anu, the sky/wind god, the one Nerguiin was supposed to ask for rain, who never speaks to her.

    • Utu, the sun god. He has not appeared yet, but he’s up there.

    • Nanna, the moon god. He appears as a pale, hairless beautiful man and lives in the city of Ur. The thieves tried to steal his blood to get to the Underworld, but accidentally stole the blood of…

    • Inanna, the goddess of love/fertility/lots of other things. She once shared the temple at Uruk with Anu. Nerguiin has an amulet which still holds Inanna’s blood.

    • Ereshkigal, goddess of death and ruler of the Golden City. Inanna’s sister.

    • Mamkhal, a motherly god who can see the future. Lives near Ereshkigal’s spire. She lifted the curse from Zanyar.

    • Ninurta, aka the Bronze Warrior, aka the god of justice. He killed Inanna with his poisoned spear, and watches over the City of Lesser Divines in the center of the Golden City.






PART ONE








CHAPTER ONE
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If the Golden City offers a journey of deep inner discovery to those who make pilgrimage through its circles, what of those who refuse to learn?




The Wanderer’s Journal, Personal Entries




Deep in the bottom reaches of the Underworld, black chains constricted Nerguiin’s arms and legs like a snake of the blackest midnight. She trembled against an icy slab on the edge of a hundred-foot-wide pit of ash where rats, these corporeal, gnawed on flakes and filled their bellies.

Kur, the Undercity, extended past a pillar where sharp frozen cliffs hung in the air over fields of snow and refuse. Metal rods were hammered into the ice and burned with green flames from the nishakai udug she had defeated in the Golden City far above. These burned lifelessly, as though they hesitated to lift the darkness befitting deep places. A cluster of a hundred tiny green flames in the distance suggested a village, or perhaps even a city, rising high above the cave floor but only reaching halfway to the ceiling where massive stalactites hung.

Nerguiin took a single step toward the light but slipped on the uneven stone as her chains and boots latched onto outcroppings she couldn’t see. The cold seeped through the boots that kept her ghost body from drifting through the cave floor, then up her legs. The chill cared little for her ghost form, and passed through her skirt into her lower body.

Teeth rattling, she rubbed her arms and legs for warmth, then continued toward the lights ahead. But a hundred steps later exhaustion forced her to brace herself against her knees to catch her breath. Her heart raced and a feeling of vertigo made the world spin. She could barely breathe.

She understood that she was still in the body of an eight-year-old ghost she had chosen when she first entered the Underworld, but why was she so weak?

The chains around her shadow arms had gained a white coating of frost, as if to turn her into another of the icy mounds that dotted the floor of Kur. And when she tried to move them, they refused to obey her.

Move! she thought. She tried to float her ghostly body, but the effort left her gasping on her stomach on the icy ground.

The snake chains slithered around her head, pressed against her cheek, their touch so cold it burned until her face numbed and a pleasant warmth took her.

I’m dying, aren’t I?

Against her will, her eyes slid shut. With her last strength, her fingers closed around the blue-tinted clay medallion, the one holding a crimson dot of Miri’s blood at its center. Miri, beloved friend. Miri, the author of the journey that had ultimately brought her to this icy hell. Her trembling ceased and her breath slowed. The mortal world scorched under the sun, and here she was, dying of a freezing cold. The gods had a twisted sense of humor.

Warmth brushed her face. A voice spoke to her. She felt a tickle as something passed through her back, incapable of touching her incorporeal body.

“Wake up,” a gruff voice said. “If you plan to die, do it away from our main food source.”

The heat spread around her, and with its arrival, the cold made her teeth chatter. Unsure when she had last taken a breath, she arched her neck up in a panicked gasp and found a bright orange flame right in front of her face. Desperately, she reached her head higher and absorbed its warmth. Her arms regained their strength, then her legs. Placing her red mittens against the ice, she pushed herself onto her knees where the black chains gave her ghost’s body a solid connection to the ground.

When she reached for the flame, it shied back.

The person holding it was a shadow being that Nerguiin, looking down at her arms and hands, realized she herself was as well. He was an elderly man with a shaggy white beard, and held a torch with a beautiful shaft of twisting white branches, as though a tree had grown to such a shape of its own will. A flame burned at its end, seemingly without fuel, and as the light neared the man’s face, the shadow lifted like a layer of black paint peeled off his skin, as though this light’s mere presence in Kur drove away the darkness in shame. He wore a ragged, ruined skirt and three scarves. 

Nerguiin stretched higher and basked in the light. As her shivers ceased, she moaned in delight.

The flame abandoned her. She let out a little whimper and reached for it, but the man stepped back.

“All right, that’s enough,” the man said. “If you want more, you have to work for it.”

She stood up and discovered her body obeying her commands.

Whatever that flame is, she thought, I need more of it.

“Follow me,” the man said. “Can you walk? If not, crawl. Let me introduce you to the boss.”

He walked away quickly, and Nerguiin had no choice but to scamper up and limp after him. Her eyes never left the torch in his hand. Even a few paces behind him, she felt some of its heat, and the closer she followed, the stronger she felt. She jogged after him, her legs burning with the effort. This felt worse than when Sokhatai had made her run a dana for the first time, except now it happened any time she tried to use her body.

“Um, hi,” Nerguiin said between taxed breaths. “I didn’t catch your name. I’m—”

The man stopped and turned to her. “Did I give you permission speak? No. I gave you permission to walk or crawl, your choice. Now shut your trap.”

She swallowed and nodded.

Here and there paving stones popped up from the ice to reveal an old road. The stones were brown, maybe mudbrick, most so damaged the thing barely had the right to call itself a road at all. There were spots where ice grew over the slabs, only to permit the road to resume a hundred feet later. Nerguiin passed a ledge where a group of four shadows crouched on snow watching her passage, these without any fire. One of them wore a loincloth, another the upper half of a ripped tunic. In a bowl-like mound nearby, two shadows punched and kicked each other while a dozen others stood on the ledges and watched, some holding little pouches.

A metallic whine echoed in the cavern. On the ceiling, the stalactites gave way to a wide-open hatch, through which sun poured into the surrounding areas of the cavern. Orderly rows of ancient pillars, carved with reliefs that were too damaged to read, lined a clearing below the hatch. Green torches brought the darkness up to a flickering green light. The clearing itself was weathered brick, and as sunlight touched the stone, vapor rose from the frost.

“Ah yes,” the old man said, stopping. “You’ll want to see this.”

A hundred chained shadow creatures swarmed beneath the hatch. A few reached their arms up, and as sunlight hit them, the shadows evaporated to reveal the prisoners veiled beneath. Many were human, a few were creatures of stone and wood. A four-legged monster with tusks protruding from either side of its nose thundered through the throng, and where it walked, the others gave way.

Something started raining from the ceiling, and a brawl broke out. The prisoners yelled in a hundred voices, punched, kicked, and bit each other. When one managed to acquire something, they scurried away from the sunlight and their shadow form closed back over them.

It’s food, Nerguiin realized.

A young woman clutched a loaf of bread, and a nearby monkey held a jug of liquid sealed with a cork. A four-legged udug with the lower body of a lion and the upper body of a man stuffed chunks of meat down his throat right there in middle of the brawl while shooting fearful glances around him. Others ran off the moment they won a tiny morsel for themselves.

Shadows in multiple layers of clothing, most carrying spears and round shields, observed the brawl from the sides. The closest pair grinned at the melee, white teeth and eyes glowing through their shadow forms, and as a woman escaped the throng clutching a single fish, the spear-wielding figure shook his head and passed one of his pouches to his mate.

 The ceiling hatch closed with a metallic groan and the sunlight faded, first into a narrow strip, then to complete blackness until the weak green torches were the only light in the cavern. Shadows scattered alone or in small groups toward the denser cluster of light in the distance; others punched and kicked each other so slowly it appeared they had spent the last of their strength and were ready to topple with the next stiff breeze.

“All right, come on,” the old man said to Nerguiin. He scratched at his cheek where his own black chains twisted and squirmed. “We’re almost there.”

Nerguiin glanced over her shoulder at the dying brawl before following. The ones with spears and shields couldn’t be guards, she decided—they were chained like everyone else.

The old man led her around a natural stone pillar that rose to the ceiling, the ice on its surface smooth as though water had long ago sheeted down it and frozen before making it all the way to the cave floor.

Nerguiin gasped. On the other side of the pillar, an almost blinding flame burned in the distance, and even where Nerguiin stood, she felt a faint heat. The light shone from a rickety lighthouse behind a half circle of barricade nestled against the cavern’s wall. The closer they came, the more the ground had thawed. Prisoners basked in the warmth near the barricade, but even this light wasn’t strong enough to reveal the true features beneath their chains.

Opposite the barricaded compound, thousands of green torches rose on a hill between shacks and debris. Prisoners moved up and down the hill, a few of them so far uphill Nerguiin could barely see their black silhouettes.

“That’s Slum Hill,” the old man said. “You’ll be living there.”

They continued away from Slum Hill to the barricade before the lighthouse where two spearmen leaned against a closed wooden gate. One wore a patched white robe marred by spots of filth, another what looked like Nerguiin’s old seeress’ dress that came down to his knees. First Nerguiin thought them to be free of chains but soon spotted something like a black snake curl under the white robe, then peek up from the collar.

So the clothing only covers the chains, she thought. But if these are prisoners, why do they have weapons?

At their approach, the gate swung open. While the builders of this compound had used wood for the gate, for the rest of the barricade they had improvised, stacking toppled wagons, stone chunks, ruined furniture, and any other refuse that happened to be available.

They walked through the gates, and Nerguiin found herself swimming through warmth. Flimsy boxes and baskets overflowed with food and towered in stacks around her, and a small mountain of what could only be jugs of beer and wine rose at the rear side of the compound. Spears, axes, swords, and shields lay in another pile. Further in, the ground turned from rock and snow to faded mudbrick tiles.

A pair of men by the gate sat on boxes with spears and shields held ready, and the woman beside them stood with her arms crossed and a scowl twisting her face where a shadow chain slid over her head and looped around her neck. Perhaps twenty other humans and udugs stood around the compound with odd contraptions tied to their backs like backpacks of wood, flax, wool, or even copper. Each held a torch with a green flame, like the flames of a nishakai, burning over their heads. Perhaps the torches anchored to the backpacks would permit them light while wielding a spear and shield with their hands.

No, that can’t be it, Nerguiin thought. She noticed an udug in the back with the lower body of a bull and the upper body of a man with four arms. He, too, wore a harness and a flame that cast rimlight like a godly halo to his hair. That udug could wield the torch in his hand and use weapons. Why do these torches burn green, while my escort’s burns orange?

A simple throne surrounded by spiky stalagmites stood at the base of the lighthouse, elevated by poles and a wooden staircase, likely so the chained udug sitting upon it could spy over the walls of his compound from his high vantage point. The udug’s man-like body was made of ice. A green flame burned in a small hollow part of his abdomen like a lantern. A beard of ragged icicles hung over his naked chest almost to the crimson skirt that slid over his knees. His feet ended in sharp talons like those of a bird of prey and as sharp as the claws of his fingers. Nerguiin paged through the Wanderer’s Journal in her head, but couldn’t recall mention of such a creature. Perhaps she would just call him a frost udug.

The old man who escorted her bowed. “Great Sul,” he said from that position, and the udug on the throne stood up. He picked up a green torch from a metal brazier beside his throne. As his claws closed around the shaft, the flames roared to twice their height and twisted erratically, as though a tempest threatened to break them free of their prison. At the same time, the orange flames around the old man’s torch faded until he held only a darkened branch of wood. The udug’s taloned feet tapped against the wooden stairs as he descended, then clicked against the mudbrick tiles.

Nerguiin shied back but brought herself to a stop—she wouldn’t be able to run from this creature. She stared at the impossible flickering flame inside the icy gut. It made no sense.

“Ebezzu, you are excused,” the udug said as he came to a stop at an arm’s reach from Nerguiin, and the old man bowed as he backed away.

Another wrinkled man took his place. He held a black stone tablet in one hand, a stone stylus in another. Here, so close to the roaring lighthouse, most people were free of their shadow forms, although both Sul and the man beside him had shadows still lingering on their faces where the light couldn’t reach. Nerguiin, facing the almost sweltering heat, appeared in her normal, ghostly form with a cyan seeress’ dress, woolen red mittens, and a matching pair of boots. Now that she thought about it, why hadn’t her clothes been visible through her shadow form like the rest of these prisoners?

The frost udug turned his attention to Nerguiin. “I am Sul, the one who now rules Kur.” He had a melodic voice, and an overpowering stench of sulfur reeked out with every word, and his icicle beard wiggled.

Nerguiin looked up at the lighthouse behind and above him. Pieces of rope held its shoddy structure together. Wooden planks formed a chamber at its base behind a closed door and another fence.

“Do you like my flame?” Sul asked.

Nerguiin nodded. “It’s warm.”

Sul turned his back to her and opened his arms wide. Even from behind, through the ice, the tiny candlelight inside his gut remained visible. “It is my proudest creation. One day its radiance will grow so bright it will melt all our crimes away, and no one will have to suffer in this wretched cave ever again. I am your salvation.”

“Of course, great Sul,” Nerguiin said respectfully.

“And if you wish to enjoy my flame’s warmth, you must show your faith to me. Do so, and I may consider gracing you with my fire. We also provide clean water to those who deserve it, and those who work eat better.” He turned back to her. “Let us make sure you understand the rules.”

Nerguiin nodded, not sure what to make of this udug. If he was in charge, why was he in chains?

“Don’t kill the other prisoners,” Sul said. “If anyone gives you trouble, speak to my chosen.” He spread his arms at the prisoners lounging about the compound, but none reacted to her attention, except perhaps to scowl harder. “If you desire anything or have questions, speak to my chosen. The lighthouse is off limits to anyone but my chosen.” He raised his chin in a regal way. “Nothing in Kur happens without my blessing.”

That didn’t sound too bad.

“Are we clear?” Sul asked.

“Yes,” Nerguiin whispered.

“What do they call you, prisoner?”

“I’m Nerguiin. Pleasure to meet you.”

The old man beside Sul wrote onto the tablet and showed it to Sul, who nodded.

“But,” Nerguiin continued, “great Sul, I feel wrong. I can barely move my legs, and it’s like there’s a weight attached to me.”

Sul tapped a claw onto the chains wrapped around Nerguiin’s chest, the poke making her stumble back. At the touch, the chains slithered around her and gripped tighter. “Ereshkigal’s chains sap your strength. Given time, you may learn to live with them.”

“Thank you for your guidance,” Nerguiin said, bowing deep. “I’ll try to fit in.”

“That should be easy. If you get hungry, you eat ash like everyone else. Thirsty? Drink sewage. Cold? Reflect on your life choices. And if you intend to eat or drink better, or perhaps wrap something warmer around you, you may approach my throne and plead for my favor. But were you to break any of the rules, Ereshkigal would add more feet to your sentence.”

Nerguiin frowned. “Feet?”

“A slab of ice has been assigned to you deeper in the cavern.” Sul tapped at his translucent gut where a flame burned inside. “Ereshkigal has created special torches for each of us. You must wield them to melt your pillar. Once the ice is gone, you may go.” He looked her over. “Speaking of that…”

A tendril of black gas flowed through the open gate. As it moved, it left behind a little trail that slowly faded, and as it came to a stop beside Nerguiin, it formed into a bobbing black sphere surrounded with chains.

That’s a hope spirit, she thought. Just black instead of silver. For some reason, the proximity to the lighthouse didn’t lift this form’s shadow.

“Boss!” the hope spirit boomed in a deep voice. “I found it!”

Sul nodded. “Speak.”

The black form spun in the air to face Nerguiin, although it didn’t have eyes. “She’s an Ascended! And—”

“Oh!” Sul said with a smile. One of his own shadow chains squeezed tighter around his neck, the ice making a cracking sound. “It is not often we have Ascended here. But it matters little what you were before. There are no exceptions in Kur. All you are now is another prisoner.”

“But boss! I saw her crimes!”

Sul examined his green-burning torch up close, looking disinterested. “And?”

The hope spirit hesitated.

“I command you to speak, Langa.”

“She has killed a nishakai! Twice!”

Sul’s eyes flicked from the flame to Nerguiin. “Are you certain?”

“Yes!” the gas cloud bopped up and down. “Others saw it too! Ereshkigal’s own words etched in ice! Boss, do you think it was him?”

The old man beside Sul wrote more on the tablet, and this time Sul leaned close to look at the writing before frowning at Nerguiin. She looked from one of them to the other, raising her eyebrows.

“So it is true then?” Sul asked. “That you killed a nishakai?”

She considered her words. “Is that going to be a problem?”

“But you are so small.”

“Sorry to disappoint.”

He hesitated for the briefest moment. “If you kill anyone in Kur, your sentence will be extended.”

She glanced to the side. “I’ll…keep my wrath in check.”

The others shuffled and watched the exchange. Sul himself frowned and stared down at Nerguiin, his icy lips pressed together.

He’s not sure if I’m a threat, she thought. I can use that.

“So…” Nerguiin said, crossing her arms, “what would happen to someone I killed here? We’re in Kur. What becomes of the dead who die once more?”

Sul swallowed. The green flame from his torch flared higher.

By Anu, Nerguiin thought, he’s afraid of me!

“Were you to die here—” Sul poked at her chains, “—you would die the True Death, same as the rest of us. There are no second chances in Kur. Melt your pillar, Nerguiin the Ascended, and return to…wherever it was you were before.”

“Thank you, great Sul.”

“Find yourself a place to say in Slum Hill. The bell will summon you for your penances. That is all. Stay out of trouble.”

Nerguiin backed away while bowing. As soon as she was out of the compound, the gates creaked shut behind her. With every step toward Slum Hill, the lighthouse burned weaker. She wanted to turn back and pound at the gates for the slightest hope of being closer to the fire.

But as she walked, her fears lessened. She understood some of Kur’s inner workings. Sul was the one in charge, but he seemed nothing more than a thug with some power. She could work with that. If this was what Kur was like, she had nothing to fear. She merely had to find a way to escape without entering Sul’s bad books.






CHAPTER TWO










It is a hopeless task to document the 3600 different types of udugs of all shapes and sizes, so I will present a general view of their kind. Most were born from fire, and have some power over it, while some were spawned by udugs who already possessed a fire of their own. Most are malicious, and will betray others at the least provocation, and many are solely motivated by greed.

But not all of them. Pazuza, for one, I found a being of endless patience.




The Wanderer’s Journal, Pool Chamber, 1st Bestiary




After limping for what had to be half an hour, Nerguiin leaned against an icy boulder to catch her breath, even though it made the cold seep through her mittens to her fingers. While resting, she observed the other shadows who walked into the shantytown erected on Slum Hill. Chaotic roads and streets crossed into the slum with no apparent plan or design to them. Torches flickered all over the hill like fireflies. Most of the hovels were made from bits of broken tables and cabinets and other discarded furniture, but here and there intact chunks of stone walls remained as what could only be the most sought-after estates in Slum Hill.

The ceiling of the cavern, supported by the square pillars she could see in all directions, reached at least twice the height of Slum Hill, although in the dark Nerguiin could only see the ceiling’s stalactites hanging above Sul’s lighthouse at the opposite end of the cavern. When Ereshkigal had cast Nerguiin to this miserable place, the fall had lasted at least a minute. Even if she somehow could reach the cavern ceiling and find a way up, she would have perhaps a quarter dana of climbing waiting for her. Nerguiin was still weakened by her chains and she was a child, and even Sokhatai, strong and fit as she was, wouldn’t have been able manage the climb.

Holding onto her aching side, she limped up the old road to the slums. On the way there, a hiding place by the roadside flickered with green light. A single human-shaped shadow sat in the tent-like space formed by a toppled wagon and four rotten wooden planks. The shadow gazed at a green-burning torch on the ground, made from a brown leg bone.

“Hey there!” Nerguiin said. She didn’t quite manage to hide the desperation in her voice.

The shadow man glanced at her, then turned back to the torch. Even this close to the flame, his shadow—except for the white eyes—refused to lift.

“I’m new here,” Nerguiin tried. “The name’s Nerguiin. What about you?”

No reply.

She waved a hand in front of his face. “Hello?”

She shrugged, and headed further into the slums where she found a coniferous tree stripped naked of its shadow-needles. It stood next to the remains of a stone spire that may have once belonged to a temple, based on the pictures of divinities painted in a faded blue dye.

After the tree turned away from her and refused to react to her queries, she tried the next shack, where a single goat-headed human shadow hugged her knees. The goat udug refused to speak, as did the next five slum residents. Some hovels were made from broken doors, others improvised from wood scraps and torn rags. But the shadows occupying them were the most broken of all, staring with sightless eyes, unmoving and unspeaking. 

Unliving.

The higher she climbed, the fewer prisoners she met, and the more icicles hung from the roofs. By now, Sul’s lighthouse burned painfully far away, and only a faint hint of its warmth reached this far into the slums. At the top of Slum Hill, she peeked over a toppled wooden cabinet at a cliff face that went down at a steep angle to the bottom. Below, she saw a sprawl of green torches, but the further she looked, the fewer there were. Far away from Slum Hill, an incline climbed up, and there not a single torch remained, which left her staring at total darkness. Did the cave end there?

Right, she thought, looking around. How do I remove these chains then?

Using her magic mittens, the only part of her that could hold onto things, she picked up a sharp rock. Then she seated herself by another sulfur-smelling green torch abandoned in the refuse and struck the stone at the chain coiled around her right leg. The chain let out a loud clink, and for a moment she wondered if someone would come to examine the noise, but nothing happened. She doubted anyone around here cared.

She hammered the chain over and over again as hard as she could manage, but after ten strikes, her arms burned and she could barely breathe. She observed the chain around her leg in the torch’s green glow, but the cursed thing still appeared as an unbroken uniform blackness.

She chiseled at the chains until her arms ached and she couldn’t lift them up anymore. A chain slithered up one leg and coiled tighter. She sighed. As long as the chains stole her strength, she wouldn’t be able to run or climb anywhere. Perhaps that was what made them strong—they ate up all her strength and used it to repair themselves when she damaged them.

Someone hummed behind a nearby collapsed wall, this one a filthy brown stone chunk with barely-readable carvings all over it. It looked to have crashed onto Slum Hill and sunk into the ground at an angle. Nerguiin peeked around an icicle pillar at the corner of the wall and watched as a shadow dug up soil at the base of a withered tree. The figure’s tangled mess of shadow hair hung all the way to the ground. She dropped a pebble into the dirt and buried it with soil, then dug a new hole. Every now and then she picked up a torch with a green fire and used its light to search the snowy earth for more pebbles. From a branch of the withered tree, a translucent, cyan-hued crow observed her work.

A ghost crow?

Nerguiin walked closer to get a better look at the shadow. The woman took another rock, set it in a hole, and buried it. Hundreds of little mounds of dirt covered the hill around the tree.

“Hey there,” Nerguiin said. “My name’s Nerguiin. Pleased to meet you.”

The shadow looked her way, her white-glowing eyes opening wide. “Oh! Hello.” Her voice creaked like an old door, unaccustomed to use after being forgotten for so long. “Welcome to Kur, little girl. You’re awfully young to be sent here.”

She figured telling wouldn’t cause any further harm. “I stole from Ereshkigal.”

“Oh. I see.” She hung her head, then looked up with a smile. “Have you come to help me farm?”

“Farm? What’re you planting?”

“Barley, mostly.” She showed her a stone, then pointed at the mounds behind the tree. “That’s flax.”

“Uh-huh?” Nerguiin said. “How’s the crop doing?”

“Oh, it’s good! The food here is a bit lacking, but come harvest, we’ll all have something to eat.”

The woman returned to patting the soil with her shadow hands. Something about her seemed familiar. As her arms glided close to the torch poking up from the soil, the shadow refused to lift.

“Speaking of food,” Nerguiin said, pointing. “I saw the ceiling hatch over there. It rained food, but I didn’t get any. How am I supposed to eat if I miss that?”

“You can eat some ash, if you want.” She shook her unkempt head. “It’s not very tasty, though.”

Nerguiin glanced in the direction of the mound of ash at the opposite end of the cavern, where rats were crawling all over the pit. She wasn’t that hungry—yet.

The woman picked up her torch, searched for another rock, knelt on her own tangled hair, and toppled when she tried to move.

“So,” Nerguiin said, taking her by the hand and helping her up. “I didn’t catch your name.”

“Oh,” the woman said, holding onto her hand. “I’m Inanna. Pleasure to meet you.”

Nerguiin stared.

“You can let go of my hand now.”

“What?” Nerguiin asked. She looked the shadow up and down. The hair, messy and long, showed no signs of the braids Nerguiin remembered. The slouched posture, the old, tired voice, none of it matched.

This couldn’t be Miri.

“But…” Nerguiin whispered. “You’re dead.”

“Um,” the woman said. “I’d like to return to my farming.”

“Is it really you? Miri?”

The shadow gasped. Her white eyes opened wider. “Nerguiin?”

“Yes! Do you remember me?”

Miri lowered her gaze. “Please don’t hate me.”

Nerguiin’s heart raced. “It’s really you, isn’t it? How did you get here? How long have you been here? We came after you, but you were already gone from the Golden City. Why are you here?”

Miri pulled her hand away, then cocked her head. The light of recognition was already fading from her eyes. “I really must farm. Have you come to help me?”

Nerguiin blinked. Miri knelt on the ground, hummed, picked up another stone, then buried it next to the others.

“Miri? What’s wrong?”

“The others are hungry. If you want, you can bring me more seeds.”

Nerguiin crouched in front of her and grabbed her by the shoulders. “Miri, don’t you remember me?”

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I don’t.”

“Do you remember Sokhatai?” Nerguiin asked with a tightness in her throat. “Zanyar? Surely you remember him.”

She raised a finger to her lip. “Hmm. No. I know no one by those names.”

Nerguiin watched numbly as Miri searched for stones on her hands and knees. What had Ereshkigal done to her? Was it a curse? And if so, how did she lift that?

“Oh!” Nerguiin said and grabbed the blue clay amulet with a crimson dot in its center. She held it out for Miri. “This amulet holds some of your blood. Touch it. Maybe you’ll remember something.”

Miri slid a finger over the clay. She cocked her head. “Blood, you say? Why did you add blood to an amulet?”

A gong chimed over Kur. On instinct, Nerguiin covered her eyes with her mittens, but upon hearing footsteps passing and the mumbling of prisoners, she took a peek. All over the slums, shadows rose from the refuse like walking nightmares. A few carried torches, some walked with their heads hanging. Everywhere in Kur, streams of shadows headed to a single point, to a field of green light near the base of the slums. Miri, too, stood up, patted dirt from her hands, picked up her torch, and joined the others heading downhill.

Nerguiin walked after her. If Miri was here, she had to find a way to bring her back. 

________




NERGUIIN FOLLOWED MIRI and the other shadows to a forest of four-sided upright obelisks formed from black ice. A few only came up to her knees, but most towered above her, a few of the tallest reaching all the way up to the cave ceiling where they met the stalactites or rose between them. One of the pillars pierced the ceiling, although Nerguiin had to squint to see its faint shape against the darkness above. Each obelisk was a single uniform slate of black ice set in an evenly-spaced grid. Each held a metal rod that housed a green torch, which illuminated the writing etched into a gray metal sheet frozen inside the pillar. The writing proclaimed the name of a prisoner, followed by a list of their wrongdoings and the duration of their sentence.

Here and there some of the inmates huddled by their pillars and held their torches to the ice. The flames licked at the obelisks and melted the ice one drop at a time. One pillar was half-melted and so bent it looked ready to topple over, while most others appeared untouched. Where prisoners held the torches close, the shadows yielded. 

As she approached the biggest obelisk, a giant at least six feet on each side, the earth trembled. Rocks rained from the ceiling, and a deep moan echoed through the Undercity. She leaned against a pillar, waiting until the shaking ceased. No one she could see panicked or even acted concerned. They were evidently quite accustomed to earthquakes.

The earth shook again, and the enormous pillar grew taller, then, with a thundering crack, forced its way through the ceiling. When it finally came to a stop, new writing appeared at the bottom of the pillar as though an invisible artisan were etching it there before her eyes.




Brutally mauling thirty one prisoners – three hundred and ten feet added.

Harming Kur structures – one foot added.




She looked higher and higher, but the older writing went so far up she couldn’t see the prisoner’s name, only the increasing list of offenses. Nerguiin turned, almost losing Miri in the ocean of black shadows, but finally noticed her dark locks bobbing up and down further away. She caught up and watched as Miri sat down in front of a pillar and lifted her torch to melt the ice. The label read,




Inanna, Goddess of Love




Releasing the curse of drought to the mortal world




Sentence: one thousand years




It’s really her, Nerguiin thought.

Miri was one of the few whose shadow refused to lift at all when light touched it. Her reflection, too, in the black glassy surface of the obelisk showed only her white-glowing eyes.

“All right, everyone,” the chained black hope spirit Nerguiin had seen earlier said in a deep baritone while floating over her head. “Get to your penances. You know the drill. No fighting, now!”

Nerguiin pursed her lips and turned away from Miri. “I don’t know where mine is.”

The hope spirit turned. “This way.”

She followed him to her own pillar. It reached perhaps twenty feet into the air at the outer edge of the field of obelisks.




Nerguiin, Ascended




- Theft (serious, one count)

- Theft (major, one count)

- Breaking and entering

- Extortion

- Bribery

- Vandalism

- Harming a gate guardian

- Speaking an untruth

- Manipulation with malicious intent

- Being an accomplice to murder

- Destroying a nishakai’s body (two counts)

- Murdering a nishakai

- Bypassing a gate of the Underworld (six counts)




Sentence: one hundred years and one hundred days.




She scowled. Who had she ever extorted?

Shivering from the cold, she held her palms near the green torch at the top of the sconce, this a tiny bronze one made for a child. She felt no warmth. 

Well, at least I’ll have light, she thought and took down the torch. As soon as her hand touched the cold metal of the handle, her shadow disappeared and revealed her true form complete with her cyan, knee-length dress, untouched by the filth of Kur, and her ghostly hair dancing around her head as though underwater.

In an instant, she understood her situation. Her actions had caused Zanyar to be cursed. Because of her betrayal, Miri had died and gone insane. Sokhatai would go on hating Nerguiin for everything she had said and done, and there was nothing she could ever say or do to fix that. In a year or two, Uruk would look like Eridu, and its desert and people would die in their tens of thousands, starving, crying for water, only because Nerguiin put her selfish interests before others, because she didn’t speak out her wish to Reshi the wish spirit in Ereshkigal’s tower when she had the chance.

Eyes distant, she fell on her knees, half-sinking into the ground before the black chains stopped her from going further. The chilly ground bit into her skin. She was worthless, a pathetic excuse for a human being, only getting anywhere when others did everything for her. Without Miri, she would still be in the White Temple where the priests would still torment her every single day. Maybe that would be better. Then the others might have stolen the Celestial Harp and saved the mortal world.

She should just curl up and lie there. Nothing would ever work out. The gods ruled the world, and nothing a mortal, even an Ascended one, did, could ever change that.

With a shudder, she let go of the torch. As it rolled on the ground and the flame flickered, clarity returned to her.

“What the crap was that?” Nerguiin asked.

The flames flew faster. Frowning, she poked at the torch with her mitten.

“It was my fault,” Nerguiin said aloud. “Everything that went wrong.” She jumped up and kicked the torch. “Eat shit, torch! I’ll just go without light.” The torch rolled further and settled next to her pillar, continuing to burn. She shot it a scowl. “And stay out of my head!”

A big rat, this one a normal fleshy one carrying a chunk of uncooked meat, scurried nearer and came to sniff at the torch. When his nose touched it, he let out a squeak and scampered away with its food.

A chuckle came from her right. A slouched man with a dry, wrinkled face held a torch by the pillar next to hers, but his flame burned much fiercer and appeared to melt the ice like a hot knife in butter. Just a jagged, tilted column remained, along with written record of his offenses. Under his bright flame, only his back remained a shadow. Now that she looked closer at him, she recognized him as the man who had taken notes on the tablet next to Sul earlier.

“Do you find this funny?” Nerguiin asked.

“A bit,” the old man said.

“What kind of torch is this anyway?”

“The nishakai’s fire. He gave us light, but no warmth. If it weren’t for him, we’d live in darkness.”

Nerguiin glanced around the field of pillars. “Um, nishakai?”

“One of them is in charge of the Undercity. A mean one. But he doesn’t usually concern himself with our affairs and allows Sul to boss us around.”

“What’s your name?”

The shadow stared at his own reflection.

“Hello?” As he didn’t speak, Nerguiin stood up and walked behind him to take a look at his plaque.




Sharanna, priest of Eridu




- Abuse of power

- Betraying an oath

- Greed




Sentence: one hundred years




Extensions:




- Theft: two feet added

- Harming a fellow inmate: two feet added

- Theft, two feet added

- Theft, two feet added




“Tough,” she said. “So, you must know your way around Kur, then.”

“Don’t even think about it.” His eyes turned to the left, and Nerguiin followed his gaze. “That hatch in the ceiling is too high to reach and only opens for a couple of minutes every day. If you found a way to climb it, Sul’s goons would pull you down, lest they risk the boss nishakai’s wrath. As long as someone runs the penances and makes sure no one leaves, he doesn’t care what we do in Kur, and Sul wants to keep it that way. And if you did find a way up, you’d still be dead, unable to leave the Underworld. Ereshkigal would just send you back.”

Nerguiin pursed her lips.

“Melt your pillar, little shadow. Only then will Ereshkigal give you a second chance. No one’s ever escaped from Kur.”

A pair of prisoners with the weird green torch contraptions on their backs marched between the penance pillars. One of them was a man with a bushy beard, the other an udug with a feminine figure and goat’s hooves. The woman chewed a loaf of greasy meat on a stick. The man took a deep chug from a clay pitcher and slopped it down his chin. They approached Nerguiin, and she scurried back to her own pillar.

They passed her and stopped next to Sharanna. The man took another deep, long chug from the pitcher, then let out a burp and sighed in contentment. The woman crouched low right next to Sharanna’s face and sunk her teeth into the meat, then ripped a piece off and chewed with her mouth open.

“If you came here to help,” Sharanna said, “you are more than welcome to pick up my torch.”

“Now why would we?” the udug woman said. “We made a wager that you wouldn’t burn your crimes before extending them again. I bet two rations against you.”

“I bet four,” the other said. “So do something entertaining.”

Sharanna’s torch spewed out a little explosion toward the pair that made them shy back.

“Whoops,” Sharanna said. “You shouldn’t stand so close. My passion for erasing my crimes sometimes overpowers me. Now let me focus—I think I can finish the pillar in a year.”

Nerguiin stood up, hands at her hips. “Hey! Why does he get a big, powerful torch when mine’s so tiny?”

All three looked at her blankly.

“It’s right here,” the udug woman with the meat said. She tapped a finger at Nerguiin’s list of offenses. “You’ve killed a bloody nishakai.”

“Yes, and?” Nerguiin pointed at her torch. “Look at this sorry excuse for a torch. How am I to melt my pillar?”

The two exchanged glances. The woman shrugged, then turned back to her. “The same as everyone else. Get back to work. The one rule Mercy forces us to follow is to make sure the penances get done.”

“M-Mercy?” she stammered.

“The boss nishakai I told you about,” Sharanna said. “Responsible for the Undercity. He lets Sul pretend he’s actually in charge.”

Nerguiin opened her mouth to speak, then closed it. Mercy was the nishakai she had killed by tricking him into lying in Divine Ring where the Wall of Faces with a Thousand Eyes forever imprisoned liars.

Is this good or bad? she wondered. Or very bad?

The chained hope spirit bopped over. “Well well, do we have convicts not at their penances? Get to work!”

She scowled at him, but as the black hope spirit floated his chained cloud so close her nose almost touched him, she picked up the torch. The moment her mitten closed around it, her head shot back. Her teeth rattled.

Stupid evil fart cloud, she thought.

In Kur, she could not escape her crimes. She would stay here a hundred years before this pillar and face her every mistake. They would haunt her in her dreams. She tossed her head left and right, then let go of the torch.

Gasping, she fell on her knees. The despair withdrew like a blanket sliding off her shoulders.

“Pick it up,” Sharanna said, not unkindly. “You’ll get used to it.”

“Shit,” she whispered, picking up the torch.

“You didn’t think Kur would be easy, now did you? Trust me—you’ll do fine. Hold the torch for short periods and you’ll build a tolerance. You can ask someone to give you a whack on your shoulder. The pain helps you focus.”

Nerguiin tried to respond but only managed a whimper as the torch made her dwell on the most painful of her memories. One prisoner, an eagle with its wings strapped with chains, held the torch in its beak and struggled much like her, but most others sat in solemn silence and burned their crimes. She sat down and picked up the torch again, wondering how long she would have to sit there before they were done for the day.

But the torment only continued. She lay on the ground, barely able to lift her arms. Only a tiny melted spot marred the pillar’s base. She really would have to keep at this for a hundred years. Miri sat with her back straight, continuing to hum.

A gong rang, and the prisoners rose with murmurs and creaking joints. They dispersed this way and that, most walking alone. Miri headed for Slum Hill.

The female goat udug from earlier returned, this time carrying an entire loaf of bread. Hungry eyes from all over the penance field followed her arrival, but none moved to take the food. She handed the bread to Sharanna, who nodded in gratitude.

“Why does he get food?” Nerguiin complained as she rubbed her back. The bad memories lingered like a bad taste in her mouth.

“I work,” Sharanna said, and picked up a thin sheet of black stone the size of his stomach from the ground. Its length glowed with white temple script. “Sul pays me one ration of food every seven days I keep his personal journal. This tablet only remembers the true words written on it.”

“It’s almost empty,” Nerguiin said. “Sul must live an uninteresting life.”

“Few true things are spoken in Kur.”

“Does it command your hand, or do you have to try writing to it to see if someone is lying? Actually—” she held up a hand, “—let’s try it. Write this down.”

Sharanna sighed but lowered a black stone stylus against the sheet.

“I’m a goat.”

“I don’t even have to try writing that.”

“I love swimming.”

He tapped the stylus, but lifted its back without writing. “I can’t write that. You’re lying.”

“I love sausages.”

He wrote the words and turned the tablet around for her to see the squares of white temple script saying, Nerguiin the Ascended loves sausages. The text faded away and the sheet restored to its black, unwritten face.

“That’s useful,” Nerguiin said. “Where did you get that?”

“Sul created it,” Sharanna said. “But I didn’t write that in his legacy.”

Nerguiin raised her eyebrows, but Sharanna picked up his bread and walked off. A spear-wielding woman distributed a few more pieces of bread around, and Nerguiin narrowed her eyes at her. She realized now the significance of the harnesses: this one held the torch behind her head so she wouldn’t have to touch it and face her darkest memories. Perhaps Nerguiin could try something like that to burn her pillar. Perhaps she could even leave her torch burning the pillar unattended.

While the other prisoners around the penance pillars slunk away, Nerguiin observed a young man, almost a boy, with a messy black shadow hair falling down his neck. He wore a faintly red woolen cap and a long scarf tied tight around his neck. When the goat woman handed him the bread, he didn’t go to Slum Hill, but rather toward a darker part of the cavern where only a few green torches hung from cliffs.

Nerguiin trod after him as softly as she could, although her boots crunched on the snow more than she liked. If she wanted to survive this place, she would have to play the same game as everyone else. They would rob her without a moment of hesitation. But not if she did it first.

The prisoner up ahead looked left and right before jumping down into a little ditch-like crevice in the snow. Nerguiin sneaked closer, peeked in, and found him sitting cross-legged on a tattered blanket. A faint green torch burned hidden beneath a pile of rocks so it only provided the smallest hint of light. He set a mostly-clean old rag on a stone like a tablecloth, took out a broken knife from a sack, then started sawing at the bread. Its frozen crust resisted but eventually broke into two halves.

Nerguiin pounced into the crevice. She landed on the rock table and kicked the boy in the face. He shouted in surprise and fell over, and before he could scramble back up, Nerguiin grabbed one half of the bread and darted away into the darkness, running despite the weight of her chains.

Raw panic tickled her back like spider legs and urged her to keep going. She was almost sure the boy would grab her at any moment. She jumped behind a boulder, then another, and finally collapsed into a wheezing heap with a mitten held over her mouth to quiet her pained groans. It felt as though every bone in her legs had just given up and fallen behind.

But as she peeked over the boulder, she found the boy returning to his own hiding place with his head hanging. Licking her lips, Nerguiin lifted the bread up and bit into it.

Her ghost’s teeth passed through the bread without touching it. She sighed and let her hands flop into her lap where the blue-dyed clay amulet hung from its goat-hide cord. She was still a ghost, and when Ereshkigal had told her she would have to eat ash, she hadn’t bothered to restore Nerguiin’s ability to eat anything else. And now Nerguiin had made an enemy for no reason. For all she knew, her pillar had already grown a foot for stealing the bread.

Well, I can always trade the bread for something, she thought. Maybe Sul had something she could use to escape.

Not far from her hiding place, small clay pipes in the ceiling dripped water into a pond perhaps fifty feet in diameter. She was thirsty, so she hid the bread between a couple of rocks and limped over to the pond. Brown sludge floated on the surface, and a rat swam across the middle. As the rat made it to the shore, it dropped what appeared to be a soggy chicken leg from its mouth and shook its body in a spray of water before scampering off with its bounty.

The smell of sewage made her wonder if she really wanted to do this, but Ereshkigal had threatened she would have to drink, even if she were a ghost, so she dipped her hands into the freezing pond, cupped her mittens together, and tried a tiny taste.

The water hit her tongue. She reeled away, coughing. This water probably coursed its way across the Golden City through the edimmu’s pit of rotting corpses and made a stop at Ereshkigal’s latrine on its way down. She scowled at the pipes and the icicles hanging from them but took another mouthful and forced herself to drink.

Shaking, she stared at her shadow mittens. She needed to find a way out. And fast.

Her first priority would be to get some of the food when next it rained, to build up resources to bargain with, then find a way to help Miri. This was just another job: Figure out what the pieces are, gather intelligence, and form a plan. Yet all the times before, she’d had friends to help her: Sokhatai did the sneaking, Zanyar the talking, Miri the planning; she just filled a minor role in them, usually in relative safety.

Now she was alone.








CHAPTER THREE
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As an Ascended I had no reason to eat or drink except to satisfy my desires. After Paradise Ring I chose to fast for the rest of my pilgrimage. I understood it was a distraction from my own journey to wisdom. Perhaps this had been the reason the city tempted me with food and drink for my whole journey, and I had been too blinded by wonder to understand this.




The Wanderer’s Journal, Personal Entries




Without sun, Nerguiin couldn’t tell the time, but she suspected it to be the second day. She stood on the food plaza, eyeing the other prisoners as they thronged onto the bricks and cast suspicious glances at each other. At the sides, groups of Sul’s goons leaned against the pillars, many carrying torches with green flames set in harnesses around their backs. Most brought spears and shields with them.

The ceiling groaned, and the prisoners shoved and pushed. As soon as the first streak of sunlight hit the prisoners, their true forms manifested as the shadows evaporated like smoke. Nerguiin’s boots and mittens were stained with soot, but her ghostly cyan dress and skirt remained spotless.

As light bathed her chains, they hissed and steamed. All around her, the restraints around each prisoner did the same, but only where sunlight touched them. Eyes widening, Nerguiin lifted her arms high into the air toward the brightness above. The chains around her trembled, as though any moment they might snap from exposure to sunlight.

The food started raining down, and as soon as the first bread fell, a short man with a red scarf around her neck kicked Nerguiin. His leg passed through Nerguiin’s body, but hit the chains, which sent her toppling against a two-legged snake. Hissing, the snake smashed its head into her back, and she bounced forward again. Then someone she couldn’t see picked her up by the chains and slammed her onto the ground. People stampeded over her, but they only pinned her in place by stepping on her chains.

A loaf of dark bread flopped directly in front of her. She pushed herself up from the ground with her mittens, but a four-legged goat ran over her and slammed her cheek back on the tiles. Mouth wide open, she crawled toward the bread, but a foot kicked it out of her reach. An entire roll of sausages splatted directly on top of her. Before she could grab them, a monkey’s shadow nicked them and rushed away.

When she finally managed to stand up, a metallic whine rang above. The sunlight faded, and the hatch slid shut with a clank.

“Come on!” she groaned, spreading her arms.

Around the plaza, other losers of the brawl made their way out with heads hanging. A man with a long beard took his spoils in the direction of Sul’s compound to trade, but most sneaked off to eat in solitude. The goons watching the brawl traded pouches and joked amongst themselves.

Nerguiin ground her teeth in middle of the emptying plaza lit by the torches in green and white.

She narrowed her eyes. White?

The amulet against her chest glowed faintly white.

Yellow mingsriya, she thought. It stores sunlight.

She grabbed the amulet and pressed it against her wrist. The chain there let out a slight hiss, barely audible, and wiggled around her arm. Licking her lips, she held the white-glowing clay in place, the stored sunlight fading every second. Then it was gone, and the amulet lay lifeless in her palm. The chains slowly grew back to their original size and tightened around her arms.

She spied left and right to see if anyone had noticed. The amulet needed sunlight, and much more of it. Next time the supplies rained, she would ignore the food and hold up the amulet to the light. Maybe the chains wouldn’t be able to resist an assault from both the sun and the mingsriya amulet.

Her stomach rumbled and twisted.

She bent over and hugged her gut while looking at a patch of torchlight further away. The ash pit. Sighing, she headed over the snowy terrain, her gait swaying and small footprints marking her path. By now she was so used to the stinging cold in her feet that she no longer cared, but the hunger bit into her gut like a knife. Ereshkigal’s curse—as an Ascended before her arrival here, she hadn’t needed food. She only had to tolerate this a while longer, she assured herself. A few days, maybe a week at worst, and she would find a way to escape.

At the ash pit, a rat observed her with flakes held in its paws. She debated whether she would be willing to kill the critter, but doubted she could even eat the corporeal animal, and decided against uselessly extending her prison sentence any further in case her eventual escape plans failed.

So she raised up a fistful of ash and shoved it into her mouth.

Her worst expectations of the taste came short of the reality. She gagged, spewing the ash out, a few flakes raining onto the rat, who merely observed her, mouth chewing and whiskers wiggling. She took another mouthful, this time imagining she was eating a particularly cold porridge.

Four mouthfuls were all she could manage.

“You gave in quick,” a voice said behind her. “Most take at least twenty cycles before they lower themselves to this.”

The frost udug Sul wielded a rapidly burning green torch with a metal shaft. He watched her at the edge of the ash pit, his ice body reflecting the light from the little green flame trapped in his hollow gut. A few of his goons waited further away, watching two human shadows pummel each other in an ice pit.

“I like seeing people give in,” Sul said. “It tells many stories about them. When they finally stomach their pride and fill their mouth with dirt.”

Nerguiin let a fistful fall onto the ground. “It’s ash.”

“Most here choose to tolerate the pain in their gut as long as they can. And you are an Ascended—you cannot actually starve, can you? Ereshkigal simply wants you to suffer until you eat ash to hide the hunger.”

Nerguiin’s stomach twisted. The aftertaste from ash still lingered in her mouth. “Hey Sul, I mean boss, where does that food rain down from?”

“It is tribute from the mortal world.”

She grimaced. More than once in the White Temple she had sneaked into the sacrificial altar after midnight and eaten the offerings. She assumed the dead had no use for them.

“So,” Nerguiin asked. “Boss, what’re you in for?”

Sul smiled. “If you wish to know, read my pillar. It is there with the others.”

The earth shook in a repeating rhythm.

“Oh,” Sul said with sigh, “here he comes again.”

Nerguiin followed his gaze to the offering plaza where someone enormous stomped across the cavern—someone massive and as tall as five of the thugs with green flames held in harnesses who sprang after him with spears and shields in hand. As he stepped into the light of the dozens of torches erected on the pillars around the clearing, his shadow lifted and revealed a twenty-foot tall, brown-furred bipedal bull. His eyes were fully black, and the chains that twisted and curled around him were thicker than Nerguiin’s whole body.

“Don’t make us do this again!” the chained hope spirit Langa shouted after him. “Boss! Help us!”

The bull stomped to a stop in the center of the plaza. He searched around, then grabbed up one of the massive pillars at the side of the clearing, lifted it off the ice floor with a loud crunch, and threw the entire thing all the way to the cave ceiling. The pillar exploded against the metal hatch and rained down in stone debris. The bull let out a bovine bellow, then picked up another pillar and threw it after the first. The hatch trembled from the impact but refused to break.

“Whoa,” Nerguiin said. “He’s big. Who’s that?”

“A fool,” Sul said. “Nothing but a fool.”

A dozen spearmen gathered around the bull like a swarm of green fireflies, then two dozen. More streamed to the clearing and arrayed into shield walls with spears poking out like the spines of a hedgehog.

“Last warning,” Langa shouted above the phalanx formation.

The bull kicked at them. With cries of pain and alarm, most of the front rank went flying in a hail of broken shields and snapped spears. He clenched one great fist behind his back, bellowed, and struck out with the other, sending the next rank flying like toys.

Nerguiin gaped. “Shouldn’t you be helping, Sul?”

“Yes,” he said. “I do believe so.”

He roused himself to a leisurely, genteel walk and strolled toward the fight. Nerguiin followed him.

The spearmen lay around the plaza groaning and grousing, but none appeared to be seriously injured. Slowly, they regained their feet and regrouped. The bull, even in his rage, seemed to be avoiding harming anyone too much.

Spearmen poked at the bull from all sides. His blows grew successively weaker, and he stumbled drunkenly. Blood ran from his wounds and stained the bricks, but even weakened, he sent the last of the posse fleeing. He breathed in slow, deep puffs and tore off another pillar. Holding it high above his head, he stumbled left and took aim.

“That will be quite enough,” Sul said as he walked to the well-lit clearing and stepped over one of the groaning men. He crouched low to help the man up, then whispered to him, patted him on the back, and urged him to retreat.

“Udug,” the bull said with a deep voice. Nerguiin frowned. Was the bull not an udug himself? “You know I will not yield.”

Sul sighed so his shoulders slumped. “Yes. Of that I am sure. Very well, let us do this then. My time is too valuable to waste on the likes of you.”

The bull threw the massive pillar at Sul, who quickly lifted his green torch before his mouth and bellowed out a single, harsh sound in a language Nerguiin didn’t understand. The green flame grew to a sharp point like a blade and burst at the flying pillar and consumed it from the middle, leaving two halves crashing to Sul’s feet in a rumble of dust and stone.

That’s Mercy’s fire, Nerguiin thought.

The bull took a single step, and Sul shouted another command. His green flame rose into a burning cloud that filled the whole clearing around the bull. A pained moo escaped from the fire, followed by a loud thud. When the flames dissipated, the bull lay on the ground, his fur marred with red, smoking spots. Blood seeped to a pool beneath him from cuts and burns. He clutched his left hand in a trembling fist.

Sul walked to the bull’s head and landed a taloned foot on his snout, drawing blood. He rolled his foot around so the talon dug deeper.

“How many times must we do this?” Sul asked in a calm voice. He slid a claw over one of the bull’s white, curving horns. “We both know I rule Kur. What do you hope to achieve by this barbarity? To break the hatch? And do what? Sprout wings and fly to freedom? Do you not see the feebleness of your actions?”

The bull glared at him on the ground. “I can’t stay here.”

Sul hmmphed and kicked him with his talon. “Drag him to solitary and keep him there for three days. I tire of him.”

His goons, many limping, hurried over the field of broken shields, splintered spears, and chunks of stone. They tied ropes around the bull’s shadow head and horns, then started to heave and drag him away on his stomach. Nerguiin stared after him as his unmoving body chafed against the frozen ground.

From far end of the cavern, a rumble sounded.

That would be the bull’s penance pillar, Nerguiin thought. His sentence was extended.

Nerguiin nodded to herself. She had just found the first member of her new crew.

________




NERGUIIN BALANCED ON top of one of the newly-restored pillars by the offering plaza, earning an amused look from one of the goons below. The woman she had bribed with the half-loaf of a bread she’d stolen on her first day stood at the base of the pillar to keep anyone from interfering while Nerguiin climbed.

“What’s your plan?” the woman asked, biting into the frosty chunk of bread. She wore an elaborate black dress that still managed to appear bright against the background of Kur. The chains around her head formed into a ring.

Nerguiin dodged the question, “Tell me, why does Sul allow these fights for food?”

“Hope.”

“Hope?”

“Anyone can enter the brawl, and in this chaos, there is always a chance they will gain something for themselves. All one has to do is keep trying, and one day they will get lucky.”

Nerguiin thought about this. “Why not just have a queue? Then everyone knows they’ll get food when it’s their turn.”

The woman scoffed. “Do you think people like you and I would ever respect that? There’s almost a thousand people here and not nearly enough food for everyone. We’d just cut the line or steal. The brawl is a good solution. It’s fair.”

Pursing her lips, Nerguiin thought of the days in Uruk when the poor, too many to count, bunched up in the central hall of the White Temple for alms. Every day Head priestess Temmen had to summon the guards to keep the riots in check.

The offering hatch opened and the prisoners on the plaza below pushed and shoved, their shadows swaying like a forest in storm. As soon as the first crack opened in the ceiling, Nerguiin, now at the top of the pillar, raised her arm as high as she could reach, holding the amulet on her open palm. The hatch opened further. The sunlight made her squint. She stood taller, then jumped up in an attempt to bring the amulet as close to the light as possible.

Her chains burst in vapor and cracked like ice. Her eyes watered. Below, the other prisoners fought, cursed, and punched as food rained down.

“She’s trying to grab the sun,” one of Sul’s hired goons said, this one an udug with a man’s torso and his lower half a four-legged body hidden in shadow.

“She’s gone insane,” the woman with the black dress said.

“That was fast. She’s been here for four days.”

“Give up. There isn’t enough sunlight to break your chains. We’ve all tried that. You're wasting your time.”

Nerguiin flailed her arms for balance, then reached high once more. As the hatch began to close, she mustered what little strength remained in her legs and jumped a few times to harvest all the sunlight she could. Below her the brawl continued in a haze of white mist from a hundred chains threatening to melt.

The hatch thudded shut, its metallic clank echoing through the Undercity, and Nerguiin perched on the pillar, palming the amulet.

“Did you catch it?” the udug asked, leaning on his spear. “No? Oh well, I’m sure you’ll get it tomorrow.”

The two walked off, laughing. When they were gone and the rest of the convicts escaped with their spoils, Nerguiin opened her palm. The amulet holding Miri’s blood glowed bright. Trembling in excitement, she pressed its clay against the chains on her left wrist, to the spot where the sun had already shrunk them to half their normal width. The chains continued to hiss and sizzle, and a narrow stream of vapor rose into the air.

Come on! she thought. Break!

Reluctantly, the chain on her left wrist escaped up her arm. She gasped, then uttered a laugh and brushed her hand with the glowing amulet. Where it touched, the chains retreated like a creature living on her skin. Her arms regained some of their strength, then her legs. However, the chains merely retreated to her torso where they gathered into tight wrap. She rubbed the still-glowing amulet against them, but they merely sizzled without shrinking any further.

Yet as she stood up again, her legs felt strong and her arms lighter. The chains curled around her torso, but only slowly. She tried to float, and managed that, too, to the height of a basket of dates, although it made her feel like she had tried to lift a mountain. While she couldn’t float up the hatch, for now she was strong.

She dropped down from the pillar into the last hints of the fading mist and scrambled left and right until she found a jagged piece of rock. Then she hammered it at the chains wrapped around her waist.

“Break!” she hissed. She struck harder, producing a loud clink.

The chains remained stubbornly fastened around her torso. They were thinner than before, but still unbreakable, and every passing moment they appeared to ever so slowly extend and grow thicker. Out of breath, she tossed the stone away and looked up at the ceiling. She would need more sunlight, but where was she going to find that? She didn’t have more mingsriya, and as far as she could tell, the hatch opened and closed on the same schedule. By the time the hatch opened again, her chains would have grown back to their original thickness.

Maybe, she thought, if she kept treating them with the amulet every day, they would eventually find her too much work and go bother someone else.

She pursed her lips at the green-burning torch attached to side of the pillar and grabbed it by the handle. She would never escape. The amulet would break, or someone would steal it, or the flame wouldn’t work. Why would she try it anyway?

As soon as she dropped the torch, her mind turned away from the dark thoughts.

She removed the amulet from her neck and dangled it over the flame. As it heated, it turned slightly green. Licking her lips, she glanced around to see if anyone noticed. When the clay glowed bright green, she pressed it against the chains around her abdomen.

Nothing happened.

She dabbed the amulet at different spots on the chains, then sighed and hung it before her eyes. At least it glowed. She could carry it around as an improvised light source without having to bother with the stupid torches. But the clay’s green glow was already fading. Perhaps it would only glow for the same amount of time it had remained in fire or sunlight.

Letting the amulet hang from her neck, she stood up and walked to the ash pit where she force-fed herself ten revolting mouthfuls, then marched across the snowy reaches of Kur while counting her steps and avoiding thinking about the ever-present sting of cold in her toes. She kept her eyes on the ice, doing her best to walk straight toward Sul’s lighthouse where the cavern floor had melted in a ring and a hundred people basked in the warmth on the stone.

Langa the black hope spirit flew to a snake coiled into a shivering tumble and cursed at him until the reptile grudgingly slithered away. He then floated to a monkey, spoke a few words, and left the primate alone. The next one, a young woman perhaps Nerguiin’s age dressed in at least five layers of mismatching clothing, passed Langa half of a round cheese and lay back down. The cheese floated to Langa’s height, then followed him as he headed to harry the next person who tried to enjoy the warmth without paying their dues.

Nerguiin stood at the threshold where the ice melted to stone and felt the warmth from the lighthouse on her face. She closed her eyes, sighing.

“Hey, you!” Langa shouted in his deep baritone.

Nerguiin opened her eyes. The black hope spirit dashed her way as a stream of black gas against the lighthouse’s radiant light.

“Where’s your tribute?” Langa asked as he came to float before her at eye level.

“I’m not even on the melted ground!” Nerguiin pointed at her feet where the stone just barely remained frozen. “Are you going to harass people in the slums as well? Because I can feel the lighthouse’s warmth there too.”

“And that’s where you’ll go enjoy it!” Langa bopped up and down at a faster pace. “You want to stand here, you pay Sul his dues!”

Nerguiin headed off in the direction of the penance pillars, where a few shadows burned their crimes away even outside the normal penance hours. As she walked, she imagined the layout of the Undercity. The distance from the ash pit to the penance pillars was almost exactly one dana. The cave appeared naturally formed, but such a precise measure seemed unlikely to be an accident.

In Slum Hill, it seemed as though Anu’s winds should have blown through the wreckage, but in place of his howls, Nerguiin only heard the distant words from Langa harassing prisoners and the occasional footsteps of someone navigating the hovels. If the air had a smell, the cold made her nose too numb to sense it. And while the slums seemed to be nothing but a pile of the gods’ rubbish, something about it all didn’t sit right with her.

Icicles grew over the entrance of a long-abandoned hut where an unknown past resident had stretched a tattered carpet between a wall and a pile of old tablets. She slid the carpet aside, then looked inside where icicles hung from the table legs set above the crawlspace like rafters, and a little mound on the ground held broken plates, table legs, spoons, and other bits of junk.

Among the items, she found an old cup. Its rim was gilded, and the picture carved into the side, while damaged, showed a bearded man, possibly a god. The wall against which the hideout had been built was filthy brown stone, but scraping its surface with the sharp edge of the cup revealed silver beneath. Not a single piece of refuse she had seen was without a luster or a history of its own. Nothing about the slums, it seemed, was mundane.

She tapped her nose while walking up the snaking paths of Slum Hill. What was she not seeing? The Undercity had some connection to the Golden City. Perhaps the slums held the furniture the gods didn’t want, but what made up rubbish for a god could still be a treasure for a mortal.

At the highest point of the hill, where the last hints of warmth from Sul’s lighthouses faded, Miri crawled on her knees and gathered rocks beneath the withered tree with a torch in hand. The ghost crow on the branch above cawed.

“Hey Miri,” she said.

Miri looked up from her digging. At least she responded to the name now. Or was it only the sound of someone speaking to her?

“How’s the crop doing?” Nerguiin asked.

“Oh! It’s doing well, thank you. Nerguiin, was it?”

Nerguiin’s forced a smile. “That’s me.”

She watched Miri tend to her lifeless farm. As far as Nerguiin could see, Miri never ate, drank, or joined the brawl on the offering plaza. Her hunger had to hurt her more than Nerguiin could imagine. And wherever she went, she held to that torch, the same one that made Nerguiin face her own mistakes. How much would its burden weigh on the one who brought the curse of drought to the mortal world?

Yet still she held it tight.

“Miri,” Nerguiin said, “how can you hold onto that torch?”

Miri paused and her white-glowing eyes opened wide. “It’s better to see one’s own feet than stumble in the darkness. And it’s so dark here. And cold. And the only ones eating properly in this cursed place are the animals.” She sat down and hugged herself, then started to bang her head on her knees over and over again. “Why must you suffer too?” she wailed. “Did I not see enough already? Must I kill more? Do you want me to kill Nerguiin too? Is that what you want?”

Nerguiin swallowed, wondering just how far Miri’s insanity had gone. She wasn’t actually going to kill her, was she? “But what do you feel when you hold it?”

Miri’s eyes narrowed in thought. “I feel pain. So much pain. Someone once committed a great sin and the world suffered for it.”

“Someone right before my eyes,” Nerguiin said.

“Oh? Do you know her?”

“I thought I did.”

“If you know where that person is, could you tell her all will be well? I’m sure that would make her feel better.”

Nerguiin sighed. “I wish I knew how much of you there still is. I need some way to make you remember.”

Miri stood up, wiped dirt off from a dress she probably thought she was wearing, and approached Nerguiin. She offered the black torch to her.

“If you want to understand her suffering,” Miri said, “you can take this torch.”

Nerguiin eyed the black shaft. Every time she had touched a torch, no matter which one, she felt her own despair. But what if two people held one at the same time? Would that give her a glimpse of how much Miri there still was, some clue to restoring her memories? It was worth a try.

Nerguiin stood up and closed her mittens around the torch’s handle next to Miri’s fingers.

Her head shot up with a gasp.

An endless steppe of green grass swayed in the wind under the scorching sun. A single strand turned brown and listed to the side. A wave of dying grass spread in a circle and took over the world. All plants withered, and nothing could grow ever again.

In a village a man died embracing his wife. Two small children lay buried by their feet. Dead goats and oxen littered the cracked earth all the way to the walls of a great city. A battle raged. Soldiers speared one another. A man killed his brother. Homes burned down, and people rose in revolt and scaled the ziggurat walls. Heads rolled down the steps where people drank the pools of blood. They killed and were killed in return while the land died and nothing could live there again.

In the temple in Eridu, the one housing the Wanderer’s Journal, heaps of collapsing dirt buried Sokhatai, one hand clutching a knife, the other bleeding on the ground. Zanyar died holding onto his lyre, lamenting not only the death of Miri, but that of the world.

Utu scorched the ruins of a dead world. Anu blew over a never-ending desert. Bones of all that ever lived piled up in the dried oceans until the sun burned them too. Nanna disappeared from the sky, never to rise again, and Utu burst in an explosion of fire. Wind died and would never blow again.

Screaming, Nerguiin stumbled back and collapsed against a teetering pile of debris. She trembled all over, still seeing the ultimate fate of the mortal world. She opened and closed her mouth like a fish on dry land. It felt like she had just lived through an age of torment.

And Miri refused to let go of the torch.

“Nerguiin,” Miri said. She crouched before her and took her by the mitten. “Help me.”

Nerguiin looked at her with wide eyes.

“It’s too much,” Miri said. “I can’t do this on my own.”

She had to do something, anything, to stop Miri’s vision from continuing, even if it it meant sacrificing her own life. Had she seen this before—had she been capable of understanding it, of feeling it, she wouldn’t have put her own interests first and betrayed her friends and their mission. But she had, and the mortal world would die for it.

Unless she found a way out of Kur and returned the rains.

“Miri,” Nerguiin whispered, “we have to get out of here. If you’re still here, please, speak to me. Tell me how we can fix this.”

Miri turned back to tend to her mounds of dirt. Nerguiin sighed. It would be useful to have an ally in this place, but Miri wouldn’t be it. She was too far gone.

The ghost crow on the tree above them cawed, flapped its wings a few times, and glided down from the cliff. Nerguiin watched it disappear over the vista. What did the crow even eat? Sometimes the rats nibbled at the ash, but she had seen them carrying bones with flesh remaining on them.

“Wait a second,” Nerguiin said, spinning. “What did you say? ‘The only ones eating properly are the animals.’ What do you mean by that? What do the animals eat? Where does the meat come from?” She paused. “Surely not the prisoners? Is something killing and eating the prisoners?”

Miri cocked her head.

Now, she thought, giving up on Miri, where are the animals getting all that meat?

________




NERGUIIN RUBBED HER smarting toes before the mural. It looked like a chunk of a palace had once fallen into the Undercity and a single wall had survived the impact. The picture showed a sideways depiction of a god shaping humans out of mud. Where the god’s left eye was visible, a copper rod poked out, and a bat the size of her head hung upside from the shaft.

“Come on!” she said, waving her arms. “Go eat!”

The bat observed her.

Her teeth rattled. “How will I find where you get that meat if you just hang there?”

The bat let out a long yawn, then enveloped itself in its wings. It began to snore.

“Rude.” She squinted. “Wait, do you even eat meat?”

She searched the Undercity for the bat’s more carnivorous friends. The amulet around her neck glowed bright green, the light freshly restored from a torch. For every minute of fire, she now calculated, the mingsriya glowed for two. She had cooked it for at least two hours.

The chains slithered back up to her shoulders and grew thicker by the minute. By her estimates, dedicating the entire offering cycle to burning them and then scalding them with the amulet provided her with less than fifteen minutes of strength. However she was going to escape, it would have to happen in that time window. As soon as she was back outside in sunlight, the chains would break in no time.

A gong rang over the cavern, so she groaned and headed to the penance pillars. She still hated this part of the day. If she held the torches much longer, would she become like the others? Completely drained of all life, sullen and downtrodden. Defeated. She would have to escape before that happened, but how long did she have?

As she navigated through the penance field to where her own pillar stood near Slum Hill, she spied a humming Miri already burning her crimes away.

What if the torch burned one’s memories away?

Sul sauntered between the pillars dressed in a crimson skirt that wrapped at an angle around his midsection while still revealing the candle-like flame inside his ice gut. He carried his pure black torch like a scepter and instructed his goons to poke spears at the prisoners who weren’t burning their crimes vigorously enough. As his eyes met Nerguiin’s, he paused and turned her way. Sharanna, the priest from Eridu, trailed him with his stone tablet in hand and a rig with a torch on his back providing light for his writing.

Shit, she thought and picked up the torch. Waves of despair surged from her closed fingers up her neck like the blood in her veins freezing. She bit her teeth together and lifted a trembling hand to the black ice. After the few days of labored penances, her pillar showed the tiniest dent on its face.

Sul leaned against her pillar so the icicle beard hung right in front of her face and blocked her view of the obelisk. “And how is the Ascended doing today?”

“I’m…fine…” she said between her teeth. Sharanna tapped his stylus against the tablet but didn’t write.

“You keep that torch burning now.”

“I am, boss!”

“Do you think you can take it easier because you happen to be an Ascended? Because you managed to learn some scripture and pass through the first gate?”

Sul smiled and tapped his claws around the metal handle of his torch while Sharanna waited behind him with the stone tablet and stylus. Nerguiin breathed deep through her nose, and Sul frowned at her, as though taking her measure. It felt like her lungs froze from the inside. The handle of her torch trembled so much the flame barely even touched the ice. Gasping, her fingers pried themselves open and the torch clattered down. Vertigo made her tilt to side and lean against her mittens so the green-glowing amulet dangled from her neck.

“Are you perhaps holding back?” Sul asked. “I assumed someone who had killed a nishakai would…” he paused, crouching to take a look at the amulet. “Well, well, what’s this?”

Sul beckoned, and Ebezzu, the wrinkled, bearded old man from Nerguiin’s first day, jogged over. He pushed a spear through the amulet’s goat-hide cord and lifted it higher to the light of his own flame held in a wooden harness above his head.

“That’s mine,” Nerguiin said, pulling it back.

Sul reached for the amulet, but Nerguiin swatted his claws away. Sul nodded at Ebezzu, who took her by the chains around her chest and lifted her up to his eye level. She kicked at empty air.

“No additional light sources allowed,” Sul said. “I will have to confiscate this.”

While Nerguiin hung from Ebezzu’s hand, Sul ripped the amulet off her neck by the cord. The string cut into the skin of Nerguiin’s neck, then snapped. When she ascended, the amulet had turned to a ghostly material like her clothes, but it remained sufficiently corporeal for others to touch.

“What is this made of?” Sul asked, rotating the amulet in his hand.

“It’s mine!” Nerguiin shouted. She flailed, punched, and kicked, but Ebezzu simply held her at arm’s reach. “It’s the only valuable thing I have!”

Sharanna wrote on his tablet, and Sul glanced at the writing. looped the amulet around his own neck, and tied the broken segments of the string together. Nerguiin broke from Ebezzu’s hold, fell down onto the ice, and kicked Sul in the knee, which only resulted in her toes smarting and her chains scraping against his ice feet.

“Assaulting a fellow convict?” Sul said. “That means an extra foot, I believe.”

Her pillar rumbled and grew, the ice marked with her new offense.

“Asshole!” Nerguiin shouted. “Why don’t you get an additional sentence? You stole from me!”

“All I did is to enforce stability in Kur. Ereshkigal would not permit other sources of light except the torches that force you to meet your past.”

A tingle and a tension in Nerguiin’s neck grew like a pressure in a kettle. She bit her teeth together and glared at the amulet.

“That—” she said, “—is mine!”

She made a grab for it, but Sul stepped aside.

“Think about it this way,” Sul said. “Were I to not confiscate this, something worse could happen. I am your protector, Nerguiin. Do you think you could see this as a favor?”

She glared at him.

“You do not seem convinced,” Sul said. “Come. You will want to see this.”

She bit her lip but followed him and his lackeys to the center of the field of obelisks where a shoddy lump of black ice poked up from the ground and rose barely taller than Nerguiin’s boots. The slot for the torch waited empty, and the metal plate, half-melted inside the ice at the bottom, looked ready to slip off. As Sul nodded at her, Nerguiin approached and read the plate.




Sul, Steward of Flame




- Breaking an oath spoken to the wind

- Murder

- Theft (serious)




- Sentence: One hundred years




“Boss,” Nerguiin said. “That pillar’s almost melted. Why don’t you ever join the penances? Surely you could easily finish that in a few weeks.”

“Because you need me,” Sul said. “All of you. Without me, what would become of this place?”

At the nearest obelisk, a man sobbed and nodded at Sul’s back. Others looked their way, an elderly woman with a bent back silent, a man beside her sniffing. Nerguiin looked from one set of white eyes to another before turning back to Sul, whose chains squeezed tight around his icy throat.

“So you’re doing this for us,” Nerguiin said, trying to hide her skepticism. “Very selfless of you, boss.”

He knelt low so they were at eye level, and his talons dug into the ice with a crunch. “Do you think you could find it in you to place your trust in me? Look at my great fire.”

Nerguiin peered at his candle stomach.

Sul sighed. “The lighthouse. Look at my lighthouse.”

“Oh,” Nerguiin said, turning. “That one.”

In the distance, the white light illuminated one quarter of the cavern, but its warmth didn’t reach the penance pillars.

“One day my flame will burn your crimes away, Nerguiin the Ascended. If you work with me, that day will come sooner.”

“And how long will that take, boss?”

“Long,” Sul admitted. “But the day will come, and we will all leave this place together. I will be your salvation.”

Nerguiin scratched her cheek, glancing at Sharanna who held the tablet against his side, out of her sight. “And how long have you worked on this escape plan of yours?”

“Years.” He examined the mingsriya amulet. “Before my arrival, anarchy ruled Kur. Things are better this way.”

Nerguiin scowled at the amulet. “I’m still going to need that back, boss.”

He shook his head so the icicles in his beard wiggled. “I showed you my crimes to make you understand why I do the things I do. Sometimes, to keep order, painful decisions must be made. So I ask you to think about this for three days in solitary.”

“What!” she shouted. “Why?”

“You need to learn respect,” Sul said, standing up. He nodded at Ebezzu. “Three days.”

“But you stole from me! You—”

He was already walking away with her amulet. Ebezzu glared at her.

Nerguiin stood with her feet apart and hands clenched into fists on her hips. “I’m not going to solitary, and there’s nothing you can do to make me.”

Ebezzu picked her up by the chains and started walking.






CHAPTER FOUR










Ereshkigal punishes those who break the laws of her city, but the curses she sends after the lawbreakers always teach a valuable lesson. While stern, Ereshkigal is always reasonable. I never saw prisoners in the Golden City, which speaks of their effectiveness.
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Ebezzu dragged a kicking and screaming Nerguiin uphill by her chains toward the far end of the cavern where Sul’s lighthouse provided no warmth or light, and where not a single torch dared to burn. Behind her, Kur opened as a bowl of green fire beneath the lighthouse’s blinding white flame.

“No!” Nerguiin screamed. “I didn’t do anything wrong! And you have no right to do this! You’re just a bunch of criminals! How can Sul choose who goes to solitary?”

“Sul owns this place now,” Ebezzu said. “Think about that while you’re in there. Maybe when you come out, you’ll know not to step on his talons.”

She writhed and kicked without effect. Further uphill, the sole light came from the green flame carried from Ebezzu’s wooden back harness. As Ebezzu continued to pull her, even the lights in Kur below disappeared, as though they had walked through a black wall.

Ebezzu released her, letting her thud onto the ice. “See you in three days.”

He took a single step back and the darkness swallowed him.

An emptiness enveloped her. She waved a hand in front of her eyes, unable to see it. Behind her, where she knew she should see the rest of Kur, she found nothing. Ebezzu’s crunching footsteps on snow faded until she heard nothing at all but the hum of air in her ears.

The chains wrapped themselves so tightly around her midsection that she could barely breathe. She blinked to see even the movement of her eyelids, but that just made her terror larger and stronger and nearer to her in the darkness.

Had she turned around? Was she lost? Where was Kur? Where was the light?

“Help,” she whispered. “Help!”

She fell on her knees and looked around. It felt like a thousand hungry eyes watched her, as though something she couldn’t see was about to pounce on her. What surrounded her could only be death of all things—the True Death.

She searched around, but saw nothing, heard nothing. She hugged herself, hyperventilating.

“Hello?” she whispered. “Anyone?”

The chains pressed tight around her midsection so she could barely breathe. She tried blinking to see even the movement of her eyelids, but that just made the terror of this deep reach of Kur fill her ever stronger.

She couldn’t do this for three days.

“Help!” she screamed, limping in random directions. Why was she on flat surface? Wasn’t she supposed to be on a hill? “Anyone!”

The chains squeezed tighter. Nerguiin stumbled, then slid on her stomach over the icy ground. As she tried to stand up, her strength escaped and she lay motionless.

The cave is lit, she thought, pressing her eyes tightly shut. Like in the maze below the White Temple. The priests just locked me in the maze again. Soon head priest Temmen will let me out and I will promise to be good.

Even as she imagined herself merely choosing to keep her eyes shut in a brightly lit room, the blackness sept into her thoughts and dragged her back to reality. Kur crushed thoughts of hope and salvation, and twisted them until only despair remained.

A noise came from her right. She spun, eyes wide open.

“Hello?” she whispered. “Is someone there?”

Something dragged against the ground with a metallic clank. She shivered, mittens balled to fists, and waited for whatever lived in the furthest reaches of this abyss.

Like the last embers of a dying fire, a single spot of light rose to fill the emptiness. Nerguiin stepped toward it, holding her breath, almost crying in relief. The light hesitated, then dimmed and died. She gasped. The light returned, so weak and fragile the weakest whisper might scare it away. She sneaked closer as slowly as she could, not daring to risk any sudden motion.

Her boot struck a jagged bit of ice and she stumbled face first onto the ground. The flame died.

“No!” she whispered. “Fire! Come back!”

A warm breath tickled the back of her neck.

She stood up straight as a plank.

The breath came again. Eyes wide, she turned, then felt at the air in front of her. Her mitten landed in something soft and hairy. Teeth clattering and shivered all over, she held her breath.

The fire returned, this time brighter, and illuminated her mitten pressed against the shadow snout of another prisoner. She pulled her mitten back. Before her, on his stomach, lay the twenty-foot-tall bull who had challenged Sul’s thugs. His black eyes were locked onto her–two slits at the sides of his brown, furry head.

“What do you want?” the bull asked in a deep, rumbling growl. A massive chain slithered around his snout, and his horns, twice her length and now black instead of white, curved up over his head.

“I’m sorry to disturb you,” Nerguiin said. She turned to the fire. “I saw the…”

The light faded.

“Are you after my fire?” the bull asked.

Nerguiin pressed her fists tight. “I wouldn’t mind sharing it, if that’s all right with you.”

Silence.

“My name is Nerguiin. What’s yours?”

More silence.

“Really,” Nerguiin said. “I don’t want to take your fire. I…I just don’t want to be in the dark.”

The glow returned, this time below the bull’s snout. It came from a tiniest crack in the ice where the stone glowed deepest red, like molten earth in the last moment before it cooled.

“You can share my fire,” the bull said, his voice a deep rumbling like the movement of boulders.

She nodded, then crouched low to the glowing earth.

“But—” he said, “—if you try to take it…”

“I won’t!” Nerguiin said. “I promise!”

The earth glowed brighter, but not quite hot enough for her liking. She and the bull perched near it, the bull’s labored breath blowing into her face like wind.

“I…” the bull said, “…don’t like the dark much either.”

“No one does. May I know your name, bull?”

“I’m Aurochs.”

He stared into the glowing crack in the earth. Nerguiin took a better look at his snout where the chains pressed tight. She couldn’t see any blood or scars, but when she looked closer, she saw his three-fingered hand, larger than her whole body, clutched in a fist near the hot earth.

“Are you in pain?” Nerguiin asked. “I saw you fight Sul.”

“It will heal.”

“You are really strong!” She hoped her voice didn’t sound as shaky as she thought. “I was sure you’d breach that hatch in the ceiling. But how were you going to escape? Can you jump that high?”

“I doubt it. But I can’t stay here. So I try, again and again until the hatch breaks.”

“I understand. I don’t plan to stay around long either.” Something glowed in his closed fist. Nerguiin cocked her head at it. “What’s that in your hand?”

Aurochs hesitated for a moment. “You won’t eat it?”

“No.”

Hesitantly, almost gently, he opened his fist. A white caterpillar cocoon the size of Nerguiin’s hand lay on his palm. Weak light escaped from inside the cocoon. Nerguiin leaned to take a closer look, but Aurochs pulled his fist back.

“I must give it warmth,” he said. “This place is too cold for a caterpillar. I think it got lost.”

“Huh,” Nerguiin said as Aurochs brought the caterpillar back close to the warmth. “I wonder what’s going hatch from that.”

“Time will tell.”

“It has no chains, so it can’t be a prisoner.”

“Yes. That is why I care for it. It’s innocent.”

“So,” Nerguiin asked, straightening, “how did you end up in Kur?”

“You ask too many questions.” He narrowed his eyes. “Are you after my fire, after all? Your kind cannot be trusted.”

Nerguiin shrugged. “Not all of us humans are that bad, you know. But frankly, right now I don’t blame you for being suspicious.”

“Humans?” Aurochs asked with a hint of surprise in his voice. With one hand, he pushed against the ice and lifted himself to one knee so his head towered at a height of ten feet.

“Oh. Did you think I was a ghost? No, I’m a human, originally. Ascended human, from the mortal world.”

He pulled the caterpillar further away. “Ascended? What trick is this?”

“What’s wrong?” Nerguiin asked. “I promise, I won’t hurt the caterpillar.”

“But you’re an udug.”

She laughed. “What?” As he looked at her without speaking further, the smile on Nerguiin’s smile faded. “I’m not an udug. I’m a human.”

“You’re an udug, and a flameless one at that.” He glared. “Did you not know?”

Her jaw fell. “But I’m not an udug! I was born in the mortal world and—”

Aurochs left hand descended from the darkness and smashed her against the ground. The impact did nothing to her ghost’s body, but pressed her chains into the ice. Nerguiin squirmed between the strength of his hand and the freezing ground.

“There is a simple test for this,” Aurochs said.

The ice below Nerguiin’s face cracked and melted into a scalding heat. She gasped and attempted to lift her head away, but Aurochs pressed her face toward the heat.

“Aurochs!” she panicked. “Please! Don’t!”

Her cheek sunk into the molten rock. She squeezed her eyes shut and twisted her head.

She felt warm. She cracked her eyes open. The molten stone hugged her ghostly form but refused to burn her.

“See,” Aurochs said. He pressed her face against the heat. “The fire hesitates. You are an udug.”

“But, but!” Nerguiin stammered. She stared into the red glow up close. “It’s because I’m wearing a ghost’s body! Ghosts don’t burn!”

“Lie if you wish,” Aurochs said. “That’s all your kind ever does.”

He let go of her, and Nerguiin pulled up from the ground and tried touching her cheek. Her skin felt normal.

I…can’t be an udug.

She couldn’t be.

Could she?

Images from her past flashed before her. A baby surviving a fire. Zanyar burning his finger in a fire that refused to touch her. Pazuza sparing her life. Her supplicant by the magical waterfall of Forest Ring refusing to open its eyes before fire breathed it life. Her fear when Sokhatai forced her to swim, the frailty that followed, and the lights dying to give her life once more.

You have the mind of an udug, the Aizi, the mind-reading udug, had said in Divine Ring, the place where lies died screaming.

“Blessed Anu,” she whispered. “I’m an udug.”

She couldn’t breathe. The world tilted. She stumbled to the side and scrambled away from Aurochs, away from the glowing earth. The abyss surrounded her, consumed her, and spared only her thoughts. She mumbled incoherently, looking around with wide eyes that provided her no way of avoiding her memories, she could only face the truth.

She screamed and tore at her own hair, then collapsed into a sobbing heap. Now she knew why Anu never spoke to her. Why would he but glance upon an udug? No wonder the world always seemed to be against her, for it was not her world. From her birth, she was meant to be hated and hunted. She was meant to thirst forevermore without ever sating her thirst.

Because she was a monster.

She cried on the ice, abandoned and trapped in the worst place imaginable. The ice bit into her stomach, yet she accepted it until the cold numbed all sensation. She wouldn’t get out. All her life she had relied on others, and now that she didn’t have her friends, she was nothing but a helpless, useless monster—hungry, cold, and miserable.

But this wasn’t her fault after all, was it? It was the gods who had made her an udug. A god had made her trust her, made her love her, and then discarded her like a useless toy.

“I’m here because of you!” she shouted. “I hate you Miri! You planned for this, didn’t you? You were just another god playing with the lives of mortals!”

She wailed until her strength ran out. Cheek pressed into the ice, she let the cold numb her until sleep took her. The aching hunger followed her into her dreams.

________




TORCHLIGHT APPEARED IN the darkness. Someone dragged her by the chains, then looked down at her. He spoke, but she didn’t hear him. He left her sitting against an ice stalagmite outside solitary. Green fires burned all over Kur where prisoners wandered about and burned their crimes away.

Nerguiin sat against the stalagmite, staring. Had it been three days? She didn’t care.

Far ahead, the ceiling of the cavern creaked open and a fight broke out on the offering plaza. A man with a light rig dragged a writhing inmate to solitary but paused to look at Nerguiin. Sul’s compound gate opened and closed as his followers headed in and out.

Frozen tears clung to her cheeks.

A gong rang. Another shadow came to speak with her, and when she didn’t react, he grabbed her by the chains and pulled her all the way to the penance pillars. Someone picked her up by the mittens and forced her fingers around a torch shaft. Her arm flopped down, the flame missing the ice by a wide margin.

A shadow with disheveled hair came to hold her torch for her, humming like the mother she never had. The gong rang. Someone forced ash and water into her mouth. The offering hatch opened again, and the gong rang, first once, the five times, then ten. She lost count.

She lay motionless, dead, empty.

She was a fire that had burned through its last embers.
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CHAPTER FIVE










By the Walled Spirits of Kugal, where nothing is meant to grow, I found a single violet blooming between the stones. My wish spirit told me it had no roots, and would vanish by the morning.

I returned the next day. It had blossomed into three.
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A cold breeze fondled her cheek.

Nerguiin opened her eyes. A crow pecked at her head. The wind came strong enough to sway her hair.

“Anu,” she moaned, then coughed. Her throat felt like sand. “What do you want?”

The crow cawed.

Eyes drooping, she looked around. She sat against the trunk of a dead tree. The wind blew, colder than before. The crow cawed again.

“No,” she mumbled. “Let me be.”

How long had she been there? Hunger twisted in her gut, but by now she had learned to accept it. What did it matter? She could eat ash for all eternity and it would not sate her. She would always want more. As an udug, like fire, her nature drove her to consume until nothing remained.

The crow pecked at her hair. It hurt.

“Stop,” she said, swatting.

The bird avoided her hand and landed in front of her. It wasn’t a shadow like the prisoners, but cyan and slightly translucent. A ghost crow?

The wind rose, and the crow flapped its wings and flew up to a tree branch above. The branch swayed in the wind.

Wait, she thought. Wind? In Kur?

What was Anu doing here?

Nerguiin rolled her head around. She lay on frosty stone at the summit of Slum Hill. Miri hummed and dug into the earth, planting rocks that would not blossom.

“Good,” Miri said. “You’re awake.”

“Miri,” Nerguiin said, voice croaky. “Why am I here?”

“I carried you here.”

Her eyes threatened to close. “But why?”

“I don’t know.” Miri dug into the soil so hard her fingers bled. Something wet dripped from her face to the soil. “Why am I here? Why does it not grow? I’m trying so hard, but nothing grows!”

Nerguiin watched Miri in her mindless labor, and a shudder went through her. She squeezed her eyes shut.

The crow cawed. Wings flapped, and a sharp pain shot through Nerguiin’s neck. She yowled and struck at the annoying bird, but it landed on top of her head again and continued pecking.

“Stop bothering me,” she groaned. She pushed herself up to lean against her arm.

The crow jumped off and landed in front of her. Its tiny eyes blinked.

Miri buried another stone. “It won’t stop bothering you until you listen.”

The crow flapped its wings and croaked louder, then leaped at her face, its talons digging into her forehead. Hissing, she raised a hand to protect her eyes and swatted the bird away.

She pressed her mittens against the icy ground and pushed herself up. Her hand slipped and she fell onto her side. Arms shaking, she tried again, standing up and leaning against the tree. What did the bird want? 

The crow took flight and flew in circles over the slums. With a sigh, Nerguiin limped after it, bent over, one leg dragging behind. Every now and then the bird landed near her and shepherded her in a different direction—down the hill, then across the penance fields, and finally to the shores of the sewage lake where the crow finally disappeared into thin air. 

A rat wobbled past her, this one a dog-sized hulking monster that looked like it had swallowed an entire melon. It dove into the sewage lake, and a while later, a smaller rat surfaced from underwater, swam to the shore, climbed out, shook its fur, and dropped a pomegranate onto the ice. Whiskers wiggling, it gnawed into the fruit.

Only the animals eat well, she thought.

The fruit made her heart beat faster. Her stomach twisted.

You are a fighter, Miri had said. But why do you fight?

She pursed her cracked lips.

Because the gods don’t play fair.

“Now,” she said to the rat eating the pomegranate, “where did you get that?”

When she reached the pool, the rat picked up the fruit and darted off with a lash of its tail. Nerguiin turned to the freezing sewage. She swallowed, the little motion smarting as though she hadn’t had a drop to drink in years.

She crouched low and drank her fill, then drank more. The water stung, but she was an udug, after all, and wasn’t meant to touch water. She stepped into the freezing pond, and the moment her toes first touched the surface, her vision blurred. Her feet went numb to the ankles, then the knees. She continued wading until her waist submerged, then observed the water with drooping eyes.

“I really hate you,” she slurred.

Then she dove underwater.

She felt as though she were encased in ice. Her exhaustion disappeared, replaced by panic. Every fiber of her being urged her to escape from the pool, to swim back up, to leave the water any way she could find. In the murky depths she could barely see further than an arm’s reach away. Distorted sounds bubbled and echoed in her ears.

She kicked her way forward. Her leg cramped and her lungs burned. She needed to breathe. Bouncing up from the bottom, she hit a layer of ice above her.

She needed air!

Searching for light, she spun left, then right, but only found brown water. She flailed and sank to the bottom. She jumped up, screaming in a burble.

Her head broke the surface, and she gasped in a desperate wheeze. Weak blue light surrounded her, and she grasped for something to latch onto. She couldn’t feel her legs.

With weary, aching arms, she pulled herself up and rolled onto her back. She trembled, too exhausted to lift a finger. At least her clothing couldn’t get wet, even though the water now clung to her skin as though she had a corporeal body. When the shaking calmed, she rolled her head to the side to look at a blue-glowing cavern. The light came from crystals that rose from the ground and pointed toward cracks in the ceiling where water rained down and dripped onto them. Their faces were silky smooth and showed a cloudy reflection of Nerguiin, but the image she saw wasn’t her ghost’s body, but the adult one she had abandoned with her mortality. The water trickled down the crystals and curved around the ground in little rivulets downhill, merging with the sewage lake. Frozen puddles formed in the little dents on the way there.

And the crystals sang.

Not in the sound of water or wind, but lamentations in High Tongue. Nerguiin lay on the cold cavern floor and listened as a gala priestess delivered funeral rites to a dead man. Her voice echoed all the way to the Underworld, sounding as though it traveled through a long pipe, but Nerguiin didn’t mind as she lay there, listening.

The voice changed to a full choir lamenting another dead soul, then another. They went through four pieces before the crystals silenced. When the music was gone, Nerguiin lay on the floor, catatonic, listening to the constant drips of water onto the crystals.

Lake of Song, she realized.

This cave was beneath the same lake that filled the Center of the Golden City high above. The goddess Mamkhal’s home stood on its banks.

She pushed herself up and continued deeper across the cavern, to a slight glow in the distance. The ice walls pushed close to her, but permitted her to squeeze between them, then through a hole barely large enough for her. The narrow crevice led her onto flawless silver bricks that shone with light. Here and there in the curving hallway the bricks rose up at angles and revealed the cave floor beneath. Rubble and debris blocked the path in one direction, but dead torches in sconces on the walls ran the other way and swerved around the turn of the tunnel. The silver glow from the bricks provided sufficient light to see both the path and the walls painted with images.

The Pilgrim’s Path, she thought. Like the ones that go around each of the Golden City’s seven rings.

Why was there one here?

The smoothed and carved walls frequently broke into natural caves devoid of light. In the one nearest to her, a vertical shaft went up. The ghost crow flew down from the tunnel with a twig held in its beak and settled to a nest on a rocky ledge.

“Anu,” she said in a weak voice. “Is this you?”

The crow reorganized the sticks in its nest.

“Are you speaking to me? I need to know.”

The crow blinked at her, then flew off. She watched it go. It probably wasn’t Anu, just some spirit who had chosen to help her.

She stood up and leaned against the wall. Could this road go around the entire Undercity? Perhaps the Undercity was an additional ring in the Golden City, just deep down instead of on the surface. Or perhaps this was the original Divine Ring, sunk down to the pits of the Underworld an age ago.

The mortal offerings made to Nanna at night would enter his abode near Ereshkigal’s spire, then fall down into the offering plaza in Kur. The slums matched the City of Lesser Divines, and the penance pillars could only lie at the exact same place as the obelisks on the surface. And the sewage lake lay under the Lake of Song.

As she took a single, heavy step, her chains squirmed firmer around her.

Sun, she thought. I need sun. And I know where to get it.

She studied the crow’s empty nest, then the blackness above. That chasm could only lead up to Divine Ring, so she had to be at the bottom of the ravines that separated the ring’s thousands of trial islands. That meant Utu’s abode, the Ever-burning Forest where they fought the nishakai Mercy, would be at the opposite end of the Pilgrim’s Path, near the ash pit. Were she to make her way there, she might find sunlight of some kind.

And if the Undercity was the size of the sixth ring of the Golden City, the road would go on for…

Four dana, she calculated the circumference of a circle. Assuming she didn’t turn into a ghost icicle, it might take her a full day or two to walk its entire length on her wearied legs.

That left only one landmark: The Canyons of Disease, the place where rock udugs tunneled through stone. That might also work: She could find a rock udug and make a bargain with them, then dig her way up until she reached the surface. The rubble on the road blocked the shortest way there, so that left her only one direction to go—around the entire ring.

But if there was a way out of the Undercity, this silver road would be it.

She sighed. But why bother? Even if she found a way out, she would still be stuck in the Underworld. Her name was in the Book of the Dead, which made it impossible for her to leave. Ereshkigal would not forgive her no matter what she tried, and Miri would stay here for a thousand years without anyone to heal her mind. And where would she even go? The mortal world was not meant for an udug. Even Sokhatai and Zanyar would reel away in disgust, if they found out the truth.

The ghost crow returned with a new twig. It cawed with a hint of challenge to its voice.

“Fine,” she whispered. “I’ll see what lies beneath the Ever-burning Forest. What do I have to lose?”

Head hanging, she began to limp across the silver bricks of the Pilgrim’s Path.

________




ACROSS THE GLOWING Pilgrim’s Path, temple script in aged squares narrated the tale of the Golden City from times past. Once there had been no walls or gates in the city. Gods and Ascended alike walked freely from the Wasteland to Ereshkigal’s spire and nothing slowed their journey. The city had been smaller, but many were the gods who lived there.

The mural before her showed an army of giants facing Ereshkigal. Their battle had left the outer areas of the city a depopulated forest. What was now Divine Ring had shattered to pieces and collapsed deep underground.

Here and there the broken walls led to smaller side caves and tunnels, all dark and lifeless. In some the ceiling led to what could only be the many islands of Divine Ring above, but no sunlight passed through them, and the vertical tunnels were too high or steep to climb, even if she stacked up every bit of debris she could find.

The silver path ran through the entrance of an abandoned stone temple, or perhaps a vault, where blue light glowed further in. Nerguiin rested a hand against the collapsed entrance pillars and peeked through the rubble. Inside, the silver bricks passed through a large hall with dozens of arched alcoves to a side, two of them intact with white, decorated pedestals each holding a single tiny seed on its surface.

Columns supported the domed ceiling. At the back where the Pilgrim’s Path led, there was no wall, and the floor hung over empty air where the rest of the structure had collapsed into a blue-glowing cavern. Nerguiin sneaked through the entrance and past the alcoves, then peeked down from the ledge on the last brightly glowing silver bricks. A short drop led to a field of mud, rubble, and cooled lava where a river of molten stone had once coursed.

Blue-glowing mushrooms grew and spread across the old riverbed among scattered silver bricks. Pedestals like the ones behind her lay scattered beneath, some charred, others melted. At the far side of the field of rubble and mushrooms, bricks from the Pilgrim’s Path climbed up a little incline and continued as an intact tunnel. If she dropped down to the mushroom field, she could easily continue her journey to Utu’s abode and even make it back up to this vault if she wanted.

She looked back at the alcoves, then headed to the closest one, past a cubical slab of stone that had fallen from a slot above and toppled over. On a pedestal that stood just high enough to require her to stand on the tips of her boots, a tiny seed rested on a perfectly smooth surface. Dust particles swerved away from it, as if repelled. The magic protecting the seed still worked.

What kind of plant is it? she wondered.

A twinge of pain from her starving stomach made her grimace, and she leaned against the fallen slab.

It yawned.

She squealed and jumped away, hands held to her chest.

“Oh,” the stone slab said in a sleepy woman’s voice. “At last!”

Its eyes blinked and its mouth opened and closed, as though tasting the air.

“Uh…” Nerguiin said. “Hi?”

The slab lay toppled like a person sleeping on her side. Now that Nerguiin knew what to look for, she found paint so faded it barely stood out from the brown stone. Here was hair, there the collar of a robe. The slab had once stood above the alcove’s arch like a keystone, but now ice filled the slot that had once served as her old seat.

A faded flower design decorated her face. Nerguiin tilted her head so the images turned the right way. A sun on the forehead glowed down over her eyelids where the petals of flowers formed into rings. Vines like tears crawled down her cheeks and knotted at her chin.

“My,” the slab said, “it’s been so long I began to wonder if Ereshkigal had forgotten about us. My name is Silt.”

“I’m Nerguiin.”

“Charmed. What does your name mean?”

“One who was not named.”

“But you have a name.”

“And you aren’t made out of silt.”

“Fair,” Silt conceded. “Are you prepared, then?”

“Prepared for what?”

Silt raised her eyebrows, and the pictures on her face moved as if by themselves. “Have you not been introduced to the Golden City? Have you not met your guiding wish spirit?”

Nerguiin looked down. “I…met one. Reshikhalen.”

“And did good old Reshikhalen not explain the nature of your pilgrimage?”

She sighed. “Pilgrimage, huh? Is that what this is?”

Silt smacked her stone lips, a moist, human-like sound. “Well, you do look quite down. Is something holding your fire back?”

Nerguiin sat down by the wall, the chains anchoring her against the silver and stone. “Well, I’m an udug, for one.”

“Yes, I have eyes.”

“And that doesn’t bother you?” Nerguiin asked.

“Should it? All kinds test their wisdom at my trials.”

 “An udug, though? They…we’re not exactly the wise sort.”

Silt glanced to the side, which to Nerguiin was up. “And what makes you unwise?”

She shrugged.

“If an udug can’t be wise, then what can?”

Not gods, Nerguiin thought. Ereshkigal, Inanna, Anu, what did they do but play with the lives of mortals?

“The Wanderer was wise,” Nerguiin said.

“And what was this Wanderer?”

“Human.” She paused. “I think.”

“Dear, in my time I’ve met my share of humans, udugs, even gods, and I can tell you that few of them possessed wisdom at the beginning of their journey. That would defeat the whole point of going on a pilgrimage, wouldn’t it?” As Nerguiin remained silent, the slab continued, “Those who find their own wisdom lacking are on the path to discover it. And sometimes wisdom waits in strange places.”

Nerguiin sat motionless. Tears welled in her eyes.

“Oh, poor you,” Silt said. “It’s all right.”

Nerguiin sobbed.

“Your road must have been long and your burdens heavy. Don’t you worry—you can rest here as long as you like.”

“Why?” Nerguiin asked between her sobs. “Why did the gods make me an udug?”

“Why did the gods make me a stone? It’s not exactly something I can change. I could sit there on the wall and sleep for eternity, or I could lie here on the floor and speak to the Ascended. Between you and me, I much prefer the latter.”

Nerguiin rested her head on her knees, shuddering.

“What’s so bad about being an udug?” Silt asked.

“I’m a monster.”

The statue’s drawn eyebrows met over its nose. “Are you? Heavens, I should be mightily afraid of you then! Tell me, if you’re such a vile creature, why are you walking the Pilgrim’s Path?”

She wiped her eyes. “But that’s what udugs are. They take infants at night or spread maladies to the mortal world. I met an edimmu on my way here. It takes pleasure in eating the living.”

“Do you?”

She sniffed “What?”

“Do you take pleasure in eating the living? How many maladies have you spread? Or infants stolen?”

She lowered her gaze. “But…”

The statue waited.

None, she admitted. But why? Shouldn’t her nature drive her to such acts? All she wanted was to…

She stopped the thought before it could fully form.

“Well?” Silt asked.

“Pazuza,” Nerguiin whispered. “The guardian of the second gate. He wasn’t a monster.”

“Ah!” Silt brightened. “Have you met little Pazu? It must have been two thousand years since he walked this path. What a charming little gargoyle he was. An absolute delight, always prattling on about that wind of his.”

Nerguiin tried not to smile. “He isn’t that little anymore.”

I guess he’s my king now, she thought. Fancy that.

Nerguiin rubbed her eyes and stared at the silver bricks. How old were they? And how long had this statue waited here, forgotten? This was something even the Wanderer hadn’t seen, something no living human had…

She returned to hugging her knees.

“Oh!” Silt said. “I know what will kindle your fire. How about I present you with my trial?”

Nerguiin considered the empty tunnel going around Kur. “What’s stopping me from just walking past you?”

The statue blinked. “Nothing.”

“Is there a guardian in this ring?”

“A guardian?”

“Or a gate?”

“I don’t quite follow, dear. No gates or guardians. Why? Don’t you want to test your mettle?”

Nerguiin stood up and turned her back to Silt. She could continue toward Utu’s abode without anything stopping her, maybe reach it in two or three hours’ time. Without a gate to open or a guardian judging her every action, why bother with the tests?

But if she left this slab here without listening to its trial, what did that make her? Nerguiin had to be the first one to visit Silt in thousands of years. What a lonely existence that had to be.

Nerguiin sat down. “Fine. Tell me.”

Silt took a deep breath, then cleared her throat. “Then listen well, pilgrim, for my trial is as follows: In this sanctum we house seeds of a special flower. Plant this flower and bring me its blossoms. That is your task.”

Nerguiin ran her gaze through the toppled pillars and the bricks of the Pilgrim’s Path twisting and bending across the vault. A few icicles poked through the ceiling. “Listen, I’m not sure if you’re aware, but…I don’t know what Kur was before, but now it’s a prison. And we only get a few moments of sunlight a day. Flowers don’t grow here.” She slouched. “Nothing does.”

The statue blinked a few times. “Prison? No sun?”

“So you’ll have to wait on those flowers of yours.”

The statue humphed. “None of that, little udug! This is a noble task. Sun or not, I’m sure you’ll find a way.”

She sighed. “Great. Another impossible task.”

“Dear? You have ascended. Now that is an impossible task. Especially for an udug, and a flameless one at that. Yet here you are, speaking to a stone.” Silt smiled. “So how about you pick up a seed, stride on, and see what waits behind the next turn? And if you don’t like it there, you can always turn back and return here. Nothing wrong with taking it slow.”

Nerguiin stood up. “Fine. But, does Utu have a trial of some kind down this path?”

“But of course! His trial is a tricky one, but I’m sure you’ll figure it out.”

She turned to the pedestal, reached up on her toes, but hesitated as her mitten almost touched the magical barrier where dust particles slid past the seed. There were only two left. What would happen if this seed, too, failed to grow? Perhaps these were the last seeds of their kind.

“What type of plant is it?” Nerguiin asked.

“That would be ruining the surprise,” Silt said. “Go on now, don’t be shy.”

“But I don’t know how to care for it. Especially here where it’s so cold. I’ll just end up killing it.”

“It’s a seed. To grow or fail, that is its nature.”

Nerguiin frowned, but picked up the seed. It was an ugly black bean-like thing.

“Now,” Silt said. “Go on, walk the path, and choose a place to plant it.”

“I’ll try. Thanks, Silt.”

She walked across the vault to where the floor ended in jagged bricks and opened onto the mushroom cave. There, she looked back at Silt, who gave her a smile, then hopped into the mushroom field below. The old riverbed felt warm to her. No wonder they chose to grow here. Perhaps the seeds had once fallen there, and lacking sun, they had decided to grow into mushrooms instead.

Her stomach churned. The mushrooms looked edible. And what did she have to lose? She picked up one about the size of her head and popped it off the ground, then tried to sink her teeth into it. As expected, she bit empty air. Shrugging, she tossed the mushroom over her shoulder and continued to the far end the cave where the path climbed up toward Utu’s supposed trial.

________




SHE NO LONGER bothered to read the stories on the walls of the Pilgrim’s Path and simply focused on taking one more step after another. Her steps wandered, her eyes drooped, and the chains squeezed so tight she wondered if they had made up their mind to stop her right there and then.

Up ahead, the Pilgrim’s Path had caved in and blocked her from proceeding further, but another hallway forked to the right. And the carvings on the stone support columns showed a symbol of the sun.

There, Nerguiin thought and limped down the new tunnel.

The panels from the walls of the hallway had long ago fallen off and splintered to pieces, and in the chamber at the end all four walls and the ceiling had crumbled and collapsed. Stalagmites grew across the muddy, frosty floor. A cracked silver bowl in two halves lay forgotten in a pile of ash at the base of a little fragmented brick altar in middle of the room.

A yellowed skeleton leaned against the altar. Only a few last scraps of its clothing remained, faded red and brown. Its ossified arm held a clay tablet against its ribcage. Several of the bones looked melted, others charred.

“Hello?” Nerguiin asked, then approached. She tapped the skeleton on the shoulder.

Its head rolled off and crashed onto the floor, and a moment later the rest of its body slumped to the side, still clutching its clay sheet. Nerguiin lowered her seed onto the ash-covered floor, shifted the bone arm away, picked up the tablet, and blew off a cloud of dust. The temple script across the surface was so broken she could only make out a symbol here and there.

She crouched before the skull. “Is this your trial? I’m sorry. I can’t read it.” She examined the text more closely and found a few figures at the bottom barely readable. “‘He of dawn’. Is that your name? Dawn. I like it. I’m Nerguiin. Listen, Dawn, I’m afraid your altar needs some renovations.”

She studied the tablet, but couldn’t piece together a single other phrase. What had this trial once been? What was expected of her? She returned the tablet into the skeleton’s lap and closed the bone arms around it.

What once had been Utu’s trial was now composed of ruined bricks and stones. The chasms in the ceiling looked the same as elsewhere around the Pilgrim’s Path: Dark, cold, and too high to reach, except these holes let in a weak breeze.

But no sun. No fire.

Her shoulders slumped.

“Utu?” she asked. “Are you here? Anyone?” Her voice echoed down the tunnels and chasms. “Give me a trial. Look, I’ll fix it!”

She picked up the broken halves of the silver bowl and rested them on the old pedestal in middle of the room. As soon as she let go of one half, it clattered to the ash-covered floor. Still holding the other piece, she turned it in her hands. Brown filth covered the silver.

“That’s it, then,” she said. “I’m here forever.”

She sat down against the altar next to the skeleton and held one half of the destroyed bowl in her hands. Wind whistled in the tunnels above. What might the trial once have been? If Utu once guided Ascended here, how did that differ from how he guided them now?

What if it didn’t differ? What had the statue outside the Ever-burning Forest tried to teach her?

Power of silence, she thought, remembering standing under a rain of ash without blinking for so long her eyes had begun to smart, then having Zanyar answer the riddle. Or lack of wisdom? How was that supposed to help her?

What remained of the pictures and writing on the bricks only gave fragmented clues of the stories once told. She wouldn’t find help there. What else could she do?

Patience, she thought. It taught me patience.

“Well, I’m not in a hurry,” she told Dawn. “I can rest a while. I met Silt back there. Do you know her? She wanted me to plant a seed somewhere, and honestly, I thought this would be the place. But I guess you don’t have much sun here, huh?”

She sat to wait, and to give herself something to do, began to scrub the filthy silver bowl with her mitten. The one resource she had in ample supply was time. Lips pressed tight, she rubbed the bowl, and some of the grime came loose. When a vague reflection of her shadow looked back at her within a tangle of dancing ghost hair, she set the bowl aside and started cleaning the other half. When that too showed more reflection than filth, she turned back to the bricks littering the floor. There was writing on them, and the longer she stared, the more intact phrases she could make out.

She began to arrange the bricks in stacks by how degraded they were, then searched for pieces that might fit together. She formed one phrase, then another. She held one brick in her left hand, another in her right, and compared the engraved symbols. Shaking her head, she lowered the one in her right hand and tried others until they fit.

She wrinkled her nose. Smoke?

Gliding like a feather, a small burning twig landed in front of her.

She stared.

Another one followed, this with the last few leaves still attached to it. Slowly, she craned her head up.

A swarm of burning leaves, twigs, and branches glided down the chasm and lit the way up. They flew and spun down like little dancing birds. Some clung to the ledges, others melted ice. A little stream of clean water splashed from one cliff to another, bounced left and right, and finally dripped directly onto the altar where it poured down and watered the muddy ash-covered floor.

Gasping, she dug into the mud and ash, then picked up the seed and buried it in the fertile soil.

Not ‘he of dawn’, Nerguiin thought, looking up. ‘He comes at dawn.’

She had come to Utu’s altar at night. Of course he hadn’t been there. But no matter how many burning branches rained down on her, sunlight itself refused to enter the chasm.

“Why?” Nerguiin asked. She picked up the polished pieces of silver. “Utu! Look, I’ve cleaned your altar! Come!”

But he didn’t.

Sighing, she gathered a few burning twigs into something resembling a campfire and set out to wait by its side. At least she could keep warm. As she huddled close to the flames, she felt lighter somehow. Curious, she reached her hand into the fire, and her mitten ignited. She pulled her hand back, and the heat increased ever so slowly until she had to swat her hand against the broken floor to extinguish it.

“I’m an udug,” she said to the campfire, and found a new ache in her gut. She shivered from cold and felt hollow, like a piece of her was missing. Now that she knew what she was, she understood she had always felt this way, like she wore mismatching boots or got up from bed without breakfast.

If an udug was supposed to have a flame, perhaps she should fix that. But how did an udug gain their flame, then? What was she missing?

“Fire!” she said. “Join me!”

The twigs snapped and burned the same as before.

“Please? If you would be so kind.”

She chewed her lip. Perhaps those who were born without flame were doomed for the rest of their lives. And what would she even do with fire? It wouldn’t let her escape. But somehow she knew that if she had fire, everything would be better.

A flame would make her a better person.

She waited for hours upon hours until the rain of fire finally ceased. That would be Utu extinguishing the Ever-burning Forest for the night before leaving the Underworld. When her own campfire lost its fuel, she sat in the darkness and watched the last flakes of ashen rain.
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Where do wish spirits come from? Unspoken wishes, of course.
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Hours later, Nerguiin returned to the vault of engraved, cubical columns holding the domed ceiling in place and found Silt asleep on her side. She considered waking her, but instead just sat down to rest and inspected the single, head-sized mushroom she had picked up on her way back.

Nerguiin counted the icicles in the ceiling, rolling the mushroom in her hands. The hunger and thirst made her dizzy, but somehow the cold no longer bothered her as much. It was as though a part of the campfire had joined her for the journey back, perhaps not to become hers, but at least to keep her company.

Silt’s eyes opened.

“Hey Silt,” Nerguiin said.

“Ah!” she yawned. “Good to see you, Nerguiin. Did you find anything interesting down the path?”

She considered sparing Silt’s feelings and lying, but decided against it. She didn’t have to play games with her words the way Miri had always done—that only ended in tragedy. “It’s all ruined. Utu abandoned his altar long ago, and the rest of the path has caved in. I found a skeleton, probably the person who once handled the trial, and he’s been dead for a long time.”

“Oh,” Silt said, sighing. “Now that is a shame.”

“Sorry about your flowers. I planted the seed at the ruined altar. It has water, warmth, and fertile soil there, but no sun. That’s the best place I could find in Kur.”

“Well, at least you brought me a mushroom.”

“Actually,” Nerguiin said sheepishly, showing the mushroom to her, “I was going to bring this to someone else. He has to be as hungry as I am. Hungrier, probably.”

“Don’t you worry about that. You did your best and brought me what you could.” Silt thought for a moment. “Perhaps we could cheat a tiny bit. I could give you Utu’s trial.”

She shrugged. “I doubt the trial works anymore, but sure, I guess.”

“Then listen well, for his trial is as follows: A beginning observes the end to know its way. The seed is the same.”

The trial of bonding, Nerguiin thought. Sixth trial of Spirit Ring. Fancy that. Eastern Chamber, etched into the wall near the entrance where Zanyar once broke a lyre string and cut his finger.

“I know the answer,” Nerguiin said. “You’re supposed to carry the infant plant with you throughout the rest of the ring and demonstrate what wisdom is. If you do it well, the flower will grow with the luminance matching the virtues of the Golden City. Observing the ending refers to learning wisdom from those who already walked the path before. I’m supposed to be the wise one for the seed.”

The way Silt’s painted eyes studied her suggested she wasn’t satisfied. Somewhere far away, a water drop hit a pool, which sent an echo down the tunnels.

“Well?” Nerguiin asked. “That is the right answer.”

“There is no correct answer, dear. Only what you choose to learn from the trial.”

“But that’s what the Wanderer wrote!”

“And I’m sure this Wanderer learned a sacred lesson in her own way. Now you must learn it your way.”

Nerguiin was beginning to wonder if they’d just been lucky to defeat the rings so far, or if the Wanderer hadn’t been nearly as wise as the journal claimed. Sighing, she slid onto her back, again thankful for the support the black chains provided. It was nice not to have her ghostly ass sink into the stone.

“What was it like?” Nerguiin asked. “Back when pilgrims still walked this path.”

“Oh!” Silt said with a voice full of wonder. “Beings from all the worlds visited us, and they all came in harmony. We had gods, giants, udugs, fiends, even some humans, although not many could ascend in those days. Fields of flowers blossomed over the silver road from here to Utu’s abode.”

Nerguiin imagined Kur different than it was. Perhaps where Slum Hill now rose, once stood a beautiful city. What would Kur be like if flowers could once more grow there?

“What changed?” Nerguiin asked.

“Ereshkigal did,” Silt said. “She waged war on the giants and erected tall walls to stop the pilgrims. She was always prone to fits of anger, and we advised her the best we could. But she no longer seeks our counsel.”

“She didn’t seem wise to me,” Nerguiin said. “It was as though anger blinded her. I think it was her sister’s betrayal that caused it.” She stared at the silver road. “I don’t blame her.”

Silt looked her up and down. “You look like you’ve picked up a few more pebbles on your shoulders.”

“A friend might have betrayed me. I’m not sure. Something is wrong with her.”

And I betrayed my friends, she thought.

“Betrayal.” Silt’s eyes narrowed. “Now that is a heavy burden to carry. You have to leave it somewhere or it will weigh down on your shoulders for the rest of your pilgrimage.”

“It’s not that easy.”

“Journeys seldom are.”

As they sat there, Nerguiin’s eyes threatened to close once more, even though she had restored her strength with the campfire. If udugs were born from flame, where was hers? Now that she knew her flame to be missing, she felt an anxiousness about it, like someone who had lost their arm and was surprised they could no longer grab things.

“Silt,” she said. “How does an udug gain a fire?”

For the first time since they met, Silt hesitated.

“Silt?”

“This is not something I should tell an Ascended. It is not part of your pilgrimage.” Her voice gained a softer tone. “Is it really so bad to be without flame? You have managed to come so far without one.”

“True,” she admitted. “But everyone keeps treating me like some kind of a, I don’t know, freak because of it.”

“Everyone?”

“Not you,” Nerguiin hurried to assure her. “But the others. They all think I’m stupid. Or a cripple.” She hugged her knees. “Like, they wonder why I don’t sprout wings or something.”

“I’m sorry, but I really don’t want to tell you. Do you think you can accept that? I know it’s not the answer you wanted, but…”

“It’s fine. I’ll just ask someone else.”

Silt seemed troubled by this. “If you go chasing flame, you may not find its heat to your liking.”

“Will it change me somehow? Make me into an actual monster?”

Silt didn’t answer.

Now that she knew to look for it, she felt an empty spot in her gut. That made her feel inadequate, detestable. If Silt refused to tell her the price she’d have to pay, she’d have to ask Aurochs.

________




NERGUIIN EMERGED FROM the sewage lake along with her single mushroom and heaved herself ashore at the same time as another rat surfaced with a soggy cluster of dates in its mouth. A fully enshadowed woman perched on the bank. She shrieked and scrambled away as Nerguiin splashed her way.

I’m going to die, Nerguiin thought as her teeth rattled and she convulsed on the ice. Her clothes were still dry, but the icy water on her skin made her feel one minute from freezing solid. To distract herself from the burning cold, she watched the rat go on its merry way with its mouthful of dates.

In a few minutes, her strength began to return, but so sluggishly it seemed to pout at her and threaten to leave for good if Nerguiin dared to touch the damned frozen pool ever again. She stood up, then limped toward the ash mound at the far end of Kur’s dark reaches where green torches lay forgotten on the banks of snow. Sul’s lighthouse glowed white, its light revealing one of the gargantuan square support pillars that held up the ceiling. A group of four prisoners’ shadows sat on its ledges.

Nerguiin passed the field of warmth near Sul’s compound where two dozen shadows bathed in the heat, then the empty offering plaza. A pair of shadows hammered and chiseled at a broken pillar, perhaps from Aurochs’ last rampage. At the ash mound, she sat down to eat her fill. She munched and stared with a distant expression at the edge of the tiny crater. At the opposite end of the crater, a snake’s shadow slithered into the pit and bit into the ash. It, too, wore chains, which looked like another snake coiled around it. When their eyes met, the snake hurried away and disappeared behind a stalagmite.

She must have missed one penance cycle, and she’d probably have to pay for it later. But it was worth the risk—now she knew more. The knots of despair slowly unwound themselves in her mind as connections tried to form and the mystery of the Undercity seemed so close to solving itself. Why was Utu’s altar dark? Why wouldn’t sunlight pierce down the chasms? All she needed was a tiny bit more sunlight and her chains would break. But even if she did that, she would still need to find a way to climb up the chasms and reach Divine Ring. And then what?

Tapping her nose, she narrowed her eyes at the hatch above the offering plaza. Once she was out of Kur, she would have to remove her name from the Book of the Dead, and that wouldn’t be a one-udug job. She needed an ally, and for that she needed Miri’s mind restored. If Miri still retained a tiny bit of her divine powers, whatever those may be, they might have a chance to sneak into Ereshkigal’s spire and remove Nerguiin’s name from the book.

Nearby, a carved chunk of a past temple towered above the ash pit. The story on its walls spoke of a snake who once consumed a plant of eternal youth. But instead of living forever, its worn scales peeled off and a new skin was born from beneath, these with the glistening youth it once possessed. Ever since that day, all his offspring shed their skin and looked young even in their elder years. But snakes, too, were denied immortality long before men first dreamed of it.

Stomping footsteps approached her from behind, and even without turning, Nerguiin correctly guessed their origin. Aurochs the bull walked into the pit and sat down, causing the earth to tremble, then began to fill his mouth with Nerguiin-sized fistfuls of ash. Even seated, his head rose ten feet in the air.

“Hey, Aurochs,” she said, still eating. The taste made her gag, but she ate several more mouthfuls.

Aurochs’ hunched back straightened, and Nerguiin guessed him to be studying her, even though the black pools of his eyes melded with his shadow. At first, the bovine head pointed her way as if he were preparing to charge her, but upon identifying her, he returned to scooping more ash into his mouth with one big, furry fist. The other probably still held the caterpillar. “So you’re still there. I thought grief had consumed you.”

She tried a smile, but it died halfway.

“I’m sorry,” he said, bowing his horned head. “I didn’t think the truth would hurt you so.”

“Well,” she said, a tremble in her voice. “There’s not much I can do to change that, is there?” She offered him the blue mushroom. “I found this.”

He glanced at it.

“You can have it,” Nerguiin continued, “but I don’t know if it’s edible.”

“It is. Eat.”

She rotated the mushroom in her mittens. “Well, there’s a bit of a problem there.” She tried sinking her teeth into it, but bit empty air instead. “See? I can’t. So you can have it.”

Aurochs mooed and took the mushroom with one hand. The other hand, clutched in a fist, hovered over the red-glowing earth that followed in his wake. He tossed the mushroom into his mouth, chewed once, and swallowed.

“Thank you,” he said. “But I would need a hundred more to sate my hunger. Where do these grow?”

“Pilgrim’s Path,” Nerguiin said. “But you won’t fit through the hole, so for now I just have to keep bringing you these.”

“Why would you do that?”

She shrugged. “They’re just being wasted in that cave. Seems like a crime worthy of Kur to me.”

“You are a strange udug.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment. So, I take it you aren’t one, then? An udug.”

“No,” he said. “You were made of the fire that once escaped Primordial Chaos, but I was born there directly. We are…well, cousins.”

She chewed her lip, then peeked up at him. “How does an udug create fire?”

Aurochs leaned back and his eyes narrowed a tiny bit.

“See?” Nerguiin said. “You think I’m going to do something to you. But I don’t know how! What can I do? What is everyone so afraid of?”

A guttural sound came from his throat, like the smallest roar or a rumble. “I will tell you. But claiming fire comes with a price.”

“What price?” Nerguiin asked. “Can you tell me before I go off and do it? I don’t even know what I would do with a fire, but it feels like I need one. I don’t know why.”

“Few udugs create,” Aurochs said. “They seize. This is what you will do too, I have no doubt. It is in your blood. To gain fire, tear it out from another udug’s body or steal a flame someone has already tamed.”

She swallowed. “Are you saying I have to kill someone?”

“That is your way.”

She sighed. “Great. Well, you can rest easy, because I’m not doing that. I’ve already…” She paused. “I’ve already killed an udug. Twice. A nishakai.”

“And you didn’t take his fire?” Aurochs asked. “Why?”

“I don’t know how! I’ve tried to stare into flames, touch them, beg them, but they don’t do anything!”

“If you have defeated him, his fire is yours. I’m sure you’ll find a way to summon it.”

Nerguiin closed her eyes and focused on the sensations in her body, but she only felt the slightly masked hunger and the horrid taste of ash. And going by the cold, she couldn’t have so much as a mere spark in her.

“It’s not working!” she said. “I can’t create fire!”

“The chains trap my fire,” Aurochs said, and the ash pit began to glow red around him. “Perhaps they trap yours, too. In time, some of the fire may force its way out. It’s difficult to chain an udug’s flame away. Emotions are like fire—they hotter they burn, the harder they are to control. Try to get angry.”

She spent a while listening to her body and trying to find the smallest hint of warmth inside, but found only the touch of cold magical metal on her ghostly skin. And if it was a question of anger, well, clearly that wasn’t working!

Her shoulders sagged. “Nope, nothing.”

“Keep trying. It may take time.”

“Oh well.” She put hands on her hips. “So, Primordial Chaos, huh? Where exactly is that?”

He landed a chained shadow hand on the ash. “Below.”

“Yes, I know it’s down, but where specifically?”

“Here.” He tapped at the stone again. The red glow in the stone cracked and split.

“Are you saying we are directly above it? But that’s where the Primeval Sea is!”

“Primeval Sea fills a tiny space between the mortal world and this one and can be accessed from the Stairs of Zagros. Any other way down leads to Primordial Chaos. One of the entrances is in solitary, but the death god has sealed it with ice. If I was stronger, maybe I could melt my way through.” He rumbled. “Coming here was a mistake. I’m on an important mission. I’ve tried to explain myself, but Ereshkigal won’t listen.”

“What kind of mission?” Nerguiin asked.

“Primordial Chaos floods. This must not be.”

“Strange. Where I come from, we’ve got a drought.”

“Water must flow. I was on my way to see my mother. She will know how to solve this.”

Nerguiin sized up his massive shadow. “Might your mother be Ti’Amtum?”

He ate more ash. With his appetite, he should have emptied the pit a week ago, but it was always full when Nerguiin visited. “She is the mother of all chaos fiends like myself.”

She nodded, thinking of the sea serpent woman that swam in the Primeval Sea between the mortal world and the Underworld where Zanyar sacrificed himself to let Sokhatai and Nerguiin ascend. “Yes, you have her eyes. So, we’re here for the same reason, then. I’m trying to return the rains to the mortal world.”

As she said that, a hint of guilt twisted in her gut. Was that what she was here for? If it weren’t for her meddling, they would have stolen the Celestial Harp. They could have escaped if she hadn’t added her name to the Book of the Dead. They could have returned the rains. But Nerguiin had wanted what she had wanted.

“There will be others like us,” Aurochs said. “This unnatural stillness in waters will influence all worlds. Yours is not the only one suffering.”

“Do you think I could escape through Primordial Chaos too, if you get the ice melted?”

“No,” he said, making her shoulders slump. “The chaos is dangerous for an udug, but suicide for an Ascended. The chaos and gods oppose each other, and you smell like a god.”

Nerguiin sniffed at her armpit, but only found the sweet aroma of sewage. “So it’s impossible?”

“No, suicide. But only if you remain Ascended.”

“I can’t exactly change that.”

“Yes, you can. Just reverse what you did to yourself and return to a mortal body.”

“How? I thought only Ereshkigal can do that.”

“Do the exact opposite of what you did to ascend.”

Nerguiin closed her eyes and thought back to how she first reached the Underworld. She had numbed her emotions, all her longing for mortal pleasure, all ties to the mortal world. Without any tethers to mortality, her spirit had weighed heavier than her body. When she had done it as a mortal, the walls of the Golden City had shimmered into the horizon like a mirage.

How did she do the inverse of that?

“I want to go home,” she said, and focused on feeling it. “I want to be in the mortal world.” She peeked left and right, then shrugged. “Nothing.”

Aurochs ate more ash. “Hmph. Even if you managed it, the chaos might resist you.” He closed his hand into a fist. The chains there squished around his arm. “Since we’re on the same quest, I’ll do what I can and you may come with me.”

“Thank you.”

“But first I need my strength back.”

She looked down at the sudden twist in her gut. “Aurochs…I haven’t been entirely honest with you.”

Something in Aurochs’ form changed, like a wariness in his enormous arms and a tension in his back. Slowly he withdrew the fist that held the cocoon and held it away from her. 

Tell him, she thought. Her heart raced.

“We…We made it to the center of the Golden City. We had the Celestial Harp. We could have lifted the curse of drought.” A tremor took her voice. “But I ruined everything.”

He watched her, waiting.

“We could have returned home with ease and saved the mortal world, and yours, too. But I got greedy, and Ereshkigal caught us because of that.” She felt like choking, speaking faster, afraid she would swallow the words and imprison them forever. “And now I’m here. The drought continues. It’s all my fault.” She lowered her head. “My friends almost died because of me. That’s why I’m in Kur. I deserved this.”

Aurochs stood up and looked down on her from the height of twenty feet. He growled. “I see. So you’re the monster I thought you were.” He stomped away. “Do not speak to me again, udug.”

Nerguiin squeezed her eyes shut and took a panicked breath. She pressed the mitten against her mouth to silence the sobs as they escaped. Why did she have to tell him? Aurochs was a good person. Of course he would want nothing to do with someone like her who lied through her teeth and put her wishes before her friends.

She had just lost her only likely ally in this place, her only way to escape, and she had done it just because she felt guilty. What did she think would happen? That Aurochs would forgive her and make her feel better about betraying her friends and abandoning the people of the mortal world?

She let out a sob that turned into pathetic laughter. She really was an idiot. That’s what she got for speaking the truth.

________




WANDERING IN HER thoughts, Nerguiin found herself headed to Miri’s farm through the mazes of Slum Hill where the shoddy hideouts built from this and that formed a jagged silhouetted skyline against Sul’s lighthouse in the distance. She passed a hut with two eagles whose chains strapped their wings tight against their sides, likely to prevent them from flying up the offering hatch. They huddled and whispered as Nerguiin passed them. 

Flickers of green light up ahead snapped her out of her thoughts. She prowled into a collapsed hut and spied over the edge a rotted wooden bed at the clearing at the highest point of the slums where Miri knelt on the dirt and Sul, wielding a torch, sat on a wooden box. His green flame burned in his ice gut, and the mingsriya amulet, now gone dark, rested against his chest. Sharanna, the old priest of Eridu, stood beside him with the tablet of truth in hand, and Ebezzu, the lackey with a long beard and a light rig on his back, leaned against his spear.

“Your crops appear to grow slowly,” Sul said to Miri while tapping a claw against his crimson skirt.

Miri raised her own torch. Her white eyes and mouth visible through her shadow smiled. “We haven’t had much rain lately, I’m afraid. But it’ll rain soon, I’m sure.”

“It is rocks you plant, goddess.”

“Rocks?” she showed him a pebble. “What’s this then?”

“Stupidity. And to think you once wielded might worthy of legend. Look at you now. You are pathetic.”

Miri looked down at the dirt with her fists clenched. “I…I just need sun and rain. It’ll grow, you’ll see.”

Sul stood up and wandered over to her farm, then kicked down several mounds. Miri gasped. Sul continued flattening the little hills she had formed to hold her seeds. Ebezzu sighed, but helped to crush mounds and spread the mud around with his spear.

“No!” Miri cried. She grabbed Sul by the arm. “You’re ruining it!”

Sul crouched low, picked up an unburied pebble between the sharp points of his claws, then showed it to her. “You are burying stones, woman. Nothing will ever grow in Kur. Not on my watch.”

Nerguiin ground her teeth. Don’t you dare hurt Miri…

“Please!” Miri said. She dropped the torch and grabbed Sul with both hands. “Let them grow. You can have some when they sprout.”

Sul ran his clawed fingers over Miri’s hand. “My dear Inanna, do you not understand I am your only salvation? Only I can birth a fire strong enough to melt all our crimes. Place your faith in me, and I will lead you against your sister.” He brushed her cheek with his claws. “As your god.”

Sharanna observed the exchange with bored eyes while holding the black stone sheet, the tablet of truth with one hand, a stone stylus ready in the other.

“Just give him what he wants,” Ebezzu said, leaning on his spear. His long shadow beard hung almost to his stomach. “How many times do you want us to do this to you?”

“Swear fealty to me, Inanna,” Sul said. “Submit yourself to my will.”

As Miri lowered her gaze to her ruined farm, Sul grabbed her head with claws that almost pierced her eye, then forced her to turn her head to the side, to the lighthouse that could be seen from all reaches of Kur.

“Look at my flame,” Sul said. “Do you not see my glory? Can you not see what I have created? You can be part of that.”

Miri cocked her head. “Hmm? That’s Utu’s fire, not yours.”

Sul froze. Sharanna wrote on the tablet of truth, and Ebezzu swallowed, looking between Miri and Sul.

“Stop writing!” Sul shouted, and Sharanna jumped and lowered the stylus. Sul struck Miri with his clawed hand and sent her toppling onto the ground. Blood dripped from her shadow somewhere around her face.

Nerguiin stood up. Her eyes bulged wide, and she breathed in rapid hisses through her nose. A tingle traveled down her back. Sul stepped on Miri and dug his talons into her back. Miri shrieked and reached an arm around in a feeble attempt to push his leg away.

“You—” Sul said, grinding his foot into her, “—will cease these lies at once. You will recognize my authority as the god of the Undercity. You will worship my flame!”

Miri wept on the ground. Blood from her back flowed onto her ruined garden.

“Stop!” Nerguiin shouted.

Quickly, Sul lifted his bloodied foot off Miri and turned to look Nerguiin’s way with wide eyes. Nerguiin walked out from the collapsed hut and looked up at Sul’s ice face while Ebezzu, beside him, pointed his spear at her.

“Oh,” Sul said, smiling. “You surprised me. Now, what exactly did you witness?”

“What I witnessed—” Nerguiin hissed through her teeth, “—was you making the biggest mistake of your life.”

The flame in Sul’s gut burned brighter, and the torch in his claws spewed out a little green explosion. “It appears you intend to do something. Well then, do it. I am right here.”

Mittens pressed into tiny fists, Nerguiin took a step in his direction. “I’ve killed nishakai for less.”

The first hints of hesitation appeared on Sul’s face. Ebezzu glanced at Sul, who nodded. Ebezzu yelled and rammed his spear through her.

If you are there, fire, Nerguiin thought, now would be the time. I’m angry. By Anu I’m so angry!

“And now—” Nerguiin said, approaching so the spear penetrated her deeper and tangled with her chains, “—I’ve come for you.”

Ebezzu backed away and let go of his spear. Sul lifted his green torch in front of his mouth and howled a harsh word, and green fire puffed into Nerguiin’s face.

She walked through it. Her hair, shadow, and mittens caught fire. It felt warm.

Sul’s eyes widened and Ebezzu backed further away.

“Do you think—” Sul started.

“Be quiet.”

He quieted.

“This prisoner is under my protection.” Nerguiin said, burning green. The flames began to feel hot. She pulled the spear—now on fire—from her torso and tossed it away, still burning. The ground, glowing green, melted and cracked into little ice fissures as she took another step, and Sul toppled over a dead tree root and stumbled onto his back, ripping his skirt.

“Look,” Sul said, eyes wide, “if you attack me, we…we will add feet to your pillar and—”

“Go ahead,” Nerguiin said. She stepped next to him and stomped a burning boot onto his chest. The flames had begun to hurt in earnest now. “My sentence is a hundred years. What do I care about extending it if I can enjoy the pleasure of eating your soul?”

“What do you want?”

“Leave Miri alone.”

He glanced at Miri who huddled on her knees and looked at them with wide eyes. He laughed nervously at Nerguiin. “Why do you even care about her? A broken god. Useless, an—”

Nerguiin landed a mitten bright with green fire on his ice gut, directly over his own tiny candle-like flame. He took a sharp breath and became completely still. The ice slowly melted.

Interesting, she thought. These flames hurt worse than the nishakai ones. She gave thanks for her shadow form that masked her facial expressions except for her mouth and eyes.

“You don’t—” Sul started.

“Did I give you permission to speak?”

He paused.

“I could take your fire,” Nerguiin said, rubbing his stomach so the fire formed a dent in his ice. “But for now I’ll settle for this.”

She slid her hand to his throat and felt him swallow. A single icicle in his beard melted. She took the amulet by the cord and slipped it off his neck, and as she slid a mitten back over his gut, he stopped breathing. The flames made her want to scream, to flail her arms. To panic.

She would not panic.

“Last time,” she said, patting his stomach, “you took all I owned. Next time I’ll return the favor. Now get out of my sight.”

Sul scooted away on the frosty ground, then jumped up and ran downhill while holding the hem of his skirt gathered in his claws. Ebezzu rushed after him without even picking up his burning spear. Nerguiin waited for Sul’s clacking footsteps to fade before she collapsed with a gasp and rolled and beat her hands on the mud, doing everything in her power not to scream.

The flames died, and she lay on the mud, breathing rapidly.

“Blessed Anu,” she whispered. “Ow, ow, ow…”

In only a moment, the pain faded and the burns healed. She lay on the ground, not sure if she should cry or laugh. She had just pulled off the biggest bluff of her life. Sharanna still stood there and stared at the stone tablet with a frown. He looked up at Nerguiin, then at the lighthouse, and finally drifted away and left them alone.

Miri hung her head and cradled clumps of mud in her hands. “My farm…”

“You’ll make a new one.” Nerguiin said. “I’m fine, by the way.”

Blood still leaked from cuts on Miri’s back, but she seemed more concerned about her crop than the wounds. Nerguiin stood up and inspected Miri’s back, but could only see crimson dots swimming through the shadow.

“Does it hurt?” Nerguiin asked, landing a mitten on Miri’s back.

“No…” she cried.

“If that asshole bothers you again, you tell me right away, all right?”

She nodded. At least she had responded. Nerguiin took that as a victory. Miri’s shoulder trembled as she sobbed.

Nerguiin sighed and picked up a stone, then built up a muddy little mound and dug it into the soil. Miri followed along behind her.

“Look,” Nerguiin said. She patted dirt over the rock. “All we need to do is bury them again.”

Miri sniffed. “Will you help?”

“Of course. Let’s get to work.”

Together they searched for stones and gathered them into a pile. Miri exclaimed in delight when she found a perfectly smooth one and eagerly displayed it for Nerguiin, and she had to compliment her for it. They dug new holes and buried the stones in neat rows beneath the withered tree. Soon, new mounds filled the clearing and Miri hummed as she tended to her farm.

“See?” Nerguiin said. “It’s all better now.”

She stretched her back, and bending down again, noticed a movement near her feet.

Right before her eyes, a little green strand grew from one of the mounds near the tree, desperately pushing its way up for a finger’s length, then another. Leaves burst from its sides.

“How?” Nerguiin whispered.

The stalk turned brown and withered. It drooped to the side and collapsed onto the dirt, dead. Gently, Miri lifted the plant and hummed at it.

“But…” Nerguiin stammered. She looked at Miri’s hands. They were stained in the same blood that now lay splattered and mixed with the soil. “Of course! Like Nanna’s blood back in Ur, yours helps the plants grow. But why did it die?”

Miri caressed the dead plant. “It did its best, but without rain or sun nothing will grow. Don’t worry. It’ll rain soon and the sun will return.”

Nerguiin crouched beside her to look at the plant. “Well, you’re full of surprises. But I think it might be a while before it rains.”

“I know.”

“I’m afraid it’s your fault. Or mine. We actually made it to Ereshkigal’s spire, you know? Zanyar, Sokhatai and I. And it took only a few days.”

Miri looked up at this. Something in her eyes changed, like clarity that threatened to blossom from some forgotten corner of her mind.

Heart beating faster, Nerguiin continued, “We defeated all those trials, and it was just like the Wanderer’s Journal said. Well, almost. And Zanyar played the Celestial Harp for your sister. We sang a song he made about you. A real tearjerker.”

“Zanyar…” she whispered. “Do I know him?”

“Yes! And because you forced me to learn swimming, I was able to find the Pilgrim’s Path here. Do you remember? Sokhatai made me stay in that pool so long my skin got all wrinkly. I hated every moment of it.”

Miri landed a hand on Nerguiin’s cheek, or tried to, and instead grabbed a single chain there. “Oh. I remember you now.”

“You do?” Nerguiin smiled.

“Yes! You’re Sokhatai!”

“Well, that’s some progress. But what was it you said about that lighthouse? It’s Utu’s fire?”

Miri looked in the direction of the lighthouse. “Oh, look at that. What a bright flame.”

“Yes, I know, but are you sure it’s Utu’s? I found an altar, but there was no sunlight there. Is the fire of that lighthouse stolen?”

“Yes,” Miri said. “It’s definitely Utu’s fire.” She squinted a bit. “But it looks wrong.”

Nerguiin studied the lighthouse, but saw nothing off about it. It glowed like any fire, if perhaps white instead of orange. “What’s wrong with it?”

“Fire burns, and if no one is there to guide it, it will burn all it touches. It has been without its master too long.”

Nerguiin was willing to bet Sul had once walked the Pilgrim’s Path, found the fire at Utu’s altar, and stolen it for himself. Perhaps he had killed Dawn, or whoever the skeleton had been, and destroyed the silver bowl.

Now she had to get inside that lighthouse and get a closer look at the flame.

Miri was already back to digging at the soil. But dared she leave her here? What would happen if Sul decided to take revenge on them?

“I’m going to take you to the Pilgrim’s Path,” Nerguiin said. “I don’t want to leave you here where Sul might come after you again, and I want you to see the silver road. Maybe I can make you remember something. Come on.”

________




BY THE SHORE of the sewage lake Nerguiin held a confused Miri by the arm. Miri cocked her head at the water.

“You want me to dive?” Miri asked. “In that?”

“Yes,” Nerguiin said. “You forced me to swim, now I’m returning the favor. Hold my hand so you don’t get lost.”

“It looks cold.”

“It is.”

Nerguiin splashed across the freezing pond and pulled Miri along. Miri gasped and tried to break free of her hold, but Nerguiin mustered all that remained of her strength and held onto her. As Miri’s waist sunk underwater, only Nerguiin’s head remained above the surface. She felt like dying, but she could do that later.

The torch in Miri’s hand hesitated, then blinked out. Miri looked around with wide eyes.

“Now,” Nerguiin said, “Deep breath. After me.”

Miri nodded and sucked in air.

They dove, and Nerguiin pulled Miri after her. The water stung her skin, and with Miri’s weight on her arm, she could barely move forward at all. Brown water surrounded her on all sides. Nerguiin held one hand to the wall and followed it across the lake until a faint blue light appeared above her.

She surfaced, and Miri jumped up, gasping. Immediately, she turned her attention to the soggy extinguished torch.

“You don’t need that,” Nerguiin stammered past her chattering teeth. She urged Miri up from the pool into the cave of singing crystals where water rained on them from the ceiling, which left Miri drenched and Nerguiin shivering on her stomach in dry clothes in a cave filled with an echoing drizzle.

Miri hugged the unlit torch pressed against her chest. “Why am I so cold?”

Nerguiin forced herself to stand and pulled Miri further into the cavern until they stood face-to-face with a crystal’s mirror-sheen surface. In the reflection, Nerguiin’s adult body held Miri by the arm.

The other reflection was covered in plague-like blisters. The hair came down in gray, tangled messes. Skin ruptured and oozed yellow pus. Once beautiful, now ripples and wrinkles crossed her aged features.

But the face was still Miri’s.

If it shows my adult body, Nerguiin thought, is this what Miri’s true face is?

Miri raised a shaking hand to the crystal, and the reflection replied. She gaped at it. Tears came down the face in the reflection.

“Who is she?” Miri whispered. Her torch reignited its green flame. Miri didn’t seem to notice. “Why is she crying?”

Nerguiin sat down to rest by the crystal and faced the cavern and its puddles. Her eyes threatened to close once more, but she commanded them to stay open. Sokhatai had trained her to push on. If she was to keep Miri safe, she would have to do better.

Maybe if they came here when the crystals sang, the music might make Miri remember their temple heists. Or could Nerguiin sing for her? But how would that help? Nerguiin had never sung a single note in Miri’s presence.

Miri held a hand against the reflection by the water that streamed onto the crystal, then bounced down like a waterfall and flowed down her arm onto the floor. Nerguiin stood up and eyed the cracks in the ceiling. Miri wanted rain, and this was the closest they would get to it.

And there was a memory.

“Miri,” Nerguiin said, “today we dance.”

She cocked her head, but showed no memory of these words, which she had spoken to Nerguiin in another pool in another world. Before Kur. Before Miri had died. “To the sound of what?”

“Rain.”

Delighted, Miri looked up at the ceiling. “Oh! So that’s where it was hiding!”

Nerguiin stood beside her and lifted her arms wide. The drizzle of cold water on the crystal showered all over her, and she wanted so much to curse at it.

“This,” Nerguiin said through clenched teeth while balancing on her boot, “is the waterfall dance.”

She spun on the ice, but halfway through her spin, the black chains twisted in protest and squeezed tight around her waist. She slipped onto her back. She groaned and stood up, then tried again. The chains pressed tight, but this time she finished her spin by flailing her arms for balance.

She pressed her lips tight and commanded her feet to jump. For Miri’s sake, she couldn’t let the chains weigh her down no matter how heavy they felt. She landed in a crouch and spun, then toppled over onto her ass.

“That’s a strange dance,” Miri said.

“Shit,” Nerguiin said. “Give me a moment.”

This time when she stood up, she first extended her arms to the side, closed her eyes, and deeply inhaled the smell of sewage, trying to find a hint of rain buried in its foul fumes. The drizzle sort of sounded like rain. She imagined herself standing in waist-deep water on a moonlit night and Miri’s giggle on the slippery stone ringing like the purest note of the waterfall dance.

Nerguiin spun. The ice allowed her to slide with ease. She spun once, then twice, and jumped to another spot. Her legs burned from the exercise, and her chains crushed her so tightly she could barely breathe.

“Come, Miri!” she wheezed. “One jump, one spin!”

Miri left her torch leaning against the reflective crystal and stood on an uncertain foot. She looked up, hesitation in her white-glowing eyes, so Nerguiin jumped from one frozen puddle to another, then came to a spin under the freezing shower by another crystal. Miri tried, but as her foot hit the ground, she pinwheeled her arms and flopped over. She sat on the ice, looked up at Nerguiin, and burst out in a laugh.

“Come!” Nerguiin said. “Jump! Hear the rain!”

Miri stood up and jumped after Nerguiin. Together, they went from one end of the cavern to another under the freezing drops from the Lake of Song. Nerguiin barely felt her legs. She gasped for air, and every time she jumped, she promised she would do just one more before collapsing.

Then she saw Miri.

Her shadow face was lit by wonder. She struggled with her chains, but she spun after Nerguiin with a smile like a ray of sun. They limped, jumped, and spun around the crystals, and as Nerguiin’s shadow dress flew into motion, her reflection followed in a burst of cyan wool. Miri’s reflection laughed, cheeks wet with water. Her hair spun out in her reflection as two black braids.

Then the lamentations started.

Nerguiin stumbled on her next jump, but quickly straightened up and spun. A gala priestess opened with the Lament to the Fallen, and as her distant voice sang through the crystals, it joined the rain and formed a sadness so deep it pierced her.

Still they danced. And as they flowed with the rain, Miri’s laughter gave life to the lamentations from above. At the center of the cavern, before the tallest crystal with the sharpest reflection, Nerguiin stopped on a frozen puddle and turned back just Miri jumped after her. Miri shrieked and Nerguiin wrapped her arms around her, which left them embracing under a freezing shower. The reflection showed them face to face.

“Listen,” Nerguiin said. “Do you hear the rain? Is it not the true song of life?”

“Yes,” Miri whispered. “I hear it!”

“Do you remember when we last danced?”

“I do! It was the night before I…” she gasped.

Nerguiin held her tighter. “Night before what?”

“The night before I died…” she looked around with wide eyes. “Oh no. No! I can’t be here! I have to find rain!”

Miri tried to spin around, mouthing incomprehensible words, but Nerguiin held to her. Somehow, even with her negligible strength, she was able to keep her still.

“Miri! Look at me!”

Their eyes met, Miri’s flooded with fear.

“Listen to the rain!” Nerguiin said. “We’re almost there. We’ll find it. Can’t you hear how close we are?”

“Oh,” Miri said, crouching down to eye level with her. “Nerguiin, why are you here?”

“I made a dumb mistake. Or several. Like you, Miri.”

“But, but…” she shook her head. “You were supposed to return the harp. Only I was supposed to be punished. I didn’t want you to get hurt.”

“I was punished because I was an ass. This is not on you.”

Miri looked down.

Nerguiin glared at her and pulled her head back up. “Anu mark my words, I’m trying to help, but I can’t do it if you don’t work with me. I really, really don’t want to be alone in this place. I need you, Miri.”

She trembled in her arms. “But I caused all this. I released the curse. And it doesn’t listen to me anymore. Nerguiin, I’m afraid. I can’t fix this.”

“You probably can’t,” Nerguiin agreed. “But we can. It’s not how we intended to do it, and it’s only us now, but we’ll make it work.”

“But you hate me.”

Nerguiin sighed. “Yes, I kind of do. You summoned a drought because a man refused your hand. Who in their right mind would do that?”

Miri pressed her eyes shut.

“But I’m willing to forgive you. For all you’ve done.”

“How can you? You’ve seen what will happen.”

“I’m not going to let that happen. We’re going to escape, and we’re going to make this right.”

Miri shook her head. “I can’t do this!”

“I refuse your refusal.”

“But I—”

“You now work for me. Welcome to the crew.”

Miri let out a single sob.

Nerguiin frowned at her. Was this what a god was supposed to be like? Had they built a temple in Uruk for this?

“I’m tired of gods playing with my life,” Nerguiin said. “But I’m not going to blame you for it anymore. If you want redemption, help me escape. Yes, you caused the drought. Well, now you can help me fix it. Every day you sit here in your misery, more people in the mortal world die. Do you want to cause more suffering or do something about it?”

A cool breeze, weak and barely there, blew across the cavern as though it dared not blow harder lest Ereshkigal’s attention kill its flow. The ghost crow cawed and glided over to them, then perched on a crystal. Its eyes blinked and head cocked curiously to the side.

After a long moment, Miri nodded. “I’ll try.”

Nerguiin examined her face, and when she turned back to the crow, it was already gone.






CHAPTER SEVEN










I found murmurs of a more ancient time when the Golden City was different, but the spirits refused to answer my inquiries. They seemed afraid. Unwilling to cause them discomfort, I brushed these questions aside.

That was before I discovered the giant mural.




The Wanderer’s Journal, the Giant Wall




Nerguiin dragged Miri down the silver bricks of Pilgrim’s Path. After the waterfall dance, Miri alternated between sobbing and muttering, but at least remembered Nerguiin’s name. But nothing in the old fables decorating the walls seemed to trigger Miri’s memories. Perhaps they predated even her.

“Why do you keep carrying that thing?” Nerguiin asked Miri as she once again turned her attention from the murals to the torch with the green flame that had come back to life even after being submerged in water. “Just leave it at the penance pillars like everyone else.”

“It’s so dark here,” Miri said.

“It’s not. Look how the silver still glows. You don’t need that.”

Miri shook her head and lowered her gaze, and Nerguiin dropped the issue.

They entered the seed vault and passed the rectangular support columns with their squares of carvings. Nerguiin sat down to rest on a collapsed cubical chunk next to Silt’s sleeping form while Miri peeked at the last remaining seed still resting under protective magic. Icicles hung from the domed ceiling, and for a moment Nerguiin was concerned they would crack and fall on top of Miri’s head, but decided she was too tired to be worried about everything.

“Do you know what seed it is?” Nerguiin asked.

“Oh, yes,” Miri said. She crossed her hands behind her back. “These seeds were first taken from Anu’s celestial maze, then planted in Eridu’s forbidden garden.”

Nerguiin scratched her nose. “Never heard of that.”

“In Eridu, the plants from which these seeds come were locked away where no one could visit them, until people forgot they even existed. Without anyone to guide them, the seeds didn’t know what they were supposed to grow into, so they chose to wait instead. Now they will bond to the one who shows them what they are to be.”

So she remembers some things, Nerguiin thought. “What does it mean for them to bond?”

“To bond is to share one’s might. The first of these Anu planted in the Golden City, where it now guides the Ascended, as was Anu’s wish.”

The Great Anu Tree, she thought. It helps those in need. But what was she supposed to bond these seeds to? To herself? She shuddered. Definitely not.

Silt opened her eyes. “Oh, hello Nerguiin.”

“Hey. I brought a friend of mine. Miri, say hi to Silt.”

Silt’s drawn eyes on her stone face turned to the side where Miri’s shadow whispered to the single remaining seed.

“My!” Silt said. “Is it Inanna herself? Is this the friend you spoke of?”

“That’s the one. You know her?”

“Oh yes.” Silt’s lips pursed together. “All too well. I think I now understand more about your burdens. My condolences.”

“Thanks.” As Miri continued to whisper to the seed, Nerguiin pointed. “So, as you can see, there’s the problem. I need to make her normal again. Something happened to her when she died. She doesn’t remember much, and she keeps carrying that dumb torch around.”

Miri stared at an empty spot on the wall, then sneaked up close and lit it with her torch to peer at the bricks. Then she sat down to stare at her feet which flickered between shadow and flesh.

“I see,” Silt said. “Only a great tragedy does this to a person. It will be a difficult trial to heal her. It will test your patience, time and time again.”

“Patience,” Nerguiin said. “Yep, that’s the part where I still struggle. But I’d like to keep her here for now, if that’s fine with you. I think Sul, the biggest bully in Kur, is after her, and I don’t want to leave her somewhere where he can find her.”

Silt humphed. “By all means, she can stay as long as she wants. She will be safe here. On that you have my word as a sentient stone.”

The exhaustion from the day finally caught up to her, and she collapsed onto her side. She stared with a blank expression at the seed pedestal’s decorated foundation and studied the dust particles gliding past the seed.

“What if,” Nerguiin said, thinking aloud, “that seed were to bond to Inanna, a goddess? Would it gain her powers?”

Silt smiled at her. “That is an idea.”

“You aren’t going to tell me, are you?”

“Not a chance!”

“So if I take that one remaining seed and waste it, you won’t eat my face?”

“Tiny chance of that.”

She pouted on the floor, cheek half-sunken into the stone before her chains stopped her from fully submerging. Well, she had to try something. She didn’t want to bond one to herself, so someone like Miri would make more sense. But would the seed even gain anything useful from Miri’s current sorry powers?

What if she could somehow return Utu’s light to the altar? Could she bond a seed to Utu? The sanctum had fertile soil and water, and were the seed to bond to Utu, what could she do with the power of the sun in Kur?

I have Inanna here now, and Utu is far away, she thought. I’ll have to try something.

She tried to stand up, flopped down as the chains twisted tight around her chest, and tried again. This time she limped to the pedestal with the vault’s last black, bean-like seed, her nose level with the seed.

“Miri, I need you to pick up this seed.”

Miri hesitated, but after an encouraging nod from Nerguiin, her hand pierced the bubble of magic and her fingers closed around the seed. Nerguiin glanced at Silt, who smiled. That could mean anything, Nerguiin thought.

“Now,” she said, taking Miri by the hand. “We’re going to see what kind of power you’ve still got in there.”

________




AFTER THEY RESTED, Nerguiin and Miri walked to Utu’s destroyed sanctum, where fire rained down the chasms and ash turned soggy, but the seed planted in the soil earlier refused to grow. By now, Nerguiin figured, it had to be dead. 

Miri ran her hand across the walls where the intricately carved plates had long ago fallen to the floor. She looked up into the crevice, her green flame flickering so her wrinkled face appeared and disappeared in turns. “So dark…”

Dawn the skeleton rested against the altar, his bones as yellow, charred, and melted as before. Now that Nerguiin knew what to look for, she was pretty confident those burns were made by nishakai flame, and Sul was the one responsible for the murder. That was what he was in Kur for, according to his penance pillar.

“Still going strong, I see,” Nerguiin said to Dawn. “Keep at it, buddy.” She gathered a few of the burning twigs into a campfire and held her mittens to it to warm up. “There’s this at least. It may not be Utu’s radiance, but it’s something.”

Miri crouched next to her and stared into the tiny campfire.

“All right,” Nerguiin said. “I want you to take that seed and bury it in the soil.”

Miri opened her fist and cradled the seed in both palms. “Why?”

“I want it to grow with your powers.”

“But I have no power…”

Nerguiin frowned. This wasn’t going to work, was it? And she only had one seed—one more chance. Oh, well, wasn’t this supposed to be a test of patience?

“Miri,” Nerguiin said, “you told me that Sul stole Utu’s light.” She waved a hand at the altar’s toppled stones and now-polished silver basin split in half. “Can we restore it to its rightful place on this shrine?”

“Restore his light…” Miri said, white eyes looking up at the chasms. “No. It has burned too long, trapped and harnessed to the whims of an udug unfit for its radiance. Its being has become twisted and corrupted. Extinguish the old flame and birth a new one. Only then will Utu return to his altar.”

Heart beating faster, Nerguiin pressed Miri before she faded once more. “How does one birth a flame? I’ve already tried adding a few burning twigs on that altar and it did nothing.”

“It’s so dark here…”

“Yes, I know,” Nerguiin said, trying to sound patient. “But how do I actually birth new light?”

“Why, by planting a seed of light, of course!”

“Not helpful! I’m an udug. Can’t I claim the fire Sul already has trapped there in the lighthouse?”

“You already have one. You must not claim another.” Miri reached a hand to Nerguiin’s stomach and touched the chains there. “That terrifying flame of the giants…”

“Giants?” Nerguiin asked. “It’s nishakai flame. And I can’t even use it. Can’t I swap it?”

“You could, but these chains hold your fire imprisoned as much as they do you. It cannot leave your body.”

“Sul’s does.”

“Sul has been here longer, and in time, I suspect, he learned to use his fire even chained.”

Nerguiin thought about this. “What if I take another flame? So I have both.”

Miri shook her head. “Greed is the chief curse of your kind. Never claim two fires, Nerguiin.”

“Why? What will happen?”

“Flame is a jealous mistress. Keep one, and you will earn its trust. Wield two, and you will birth a primordial rage with your body as the battleground. When the flames are done with each other, you will have burned to cinders.”

A burning leaf glided down, and its flames dimmed and hissed as it hit the wet floor where its embers sizzled out. Nerguiin scowled at the seed. Why was she even doing this? What use was a bloody seed to her? What was she expecting to happen?

I’m not even holding a torch, she thought, and here I am, expecting to fail. Think! What do I have?

There were the two halves of the silver bowl on the altar at the center of room, then a bunch of bricks gathered into fragments of phrases from her earlier visit, and whole lot of wet, soggy soil. A chilly wind howled in the chasm above, but the sky that should have been visible stubbornly refused to shine onto the altar. And there was Dawn and his destroyed writing, of course.

“Perhaps,” Nerguiin thought aloud, playing with the mingsriya amulet, “if I were to remind Utu of his light, he would return to his altar. If I brought his light back here. The real sunlight, not some flame’s mockery of it. A memory of light.”

Miri smiled. “I’m sure he would like that.”

She closed her mittens around the amulet hanging from her neck. Sunlight came to Kur only in the offering plaza, and only for a brief moment. The distance from there to the sewage lake, through the singing crystal cavern, down the Pilgrim’s Path to Utu’s altar, must be close to four dana. Not even Sokhatai had made her run that far. And she would only have a few minutes of sunlight available. Somehow, she had to find a way to get more. A lot more. If she ran like her life depended on it, it would take her at least three hours to run to the altar, assuming she could keep her chains weakened.

Now how could she get three hours of sunlight?

And if she wanted to restore the altar, she would have to find a way to put out the old flame first. For that she would have to get a closer look at that lighthouse and understand how it worked. But how was she going to get through the barricades and past all Sul’s lackeys now that she had actively moved against him?

She smiled. While she didn’t know how to get to the other side of the barricade, the rats did. And she had lost sight of them in the singing crystal cavern.

“Protect that seed,” Nerguiin said, and Miri nodded with a serious expression. “I know where to get sunlight. Now I just need to do the impossible and store several hours’ worth of it into my amulet.”

________




NERGUIIN LEFT MIRI with Silt and returned down the silver Pilgrim’s Path. When icy water dripped onto her head from the ceiling, she looked up and let it fall into her mouth. The drops touched her tongue and only came with a slight earthen taste, so she let them sate her thirst. As long as she didn’t mind a dive to get here, she had access to cleaner water. When Ereshkigal had made her unable to drink fresh water, perhaps she hadn’t taken into account that Nerguiin might drink the water on its way to the sewage pond.

I never did find where the animals get the meat, she thought. Rivulets hurried downhill to the sewage lake’s fetid mass, and now the only song came from the water drops echoing all around her.

The rats had come from the sewage lake, but on the Pilgrim’s Path she’d seen no food except the mushrooms. Besides, if the rats could eat there, why bother swimming across the sewage with their spoils? Could there be a second underwater tunnel with hoards of meat and fruit?

She closed her eyes and imagined the layout of the Undercity. Sul claimed to have cleaner water, and his compound was quite close to the sewage lake. He hoarded his food stockpiles there, and regardless of Kur being infested with rats, none of them attempted to climb the barricades or sneak their way in through the gates.

Because they have another way in, she decided.

Taking a deep breath, she dove into the freezing pond.

She could barely see anything but a blue glow above her, and her boots threatened to anchor her to the bottom. She brushed her mittens at the walls for a couple of steps, then swam back up and rested for a few minutes while shivering so much she had to wonder if her teeth would shake loose. The water ran off her skin quickly, as though it didn’t want to touch her, and her clothing still refused to get wet.

She dove again, then again, and every time both hated the water and thanked Sokhatai for having forced her to swim. She searched through the bottom of the lake one tiny stretch at a time, always returning to rest in the singing crystal cave. By now she was pretty sure she couldn’t actually die from freezing.

On her seventh dive, her mittens found a new underwater tunnel. She kicked into brown darkness that slowly yielded to a white glow above. She broke the surface, gasped for air, and clutched the edges of a tiny ice pool, barely large enough for her chained shoulders to squeeze through.

With her last strength, she pulled herself up from the water onto ice, the thin layer too weak to support an adult, but her negligible, incorporeal weight not causing the smallest crack. Above her, behind a rotted plank floor, a flame roared and cracked. The air smelled of smoke.

I think I know where I am, she thought.

The ice hole sat in a tiny crawlspace beneath a wooden framework. Little cracks between planks above revealed an almost blinding glow.

The lighthouse, she thought. Right behind Sul’s throne. I’m beneath the lighthouse.

Voices spoke nearby. She lay on the ice and waited for her strength to return. Plank walls, many bent or rotted through, hid the crawlspace. A single rat the size of a small goat squeezed through a gap between the plank wall with an entire meaty rib in its mouth, but froze upon seeing her.

I’m not going to tell if you’re not, she thought, meeting the rat’s stare. It leaped into the ice hole Nerguiin had used to enter and dove underwater with its spoils.

The tight space didn’t permit her to stand without her chains chafing against the framework, so she crawled on her stomach until she could poke her head through the same gap in the plank wall the rat had used.

The hole led to a hut haphazardly filled with boxes, chests, and jars. The lidless jar nearest to her overflowed with fruit. An exit door led to what could only be the rear of Sul’s compound, and a set of stairs headed above the little crawlspace to the heart of the lighthouse. After squirming through the hole in the planks, she picked up a single date from a jar by the wall, gave it a feeble ghostly bite, then returned it. The dates wouldn’t help her directly, but she might be able to trade Sul’s supplies with others in Kur. And she could always swim through the icy water to come lie below the lighthouse and enjoy all the warmth she could steal.

She took the stairs up to the flame chamber and protected her face from a heat so mighty it threatened to burn even her. A white flame marred with black spots burned midair in a wooden room without igniting the walls, traveled upwards, and burst into the lighthouse’s main beacon far above where it brought light to Kur.

The amulet on her chest remained dark and lifeless, even when she hung it by the cord so close to the fire she wondered if she would go up like dry sawdust. She grimaced and walked closer until her amulet touched the flame, but quickly stepped back as the clay began to melt. A dent marred its face, but it refused to glow. Why didn’t this lighthouse load up her amulet with sunlight? What had Sul done to it? “Its being has become twisted,” Miri had said. What did that mean, exactly?

The sphere of fire trembled and shook, and more black spots rose to the surface. It bounced against the wooden framework, flared up the passage above, and twisted itself to squeeze through the cracks in the wall. But when it touched the wall, the entire structure flashed white, and the flame snapped back to the center of the room as though on an invisible leash.

“Are you trying to escape?” Nerguiin whispered. “Has Sul trapped you here?”

The flame shook and twisted. The whole lighthouse let out a menacing groan. A plank bent outward, creating a new hole.

Clacking footsteps approached from the outside.

Claws on stone, she thought.

She scurried down the steps where the heat faded and her clothes felt cold against her skin. After grabbing a fistful of dates, she scooted back through the hole into the crawlspace. There she lay down on her back on the narrow layer of ice by the hole and spied through the cracks between the planks as Sul entered the storeroom. He lifted a wooden box of bread with one hand, his usual green-burning torch in the other, and took the staircase to the lighthouse’s fire chamber. His claws tapped against the boards above her, and as she peeked through the cracks, one of his talons almost pierced her eye. The sphere of fire undulated and trembled midair at the center of the chamber so fiercely it almost touched the walls.

“Flame,” Sul paused with the food box held against his side. “Your anger is in vain. You know full well your only escape is by submitting your will to mine.”

The sphere shot toward Sul, but before striking him, came to an abrupt stop as though tethered in place.

“Allow me to provide you a purpose,” Sul said. One of his chains slipped tighter around his throat. “I am a god, flame, and the flame of a god befits me.”

The stained white flame surged upward again, then plunged down.

“Without me, you are nothing. If I were to stop feeding you, you would die in this place where the sun must not shine. This is what the nishakai who created me never understood—he tried to dominate fire, whereas I intend to work with you.”

The Nishakai who made him, Nerguiin thought. She was willing to bet he was a spawn of Mercy. That would explain the green fire.

The flame stopped moving. It gathered into a bright, smooth sphere.

Sul smiled.

Darkness flooded the flame. It waned. Its light dimmed and dimmed, and the ball of light shrunk to the size of a candle.

“No!” Sul shouted. “Do not think to abandon me!”

He hurled the box of food into the flame.

The box vaporized, not even producing smoke, and the lighthouse let out a hiss and the wooden framework rattled as the flame inflated to its earlier size. The fire roared bright white and powerful once more, and Sul lifted his own green torch before his lips and mouthed a complicated sequence of harsh sounds. A stream of twisted green tethers surrounded the trapped orb, and like chains, they squeezed tight around it. Agony contorted Sul’s face. He fell on his knees, but held the torch before his mouth and continued to chant. The lighthouse groaned. A loose wooden beam fell from above and disappeared into the orb.

Sul’s green fire met white. The two pushed against each other, neither yielding an inch. But once the green coils fully surrounded the white sphere, the flame gathered into a neat, tidy ball and calmed once more. Sul leaned on the ground, breathing fast. His eyes bulged wide.

“We’ll…” he said. “We’ll try this again later.”

He walked back down, slammed the lighthouse’s flame chamber door shut behind him, and paused in the food hut to compose himself before returning out to the compound.

He’s feeding the flame, Nerguiin thought. That’s why he stockpiles so much food. He’s not controlling it at all!

Nerguiin smiled. She could use this. What would happen if she told the others what Sul did with their food? And based on what she had just seen, Sul would never have this flame as his own. He would never burn away the penance pillars and set the prisoners free, as he had promised.

What if Sul couldn’t feed the flame and it went out? Or what if she took matters into her own hands? 

She returned to the store room, upended a jar of fruit into a box, then squeezed back into the crawlspace where she filled it with icy water from the hole she had used to enter lighthouse’s foundation. Back in the fire chamber, she looked into the bright sphere of harnessed fire and held the filled jar in her shaking hands. Did she really want to do this? If she killed this flame, would that harm Utu’s light as well? And what became of Kur if the lighthouse went out?

“Flame,” Nerguiin whispered. “Do you want me to put you out?”

The fire burned without any sign of hearing her. She chewed her lips, looked at the jar of water, then at the flame.

She threw the water into the flame. It produced the tiniest little hiss, but the flame’s surface burned without the least change.

“So you don’t mind water,” Nerguiin said. “You really must be Utu’s fire then.”

She left the lighthouse and returned to the crawlspace. For a long time, she waited under the boards, warming up and thinking. She wasn’t sure how she would use this, but for the first time since coming to Kur, she believed she had options.








CHAPTER EIGHT










Before men first walked the earth, giants ruled the Underworld. The only clue to this has been hidden in a long-forgotten trial in the most remote reaches of Divine Ring. If Ereshkigal wishes to hide the true history of the Underworld, why doesn’t she simply destroy the mural?

Could it be that in Divine Ring even a god is powerless to hide the truth?




The Wanderer’s Journal, the Giant Wall




On the outskirts of the half ring where the ice gave in to the lighthouse’s heat and where prisoners lay on the warm ground, Nerguiin frowned at the offering plaza and the hatch above it. Langa the black hope spirit floated near the gates of Sul’s compound built out of debris; he kept an eye on her, if he had any, just waiting for her to take a single step closer to the heat without paying the tribute.

In an earthen pit dug into the frozen soil at the base of one of Kur’s gargantuan square support pillars, two figures paced around and flexed their muscles while a crowd of shadows gathered at the edges.

“If I win—” the first udug spoke in the bottom of the pit, this a female bipedal goat with curved horns who looked like someone had tied ropes to her arms and legs and stretched her twice her height, “—I’ll get your cap.”

“And I’ll take your gloves,” the other one said. She looked like a human’s shadow with no hair, and Nerguiin couldn’t tell if she exhibited any sign of being an udug. What was it that allowed one to identify an udug at a glance, if they looked like a human? Was it something to do with fire, perhaps?

“Fight!” A man above on a snowy ledge jutting out from the support pillar shouted. He was so covered in hides, shirts, caps, and scarves that he looked like a walking mound of fabric.

The two udugs began to grapple, and for a moment Nerguiin entertained herself by watching them hug one another while planting their feet wide, each straining forward in an attempt to topple the other over. She had nothing to gamble, so she soon lost interest and returned her gaze to the hatch in the ceiling. A deep black shadow broke from the crowd and came to stand beside her, and for a moment she wasn’t sure which one it was until she saw the stone tablet.

“You missed another penance session,” Sharanna said to her while the observers shouted and cursed at the two grunting wrestlers. “Sul’s going to use this against you.”

“What’s he going to do?” Nerguiin asked.

“His is a slow anger. But sure. He’ll find a way to hurt you.”

Good thing I left Miri on the Pilgrim’s Path, she thought.

“Where were you, anyway?” Sharanna asked. “You risk all of us suffering if you don’t melt your pillar.”

“I’ll try to not cause harm to you.”

“Look, Sul had us searching the whole cavern. Many of us came up with creative ways to pay you back for wasting our time. If you’re planning escape, stop. You’re not getting out of here.”

As long as Sharanna held the tablet of truth, Nerguiin didn’t want to say anything potentially incriminating, so she simply shrugged and pretended to watch the duel. The taller one threw the other onto the ground, and the crowd cheered and booed in equal measure. The smaller cursed and threw her woolen cap at the tall one, then climbed out of the bowl and pushed through the observers, many of whom cursed at her back.

“I’ve been to Eridu,” Nerguiin said. “You were a priest there, were you not?”

Sharanna showed no reaction at this. Or did the white eyes on his shadow perhaps narrow a tiny bit?

“You have no idea how bad it is there. You’ve been here, what, a hundred years? Well, then you don’t know about the twenty-year long drought. Before I came here, Eridu was practically a desert. Uruk will soon follow.”

“That’s hardly my problem,” Sharanna snapped.

“Whose problem is it, then?”

He looked away.

“I came here to find the rain, and you can write that on that tablet of yours if you want. My sentence is a hundred years. If I take that long to burn my pillar, there won’t be an Eridu. I’ll have committed a greater crime than any I did before.”

Sharanna shook his head and headed off to the direction of the offering plaza. “Just don’t miss any more penances, all right?”

Nerguiin crossed her arms and waited as the observers around the pit finished bickering over their bets and trickled after Sharanna. All over Kur, like waking nightmares, shadows with white eyes rose from their hiding places and navigated to the offering plaza for the smallest hope of spoils. A steady stream of prisoners lumbered past Nerguiin, and she hugged herself for warmth and watched them go. Some hunched, others prowled. One moved awkwardly on all fours, although he had the body of a man. The gates to Sul’s compound opened, and their resident would-be god led a column of goons out, each with a green torch attached to a light rig.

When an almost uniform black mass of prisoners covered the entire surface of the square, and Sul’s goon leaned against pillars or spears, the hatch in the ceiling let out a metallic groan, then began to slide open. A crack of blindingly white sunlight shot through the gap, revealing the prisoners’ true forms while the mist from their chains evaporated into the air. In a heartbeat, the sounds of fighting filled the frosty air as the offerings rained down.

But the rain seemed thinner than before. When Nerguiin first came to Kur, the food had almost blocked out the sun. Now only a sorry trickle of black bread and meat showered onto the prisoners.

The mortal world has nothing left to give, Nerguiin thought. Her hand closed around the mingsriya amulet.

After about a minute and a half, the hatch creaked again and slid shut, as slowly as before. The brawl continued long after darkness returned, and every now and then a shadow sprinted out from the square and disappeared into the darkness. But only perhaps one in ten of those who fought gained any bounty for themselves.

Footsteps thundered behind her, and Nerguiin huddled low, hoping whatever it was wouldn’t see her. Aurochs the bull passed in a great wind, his outsized chains gleaming in green torchlight as he entered the plaza. The prisoners to whom Sul had given weapons and armor arrayed into nervous, uneven phalanxes as Aurochs let out a roar and broke into a run, head lowered on his mighty neck. He shouldered his way through the first phalanx, then reached for one of the many stone pillars around the square, cracked it off the ice, and hurled it at the hatch, hitting dead-center. The thundering impact shot a tremor across the cavern.

Sul waited behind his goons, hands crossed behind his back while stone debris rained on Aurochs as he threw a second pillar, then a third.

He’s waiting for Aurochs to burn through his strength, Nerguiin thought. He’s not strong enough to face him when he’s rested.

Sul gave a command, and two phalanxes arrayed themselves around Aurochs. He kicked the first group, punched the second, but like before, only used his right hand, holding the left behind his back. A dozen spears sprouted from his fur, and he let out a pained grunt before spinning and lashing an arm at the nearest group. All this time Sul watched his lackeys eat up Aurochs’ energy.

Only when Aurochs stood bleeding over half a hundred unconscious shadows with broken light rigs and cracked spears did Sul finally stroll to the plaza. Those soldiers who could still walk picked up the remnants on their spears and shields and hurried off. Sul helped a few to their feet until he and Aurochs alone stood on the square.

Nerguiin heard the single, harsh syllable Sul screamed through his green torch, which drove the flame into the shape of a blade that struck Aurochs in his midsection and sent him to his knees. Before he could fall over, Aurochs rammed his right fist to the ground for support, then stood up once more. A second green blade struck him in the face, a third in one leg.

Aurochs roared in pain and anger, and his fire broke through the chains in a burst of orange light so bright that the plaza lit up in a hundred-foot radius. Sul took a step back as Aurochs’ skin ignited and his brown fur shone without a hint of shadow. Then the black chains regrew and slithered over him like a hundred snakes, constricting his head and neck, strangling him.

“Die!” Aurochs screamed.

He pulled his left hand from behind his back and threw a punch, but only a tiny spew of orange flame shot in Sul’s direction, dying halfway. He was weakening.

Sul shrieked through his torch flame, and a barrage of fire blades hit Aurochs from five directions, then ten. He stumbled, bleeding and burning, but didn’t retreat.

“I must be free!” he wailed. “I can’t stay here!”

Finally, he collapsed and thudded to the ground unconscious. The orange flames faded, and he was once more a shadow.

He almost broke through the chains, Nerguiin thought. How strong must he be without them?

Sul bent over, hands on knees, gasping, and waved at his lackeys, who fetched ropes and dragged Aurochs in the direction of the solitary and the rumble of Aurochs’ pillar growing taller resonated across the cavern. Nerguiin walked in the now-vacant plaza, stepping over the rubble. There was no food remaining, but she spotted a wooden toy goat complete with a little human figure riding on its back.

Frowning, she picked it up, then looked at it from several angles. Why would someone send a toy to the dead?

Oh… she thought as a chill wrenched her gut. That’s why.

How bad had it gotten in the mortal world? And were Sokhatai and Zanyar even alive anymore? Perhaps nearly everyone up there had starved, and soon they would all enter the True Death. She held on to the toy and inspected the hatch, which was completely undamaged. What Aurochs was doing would not work. As though sensing her curiosity, one of the chains around her throat squeezed tighter. She coughed and pried a finger between the chain and her neck until she could breathe freely again. Then a chain around her boot decided to follow up on the idea and dug into her ankle. As she frowned down at the chain, something moved on the ground.

A white cocoon wriggled on the frozen tiles.

Aurochs’ caterpillar, she thought. That’s why he didn’t want to use his left hand. He was protecting it.

She picked it up with her mittens. The creature inside the cocoon seemed to shiver from the cold. Aurochs did say it needed to be kept warm. Glancing around to see if anyone had noticed, she closed her mittens around the cocoon, but doubted it did much good. A ghost who was also a flameless udug wouldn’t be much use to create warmth. She opened her mittens a crack and eyed it, but it still wiggled uneasily. If she didn’t do something, it would freeze to death.

Sul’s lighthouse provided the only source of warmth in Kur, so she jogged toward it, trying to ignore the chains squeezing around her legs. She reached the outer edge of the melted section of the cavern floor. Langa floated over to block her path—a chained black cloud pulling a gassy trail after him.

“Payment first!” Langa said.

Nerguiin almost opened her mittens to show the caterpillar but stopped herself. They would only see it as food.

“Can’t I pay later?” Nerguiin asked.

“You haven’t won a single trophy in a brawl,” Langa said. “You aren’t good for it.”

“Come on Langa! There’s plenty of unused space!”

“And that’s for paying customers. Now scram!”

The cocoon twisted against her mittens like an animal ensnared in a trap. Nerguiin glared at Langa, hoping to summon some of the confidence that had set Sul on his back foot, but fearing for the cocoon, she couldn’t manage any.

“Oi!” Langa shouted to the pair of guards at Sul’s gates. “This one’s not paying!”

The two began to stroll over.

“I’m going, I’m going!” Nerguiin said and walked off.

Langa shadowed her halfway to Slum Hill, then continued to watch her back until someone else tried to sneak into the warmth and earned the pleasure of his harassment. Nerguiin ducked behind a snowy rock to peek inside her mittens. Whatever was in there wiggled slower.

Shit, she thought. How do I find heat for this thing?

She looked from Slum Hill to the plaza to the sewage lake, but saw nothing capable of making warmth. Then she looked at the part of the cavern where the hill disappeared into an even blacker darkness, the one where all hope died, where Aurochs would now be lying in his own blood, likely horrified to find the caterpillar gone. Perhaps she should run to solitary and call his name, but once she was in there, she wouldn’t be coming out until one of Sul’s goons came to fetch her.

Her teeth rattled. She didn’t want to experience the darkness again. But the cocoon wiggled, weaker by the minute.

Groaning, she took a step uphill toward solitary, but came to a stop as her gaze landed on Sul’s lighthouse.

That was the single warmest point in all of Kur, and as far as Nerguiin knew, no one else had found the crawlspace below the fire chamber. If she could get the cocoon there, she could keep it warm indefinitely. If she stayed there to guard it, Aurochs wouldn’t have to walk around while worrying about it. It was the perfect solution.

But to get there she would have to dive into freezing water. Could the cocoon even survive that?

“Listen, buddy,” Nerguiin whispered to the cocoon. “Do you think you can survive some cold water? Just for a bit?”

She broke into a limping jog, then a run until her chains protested and sent her falling onto her stomach and sliding on the ice. She regained her feet and struggled to the sewage lake, wading into its bitingly cold depths while holding the cocoon as tight as she could, and keeping her mittens over her head while the water’s chill crawled up her legs like the sting of a thousand needles. Strength escaped her, but she forced herself to move. At the last possible moment, she pulled her arms underwater and pushed on through the brown, filthy water.

Please don’t die!

She found the tunnel heading right, kicked off, and tried to ignore her body screaming in terror at the water pressing down on her. Her lungs ached already with the need to exhale. The tunnel ended in a rocky wall, but the place where a light should appear above remained dark. She turned, searching the murky water. Was she lost? Had she passed the hole? She turned around and swam back, looking up while pulling herself forward. She had to breathe!

A little shimmer appeared above her, and she kicked herself up from the tunnel’s stone bottom, leaping through a hole in the ice. Gasping, she latched onto the sides of the hole and threw the cocoon up onto the ice sheet above. It rolled a few times before coming to a stop, unmoving.

With her last strength, she pulled herself up and rolled onto her back, then lay there gasping. Her nose almost brushed the old planks that separated her from Utu’s stolen flame in the fire chamber above. A white light glowed between the cracks, and as she gazed into it, the coldness in her limbs retreated a tiny bit at a time. Only a thin layer of ice prevented her from plummeting back into the water, but her ghost body could rest on it without any risk, thanks to the hated chains.

Arm trembling, she picked up the motionless cocoon.

“Please,” she whispered. “Be alive.”

She raised the cocoon above her chest so it almost touched the planks above. It didn’t move.

“Utu, if you’re still here in your fire, please give it to this cocoon.”

The fire in the chamber above showed no sign of hearing her, if it even could. She pressed her eyes shut as a tear threatened to push its way out.

The cocoon wiggled.

She opened her eyes. First once, then twice, the cocoon bent left and right. She sighed in relief, and held her arms awkwardly up to keep the caterpillar as close to the warmth as possible, though her muscles burned with the effort. Soon the cocoon’s movements grew slower and more subdued.

At last she lowered the cocoon onto the chains around her chest and let her arms fall to her sides. Aurochs would be out of solitary in a few days. She could stay here for that long and keep the cocoon protected. If she was thirsty, she would drink the water beneath her. If she grew hungry, well, she would just go hungry. She was still an Ascended, and while Ereshkigal had restored her hunger, Nerguiin could not starve.

She wouldn’t enjoy her time, but it would keep this tiny thing alive.

A rat the size of a dog leaped up from the ice hole, its fur dripping, then hesitated as it found the crawlspace already occupied. Nerguiin glared at it. “Scram,” she whispered, wrapping her mittens around the cocoon.

The rat raised its head and sniffed at the air. It padded closer to her hands with its whiskers twitching.

“Git!”

The rodent pounced and sunk its teeth into the red wool of her mittens. While it couldn’t hurt her, the caterpillar was as helpless as a newborn, and all she could do was hold her hands shut. But her hands were numb, and the rat managed to force and claw its snout past her thumb, toward the caterpillar.

I’m weaker than a bloody rat, she thought.

“Mine!” she said, trying to free her hands, but found the rat’s weight on them too much to lift. She rolled onto her stomach and tucked her hands under her chest to protect the cocoon, but still the rat tried to squeeze beneath her.

“There’s food in the room! Go eat that! You’re not getting this!”

The rat backed away, and she sighed in relief. When she raised her head, there were three more.

“Shit.”

________




ON THE THIRD day after entering the crawlspace, Nerguiin’s hunger felt like a living thing trapped in her gut, trying to claw its way out. Every time she tried to sleep, the rats ambushed her, and she was almost certain the gods had finally decided to grace her with their favor considering no one came to investigate the noise of four rats wrestling with a ghost haunting the lighthouse’s foundation.

But, having had ample time to think, there were three positives to her stay in the cramped hiding place: First, the cocoon still lived. Second, she was truly warm for the first time in weeks.

And finally, she knew how to escape Kur.

As long as Aurochs wouldn’t murder her.

“Can you put in a good word for me?” Nerguiin asked the cocoon. It had stopped moving, but it tended to do that every few hours, maybe to sleep. “I could use a big guy like him as a friend.”

The cocoon didn’t react to her query, but it rarely did. Since it was about the time for the rats to show up again, she rolled her aching shoulders and enjoyed the satisfying crack of her joints, then leaned against her arms on her stomach. Above, the fire’s roar came in surges like taxed breathing, and Sul would be coming soon to feed the flame. He did it once a day, and each time the flame resisted his bribes and pleas. And each time he fed the flame only one box of food. Sometimes he inspected the boxes for a while and emptied a bit of its contents, seemingly to not overfeed the flame.

What a shame it would be if someone were to give the flame all it ever wanted.

The cocoon remained still, so she opened her mittens to take a peek at it.

There was a crack along one side. The hairs on her arms stood up as cold panic flushed through her.

“Oh no,” she whispered. “Are you hurt? Please don’t die! I need you alive!”

The crack gave view to the wet insides where something pulsed and shivered. One of the rats must have managed to bite it when they ambushed her in her sleep earlier. The cut was wide, almost half the cocoon’s length.

Aurochs was going to kill her after all.

What do I do? she thought, looking around for something to help her. Could someone in Kur heal a wounded caterpillar cocoon? Maybe if she took the cocoon to Miri or Silt, they could—

The cocoon spread open in full and the creature inside emerged and opened its wings.

It did appear to be some sort of caterpillar with a body as thick as her thumb and antennae streaked with red. The six legs (legs!) trembled for a moment before extending out and supporting the insect’s weight, then the wings—blue as the sky she hoped to see again—opened and closed a few times, fanning her cheeks.

“You’re a butterfly!” Nerguiin said, then slapped a mitten over her mouth and continued in a whisper. “And a pretty one too.”

On the blue wings, a pair of human-like eyes blinked at her. Nerguiin blinked back. The antennae tapped against her mittens, and the butterfly turned around to look at her with the eyes on its head.

“What do we do now?” Nerguiin asked. “It’s too cold for you to leave this crawlspace, but if you stay—”

The butterfly flapped its wings, took flight, and disappeared through the cracks into the storeroom. Nerguiin followed it, but it had already gone. In her hands, she still held the now vacant cocoon open on one side.

Now how was she going to explain this to Aurochs?








CHAPTER NINE










When I insisted on exploring the giant mystery against the advice of my wish spirit, Ereshkigal cast a curse on me. This is the only time I thought her unwise.




The Wanderer’s Journal, the Giant Wall




Nerguiin emerged from the sewage lake with the empty cocoon in hand. After lying on its banks for a few minutes like one dead, she first crawled, then limped deeper into the black reaches of Kur. She searched the northern end of the penance pillars where the landscape hid ravines and little hollows in the freezing ground. Several convicts hid in them, but not the one she needed right now.

On the threshold of the solitary section, she sat down to wait on hard stone. So far from Slum Hill, Kur resembled nothing more than a rocky wasteland without the usual broken furniture and refuse. She shivered but looked straight ahead and ran the plan through her mind once more. She had thought about this for three days. The plan was good.

If only Aurochs would help her.

Down below, a single light broke away from the rest and made the long journey to the northern end of the cavern. Nerguiin waited at a safe distance on the sloped surface as Ebezzu and his light rig entered solitary. The ground trembled a bit, and he reappeared, escorting the shadow of Aurochs the bull, whose black chains pressed around his massive body as tightly as though to punish his earlier outburst. Aurochs paused, looked behind him, and let out a deep sigh as Ebezzu and his green light receded downhill.

When Ebezzu was gone, Nerguiin approached Aurochs. His ears twitched, and his head turned her way.

“You,” Aurochs rumbled. He lowered his head so his horns pointed her way.

“Peace, Aurochs,” Nerguiin said with her mittens behind her. “Please don’t attack me. I have to show you something.”

“Begone, udug.”

Oh boy, she thought. Here goes…

She brought out her left hand from behind her back and opened the mitten holding the split and abandoned husk of the cocoon.

Aurochs went completely still. He didn’t breathe.

“Now don’t get the wrong idea,” Nerguiin hurried. “I—”

A fire ignited inside Aurochs’ body like veins that flowed with lava instead of blood. The chains squeezed tighter around him, and the fire flickered but did not go out. The chains let out a little whine as they struggled to contain him, but still his fur glowed a slow-burning red that heated the air around him like a warm stove.

“You’ve killed it!” Aurochs bellowed, taking a thundering step toward her. “You monster!”

“No! It hatched! Listen, I—”

“I…you…” He clawed his own face, then burst into a pillar of orange fire with a roar that made the earth shake. He made a lunge at Nerguiin, but she ducked low just as his flaming hand swooshed over her. As he stepped closer and tried to grab her again, Nerguiin scurried away and slipped on the ice and slid downhill, which accidentally saved her from being crushed in his hand, if Aurochs even could do anything to her ghost’s body.

“Aurochs! I didn’t eat it! It hatched!”

Aurochs’ chains squeezed tighter. He roared and tore at them with both hands. Nerguiin slid downhill on the slope and continued at a run into the darkness. She didn’t dare to look behind her so her white-glowing eyes—the only visible thing in her shadow—wouldn’t betray her. Her boots crunched on snow and ice, and she ducked behind one stone, then another, and finally crawled under someone’s abandoned hideout constructed of blankets stretched over a narrow crevice.

That went well, she thought.

But Aurochs pounded down the hill after her at a deafening run, then paused a few feet away with his snout raised high. He took a deep sniff.

“I can smell you, udug,” he said. “I will destroy you. I will burn you and everything you know!”

Nerguiin lay still and held her breath. She pressed her eyes shut and told her body not to shiver lest it make a sound.

The blanket above her tore way, and she opened her eyes to Aurochs’ shadow directly above her. Shrieking, she tried to crawl away, but his fist closed around her and lifted her to the height of five men to meet his eyes. Two eyes like black pools glared rage at her, and his mouth swam with a deep red glow.

“You will pay a price for your crime,” Aurochs said. “I don’t care if I suffer for it—that caterpillar was innocent.”

“You lost it in your fight!” Nerguiin hurried. “I found it and protected it under Sul’s lighthouse and—”

The butterfly fluttered over them and landed on Aurochs’ nose, opening and closing blue wings where human-like eyes blinked. Aurochs’ black eyes crossed and focused on it. Nerguiin squirmed in his hold. Tiny clubbed antennae tapped against Aurochs’ shadow fur.

“This…” Aurochs said, and the flames around him thinned and faded.

“Yes! That!”

The fire withdrew from Aurochs’ body and focused on his snout so that the shadows lifted over a tiny patch of his brown fur, and the insect fluttered over to bathe in the heat. The two eyes on its wings met the black pools on the sides of Aurochs’ head. His arm lowered, and Nerguiin fell from his fist onto the ice.

Aurochs lowered his head and his horns pointed at her. Nerguiin tensed, but he wasn’t about to charge—he was bowing.

“I have shown wisdom befitting a calf,” Aurochs said, bowing deep. His chest heaved. “I almost struck you down. Clearly, I am a fool. I apologize.”

Nerguiin shook her head. “All is forgiven!”

He brought one shadow finger to his snout, and the butterfly scuttled onto his hand. The weak fire inside his fur slid to his finger to warm up the butterfly, and he raised it before his eyes.

“I thought I lost it,” Aurochs said. “How did it hatch?”

She flicked a thumb over her shoulder. “I found it in the plaza after your fight with Sul. I didn’t know what else to do, so I took it to Sul’s lighthouse and kept it warm there. After a few days, it hatched.” Nerguiin sighed in relief. “I wasn’t sure if a butterfly can survive in this cold. It must have stayed near the lighthouse until now.”

Aurochs peered at the butterfly up close, then turned his head to Nerguiin.

“You,” Aurochs said, “are not the udug I thought you were.”

“What did you think I was?”

He looked at the lighthouse. “A monster like him.”

“To be fair, I can be a real pain in the ass, so I don’t blame you for losing your temper.”

“I must explain myself. Will you hear me when I refused to hear you?”

“But of course!”

“Where to begin…”

Aurochs sat in a loud rumble and crackle of ice, then leaned his massive arms against his knees. Nerguiin sat beside him, facing the black expanses of Kur. The chains slithering around their bodies provided the sole movement to their quiet watch.

The butterfly took flight and made a few circles around Aurochs’ head before landing on Nerguiin’s extended mitten. For a moment she was afraid Aurochs would be angry, but he simply perched beside her and watched as the butterfly tapped its antennae against her mitten.

“In the darkness back there,” Aurochs said in a low voice, “as I continued to melt my way to Primordial Chaos, I had time to think. And I understood what it was about your words earlier that troubled me so. You spoke of placing your selfish udug nature before others, before the whole world. You admitted that you cost the mortal world its rains.”

Nerguiin looked at the vista without speaking.

“That angered me,” Aurochs rumbled. The hair at the back of Nerguiin’s neck stood up. “Oh, how it stoked the fire in my veins! I almost struck you down right there. Only with difficulty was I able to walk away, intending never to speak with you again.”

“I can’t help but see we’re speaking now.” Nerguiin waited, and as he didn’t continue, she opened her mouth, but something in his slouched posture made her hesitate. Aurochs, this powerful and proud being, appeared so defeated, so vulnerable.

“And now you brought me this butterfly and showed I was wrong. But that is not why I speak to you now. Back there in the darkness of solitary, I already realized I had misunderstood something about you.” Aurochs turned to her. “When you spoke those words, you didn’t hold a torch.”

“So?” Nerguiin shrugged. “They’re dumb. I hate using them.”

“The torches compel you to speak the truth. So if you didn’t have one, were those words a lie?”

She thought about this while the butterfly’s wing-eyes met her gaze from her mitten. “No.”

“Therefore you admitted to being the ruin of your world, but you did so of your own free will. And few true things are spoken in Kur. So I decided, Nerguiin, that you are an udug, but not a monster.”

“I…” she said. It felt like something was lodged in her throat. “Damn. I thought you were going to eat me.”

“Truth,” Aurochs said, “must be faced. I have faced mine, and now you have faced yours. In this place, we are but two. We can’t stay here. My world needs me, your world needs you.” He reached a gargantuan three-fingered hand to her. “Let us aid each other.”

As Nerguiin’s finger touched Aurochs’ warm flesh, the butterfly flapped from her mitten to his finger.

“Well, it’s great things worked out this way,” Nerguiin said, watching as another red-glowing flame birthed inside Aurochs’ hand and the butterfly spread its wings in the heat. “I came here to ask for your help, and I wasn’t sure how I could get that.”

“You have it,” Aurochs said. “Speak, udug, and I know it will be the truth.”

She looked around to make sure they were still alone and lowered her voice. “I have a plan. A crazy plan that has no right to work. But if we’re successful, I think there’s a chance at least I can escape with Miri. I don’t know if it will help you.”

“Miri?” Aurochs asked.

“Oh, right. You probably know her as Inanna.”

He shook his head. “You can’t rely on that goddess. She’s insane.”

“I found a way to restore some of her memories. She’s doing better. A bit, at least.”

Aurochs studied her for a long time.

“What?” she asked.

“At first I doubted it,” he said. “But now I think I understand how a flameless udug might ascend. You must be wise indeed.”

A heat rose to her cheeks, and she looked away, unable to prevent the smile. “Yeah, I’m pretty great, aren’t I?”

Aurochs rumbled. “That remains to be seen. The water lies in Primordial Chaos, and it is there we have to fix it. If you want to restore the rain, you will have to come with me. And to do so, you have to reverse what this Ascension did to your body.”

Nerguiin rubbed her temples. “Ah, right. Shit. I’ve been so busy I haven’t had time to think about that.”

“Think then, or you will fail in the chaos. That is, if you plan to come there with me.”

Lowering her gaze, Nerguiin thought about this. Yes, if the water waited in Primordial Chaos, that is where she had to go. But if she reached the Golden City, she might be able to find Reshi, or some other powerful spirit, and solve the drought from there. Perhaps Mamkhal, the old goddess she and her companions had met in Divine Ring before her fall to Kur, could lift it if Nerguiin asked nicely. But she hadn’t done so before, and she saw the future, so she knew Nerguiin was going to be sent to Kur.

She narrowed her eyes. Did Mamkhal not intervene because she wanted me to come to Kur so I could reach Primordial Chaos?

“Perhaps,” Nerguiin said. “As a god, Miri can’t enter Primordial Chaos, can she?”

“No.”

“I can’t leave her here. I have to get her out, and if my plan works, we may be able to reach Divine Ring.”

“If even one of us escapes, that may save both of our worlds. But what is our plan?”

She pointed at the lighthouse’s white glow in the distance. “I intend to destroy that and bring a new light to its original altar.”

“Sul’s flame?”

“It’s Utu’s flame, and Sul just keeps begging it to do his bidding, and it won’t. I almost feel sorry for the guy, really.”

“I should have known,” Aurochs rumbled. “That udug couldn’t create a spark, let alone a flame so bright.”

“He binds the flame with magic, and only a steady supply of food is keeping it burning.”

 “Hmmm. So that is why he trades for food.”

“He has a massive stockpile ready to sate the fire if it threatens to go out. Boxes upon boxes of fruit, bread, meat…you name it.” She grinned. “But he only feeds it a tiny bit. What if we were to to give the flame all it ever wanted? All the food, at once.”

“You can never sate a flame. That is its nature.”

Nerguiin nodded. “Precisely. We’ll make the flame nice and powerful. Way more powerful than Sul can handle. And once it’s strong enough, it will break free. I saw what happened when Sul gave it one box of dates. That ramshackle lighthouse is barely keeping it contained. Once the flame is free and escapes, we need to plant new sunlight on Utu’s altar on the Pilgrim’s Path.”

“And what will you need me to do?”

She took the clay amulet from her neck and handed it to Aurochs, which on top of his finger looked like tiny pebble. “This clay is mixed with yellow mingsriya. It stores sunlight. I’ve used it to absorb all the light during the offering when the ceiling hatch is open, but it’s not enough to break my chains. I need at least three hours of sunlight.”

Aurochs shook his head. “If we had three hours of sunlight, we would not need to have this conversation.”

The butterfly took flight and landed on his horn. The fire from his palm shifted to glow on his head.

“Yes,” Nerguiin said. “We don’t have three hours of sunlight. But the offerings arrive during evening, just as the sun sets.”

“I don’t see how this helps us.”

Nerguiin pointed to the direction of the offering plaza. “By the time that hatch opens, sun will have blasted it since morning. It is the hatch that prevents the light from coming down to the plaza all day.”

“So you want me to destroy the hatch,” Aurochs said. “I thought of that. But I’m too weak to manage it, and Ereshkigal will just repair it.”

Nerguiin nodded. “And I’ve seen how good a throwing hand you have. But what if instead of a pillar you were to throw that amulet?”

“This?” Aurochs asked. “At the hatch? How would that help?”

“Not at the hatch,” Nerguiin said. “On top of it. Just as the hatch closes.”

Aurochs gasped.

“The next day,” Nerguiin said, getting excited, “when the hatch opens, what is going to fall down? Food, drink…”

Aurochs nodded. “And an amulet full of sunlight. Yes. Of course. Then we can treat the chains with enough sunlight to break them.”

“I don’t think the amulet is strong enough for that, but we’ll try. First mine, then yours, and if it works, you can burn your way to Primordial Chaos and we’ll escape that way. But I doubt it will work—it’s just not strong enough. But maybe, just maybe, the amulet filled with pure sunlight for a whole day will be enough to relight Utu’s altar once the old flame is gone.”

“Will Sul not notice you overfeeding that flame?”

“Yep, but that’s why you’ll draw his attention. First we get the amulet there, then the next day, you go to the plaza with others and draw him there. He’ll want to know why you’re there early. Do whatever is needed to keep him occupied, as long you get the amulet back and get it to me once I’ve destroyed the lighthouse.”

Aurochs nodded. “Perhaps it will work. But if the lighthouse goes out, the rest of Kur will turn against us. We would steal their only source of warmth.”

Nerguiin thought about this. “Not if Sharanna does his part.”

“Sul’s chronicler? What do you wish of him?”

“Nothing but the truth.”

________




NERGUIIN SAT ON a mostly intact wooden stool glaring at the offering hatch well before anyone else showed up. The hatch was sealed tightly shut, but on the other side sun had to have been blasting it all day. But the longer she looked at it, the more doubts filled her mind. What if it rained? But of course it wouldn’t rain. Did someone up there make sure nothing bad was thrown down the hatch? But it was Nanna’s abode where this food came from, and Nanna was on their side. But what if it was cloudy? What if Anu summoned storms to block out Utu? Could she place her trust in Anu?

She rubbed at her temples. Ah, I hate this!

Aurochs stomped toward her hiding spot across the frosty mudbricks of the clearing. The green light from the torches on the pillars lifted parts of his shadow as he passed them. The butterfly fluttered after him in flashes of bright blue wings and red-glowing antennae.

“Are we sure about this?” Aurochs asked.

“Yep,” Nerguiin said, shivering. “I swam down the underwater tunnel to the store room, and it’s still packed full, so we’re good to go. I can barely stand anymore. Have I told you I hate swimming?”

“You are an udug.”

“Yes, and I hate water.”

“That’s why—” he sighed. “You are a strange udug, Nerguiin.”

She shivered so hard her teeth clattered. Aurochs sat down next to her and wrapped his furry hand around her. Considering he couldn’t touch her body, it did nothing to warm her, but she didn’t tell him that.

“If this goes horribly wrong,” Nerguiin said, “and Sul kills us, I just want you to know I appreciate your help. I don’t deserve it.”

Aurochs mooed.

Nerguiin thought of Sokhatai and Zanyar. Where were they now? Had they perhaps tried to enter the Underworld again to rescue her? Unlikely. But what of the drought? Were they scouring the Wanderer’s Journal in Eridu for clues on how to return to the Golden City and restore the rain?

Were they…worried about her? Probably not—she had destroyed their friendship by thinking only of herself. She didn’t deserve their sympathy.

“I didn’t tell that to the friends I traveled to the Underworld with,” Nerguiin said. “Probably should have. Yep. I should have told them a bunch of shit. So I’m telling you now before it’s too late.”

“Then I will tell you too, Nerguiin, that I am glad to have a monster like you for a friend.”

She grinned at him through her chattering teeth. “Jerk.”

Soon the prisoners began to gather for their offerings from altars in the mortal world, and thronged into the mudbrick clearing or huddled on the snow nearby. Few mingled in groups, except for the spear-wielding goons who made bets and traded jugs and jars. An udug with a lion’s lower body and a woman’s head padded past Aurochs and gave him a concerned look as she maneuvered closer to the hatch.

“It’s time,” Nerguiin said. She handed the amulet to Aurochs. “Good luck.”

The butterfly perched on his horn, Aurochs took the amulet from her, stood up, and hesitated. He lifted a finger to the horn where the butterfly flapped its wings.

“Let’s not repeat my mistake,” he said. “Butterfly, stay with my friend Nerguiin. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

The insect took flight, darted around his head a couple of times, then made for Nerguiin. She held out her hand, but it instead landed on the chain that wrapped over her forehead. When she looked at it, her eyes crossed.

Aurochs headed into the crowd and mingled with the other shadows, or rather, prowled about like a predator in a school of fish. His intrusion brought with it a nervous formation of Sul’s goons with spears and shields. After the word reached him, Sul himself walked out from his compound with Ebezzu on his left, Sharanna and his tablet of truth on his right. Langa the hope spirit bobbed up and down above Sul’s head.

As Sul reached the plaza’s mudbrick stone, the phalanx there opened and permitted him through. He didn’t step on the plaza itself, but chose to remain at its outer edge with one hand holding a torch, the other bent behind his back. Aurochs met Sul’s gaze without speaking. Around him, the already tense ocean of prisoners shuffled away.

“What,” Sul said, “do you think to attempt today?”

“I attend the offerings,” Aurochs said. “It is my right, the same as any prisoner. You cannot deny me that.”

“But you never do so. You have said yourself you might accidentally injure others.” He looked down at Aurochs’ huge feet.

Nerguiin raised her eyebrows. That made sense. In that free-for-all, how could Aurochs not hurt someone?

“On this day I chance that,” Aurochs said. He raised his voice to a boom so loud others shied further away. “And anyone who is too slow to avoid my feet, know I will not cry for your passing!”

Sul shook his head. “This is stupid. Get him away from there.”

The phalanx pushed into the crowd of convicts, who complained but made space. But only until the hatch creaked. The moment the first beam of light came shining down, the throng became a force with one goal and one direction, and Sul’s goons were soon tangled with shadows punching, kicking, and shoving. Sul sent more lackeys, but that only made the fight grow larger, more chaotic. In the middle of it all, Aurochs stood still as a mountain, the rays of sun bathing his head. His shadow faded to reveal brown fur, white horns, and eyes black as his mother’s.

The food poured down, and Aurochs made a show of grabbing something, then carefully stepped to the side and lowered his right hand. Around him, people stomped and crawled and fought and laughed and cried. Food rained. Sul shouted, but no one heard his voice.

The hatch let out a metallic whine and began to close. As Aurochs straightened, he threw the amulet. With the same motion, he made a show of grabbing one of the last raining bits of food to cover the throw Nerguiin’s heart skipped a beat. She shaded her eyes against the glare and followed the amulet as a black spot against the bright light. It flew into the square hatch, clinked against a rocky wall, ricocheted back, and landed atop the hatch just as it clanked shut.

Yes! Nerguiin thought, then looked at Sul to see if he had noticed, but he was too busy issuing commands to his goons who were all mixed in the brawl and trying to get out without spearing one another. When they began to shout threats and swing their light harnesses around so the torches threatened the prisoners, the crowd dispersed into the black reaches of Kur like a scattering herd of animals. Aurochs, too, tried to walk away, but spears surrounded him from all sides. Sul stepped to the clearing and faced him with one hand around his torch, one at his hip.

Aurochs spread arms to his sides. “What have I done wrong?”

“Nothing,” Sul said, tapping a claw against his side so it clicked against his ice body. “And that is what surprises me. Are you not going to take these pillars and throw them at the hatch? Are you not going to rampage?”

“I have learned from my mistakes,” Aurochs said. “The hatch will not break. Violence won’t solve anything.”

Sul seemed unconvinced. He nodded at Sharanna, who jogged up to him with his tablet.

“Are you planning something?” Sul asked, gesturing for Sharanna to write.

Aurochs stayed silent.

“Well?” Sul asked. “Speak!”

“You cannot command me, udug,” Aurochs said. “You have no power over me.”

Sharanna wrote, but lifted his pen as soon as Sul spun to face him.

“Answer me, prisoner! Why have you not engaged in your usual barbarity?”

Aurochs looked up at the now shut hatch. “I already told you. I have learned violence only begets violence.”

Sharanna wrote that too. “He’s not lying.”

“Of course the bull lies,” Sul said. “He simply knows how to avoid my questions.” Sul lifted his green torch before his mouth. “Speak, or I will burn you.”

“If you burn me,” Aurochs said, “your sentence will be extended. Here I stand, doing nothing, and yet I have power over you.”

“Boss, he’s—” Sharanna started.

Sul turned and marched away, and as Sharanna hurried to follow, Sul barked over his shoulder, “No, chronicler, you have done quite enough for today.”

Aurochs came to a stop as Sul and his spear-wielding lackeys returned to their compound. The few shadows who had still hoped to find some scraps around the plaza disappeared into their hiding places around the Undercity until the great bull stood alone on the plaza. Nerguiin joined him, and the butterfly flew up to rest on his horn again.

“This is it,” Aurochs said. He looked down at Nerguiin. “Tomorrow we escape.”

She nodded. “Or Sul murders us.”








CHAPTER TEN










What do they do to liars in the Underworld? I hope never to find out.
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Nerguiin hid on the thin layer of ice beneath the lighthouse’s fire chamber and listened to Sul speak with his lackeys at the other side of the wall. She closed her eyes and smiled in the warmth, even though the awkward prone posture made her back ache. The food stockpiles waited right in front of her nose. Sul had fed the flame an hour earlier. He had to do it once a day, and this time, too, he had barely stood his ground when the flame rebelled.

Without thinking, she tried to close her fingers around the clay amulet, but found it missing. By now, Aurochs would be waiting for offerings, ready to get the amulet back.

“Boss!” Langa the hope spirit’s deep voice boomed at the other side of the wall. “Something’s weird!”

Sul’s voice remained calm. “In what way, Langa?”

“That bull, he’s there on the plaza again. And he’s keeping anyone else from entering. The others are about to riot.”

A moment passed before talons clacked against the wooden steps of the staircase leading down from Sul’s throne. “Very well, then. I must have been too merciful with him. This changes now.”

Nerguiin grimaced. Was Aurochs going to be all right?

I can’t worry about him now, she thought. As long as she destroyed the flame, Sul’s reign would come to an end. Whoever, or whatever, followed him, she would deal with that later. Watch where you plant your feet, not where they’re headed.

She waited until she could no longer hear talons on stone and the gate creaked open and shut. Then she listened some more before squeezing her way through the loose planks in the crawlspace and pushing into the food storeroom. When she entered the relatively cool air outside the crawlspace, she almost wanted to go back to bathe in the heat some more. Her udug nature drove her to return to warmth, and if she gave in to it, she would be akin to a moth flying into a candle flame.

Surrounded by boxes, jugs, and jars of food, she rested her hands on her hips and looked around. If she wanted to be sure to have enough time to do this, she would have to block the outer door. She tried to move a wooden box full of frozen red meat, but only produced a groan with her eyes bulging from the effort without shifting the box more than the length of her little finger. She leaned on the box, turned, and settled her chained back against it, then pressed her boots against the wall. This time the crate slid an arm’s length toward the door. She kept going until the meat box blocked the door. She looked at it, then piled half a dozen jugs on top. It wasn’t a strong barricade, but it would have to do.

Already dizzy from the exercise, she tossed the flame chamber’s door open and examined the ball of white fire. It burned obediently, barely a single spot of blackness disturbing its purity.

Perfect, she thought, and began to load the smallest crates of food onto the plank floor beside the flame. The work, the heat, and the panic made her sweat—a new experience in her stay in Kur—and by the time she had piled half the food in the room close to the white flame, she was almost ready to die right there.

As she leaned against her knees, breathing hard, a metallic groan echoed across Kur and the sounds of the daily brawl reached her ears. Aurochs’ roar rang easily over the other voices. If she was going to do this, it had to be now.

She picked up a single piece of meat and threw it into the fire. The ball of white flame undulated like the surface of water disturbed by a pebble, and a shudder ran through the lighthouse. She kept dropping meat into the flame. Ten more…twenty more chunks of meat. Thirty, each sizzling as it disappeared, and with each one the fire grew stronger and more restless.

Next went the dates, then the pomegranates. By the time she picked up the first loaf of bread, the entire structure rattled and shook so fiercely that her teeth banged together and planks rained down from far above.

The door thudded and rattled against the barrier of crates and jars.

“Hey!” someone shouted. “Who’s in there? Open the door!”

Nerguiin breathed hard and forced herself to pick up the next loaf of bread, then the next. The white flame now burned so bright she could barely look at it. Spikes of flame like spines from a hedgehog shot all over the chamber. One punctured her like a spear, and as it sank into her ghostly flesh, she gasped and clutched the spot. This fire was a thousand times hotter than the nishakai flames.

She wanted to scream. She wanted to run away and wail and hug herself until it stopped hurting. Instead, she threw the last loaves of bread, then the cabbages. She reached for the jugs of beer and gave them a brief, sorrowful look, but threw them in too.

The door exploded open, tossing boxes and barrels in all directions, and Sul rushed inside past a couple of his goons. His icicle beard was stained red with blood, and his green torch burned tall and erratically. He froze in the almost empty food chamber and stared in wide-eyed horror at the flame, then at Nerguiin.

“Hey,” Nerguiin panted.

Sul rushed to the flame chamber. “What have you done?!”

“I wanted to help you make the flame stronger. So we can all escape together.” She smirked. “That was the plan, right?”

He shouted through his torch, and tendrils of green shot toward Utu’s stolen flame. The white flame shrank to the size of a pea, then swelled to fill the room with a blast that sent Nerguiin and Sul flying back through the empty crates with the sound of splintering wood.

As Nerguiin attempted to right herself, wooden planks shattered in a series of explosions. Debris rained down, feeding the flame even more. It set the walls on fire, spewing out white spikes of heat that made Sul’s goons flatten themselves on the ground, whimpering.

The tower tilted and let out a long, weary groan before the white light forced Nerguiin to cover her eyes. Then the whole structure, along with Sul’s throne, collapsed into a heap in a crash and rumble of destroyed wood.

A pop sounded.

Nerguiin peeked past her arm and found only darkness. Everyone around her stared in silence. Her eyes adjusted, and faced with the true form of Kur, even Sul’s green torch appeared almost useless. Less than a spark. They stood in a pile of refuse with an open view to Sul’s compound where his followers’ light rigs seemed like the last dying embers before an oppressive darkness like a living being out to consume any hope of light. The cavern beyond his camp appeared as dark as the farthest reaches of solitary, and Nerguiin couldn’t even see the support pillars that had to be somewhere there in the distance.

“Take the Ascended,” Sul said with a trembling voice. The candle in his ice gut burned tall and straight. 

Rubble buried the little hole in the ice, which meant she had no way to escape. A hand grabbed Nerguiin’s chains from behind. She didn’t bother to see who it was, and just let them escort her through Sul’s compound where the gate waited open. Outside the compound, it was as though she had stood out in daylight before entering a dark room. Only when her eyes adjusted did she finally understand how dark Kur really was. In front of her, the ground cracked and froze as heat, the intruder to this world, finally yielded its hold. Was this what Kur was like before?

“What’s the plan?” Langa floated over. His black cloud looked almost invisible.

Sul turned. He didn’t look at Nerguiin, but stared into the distance. “We will sentence her in public. I will pay the price.”

Langa looked between them. “What price?”

He walked past her. “True Death.”

Nerguiin stretched her arms high and bent her back until she felt a satisfying crack. “That will have to wait. It should be about time now.”

Sul stopped. The angry roar of several hundred prisoners resounded from the cavern walls. Sul’s lackeys pressed back through gates of the compound while the other prisoners approached from all directions like night lifted on two or four legs. They gathered to a single point as a mass of many forms, none fully visible except for their white eyes.

“Yes,” Sul addressed the gathered convicts as soon as Sharanna appeared from the mass and stood by his side. “Your light has been destroyed. And I bring you the culprit.”

Nerguiin’s captor kicked her forward so she toppled on her knees by Sul’s feet. Before her opened a ring of prisoners. Sharanna wrote all of Sul’s words and displayed them for all to see. With every word written, the crowd’s murmurs grew angrier.

Where’s Aurochs? she thought.

“Not only that,” Sul said, pacing in front of her. His talons scratched against the ice. “You have insulted me. You have threatened me. But you have never acted on your threats.” He poked a clawed finger through her forehead. “You don’t actually have it, do you? The nishakai’s fire.”

She remained silent.

“You don’t, do you?” Sul laughed. “You have killed a nishakai, that much must be true. But you couldn’t claim his fire. You were too weak.”

Nerguiin shrugged.

“Answer me!” Sul screamed in her face. His eyes bulged white, and nearby prisoners jerked back. “Do you have it?”

When she squinted, she thought she could see a tiny white spot of light in the direction of the offering plaza. It moved.

She smiled. “Very well. I will answer.”

Sul nodded at Sharanna, and he raised the stylus to the black tablet. Curious and anxious shadows, all gathered for the offerings, now followed the exchange as an ocean of white eyes.

“Sul burns the food you bring him,” Nerguiin said. “Every day. Because he couldn’t command the lighthouse.”

Sharanna wrote.

Sul grabbed him by the wrist.

“You—” Sul said to Sharanna in a low voice, “—will give that tablet to me right now.”

“Write this,” Nerguiin said, and Sharanna tore the tablet away from Sul, who now eyed the people around him with a paralyzed expression. “Sul has no plans to ever leave Kur.”

Sharanna wrote, and those close enough to see the writing on the truth tablet whispered to those behind. The crowd shouted and pushed. Sul stole the tablet back and held it in his own claws.

“Hear me!” he yelled over the shouts. He held the stylus and wrote his own words. “I am your god! I will bring you salvation!”

The mass of people stormed him before he could write more. They trampled over him and flooded into the compound to steal what food might still remain among the rubble. A monkey raised a stone and hit an old man in the head. A bipedal rodent-woman bit a four-legged goat udug in the neck. A spear pushed through a man’s shadow from behind, and he dropped and rolled on the ground, flushed with green fire.

Aurochs, walking taller than before, approached as a mountain of moving darkness. A bright light glowed in his fist.

“Nerguiin,” Aurochs shouted over the sea of angry prisoners. His chains were gathered to a single tight knot under his stomach. “Here!”

He opened his fist, and a blinding spot of sunlight filled the cavern. As the amulet flew toward her like a falling star, heads turned and followed its arc. She grabbed it and hugged it to her chest.

The fighting ceased. All eyes stared at the light in her hands. It was as though the sun shone directly onto her while leaving everyone else in the dark.

Her chains began to sizzle and shrink.

“Oh,” she said. “This is bad.”

All the shadows lurched toward her at once, but Aurochs stomped past them and grabbed Nerguiin. He raised her far above the ocean of enraged shadows, then jumped thirty feet above the heads of all others and landed well outside the chaos.

“Thanks!” Nerguiin said. Safely in his three-fingered hand, she began rubbing the amulet’s almost painful glow all over her chains. They drew back from her arms, legs, head, and neck, and coiled to bide their time around her waist. Even under the day-long accumulation of sunlight, they refused to break.

“Look around you,” Aurochs said as he carried her away, then roared at a shadow that tried to follow them, sending him scurrying away. “If this keeps up, Ereshkigal will come here in person.”

“We have time,” Nerguiin said mostly to herself. “I need to run. I have four dana to go.”

“I’ll help you for the first one.”

He carefully closed his fingers around her so that only her head poked up, then broke into a run, faster than the quickest human ever could manage. In only a few moments he lowered Nerguiin to the shore of the sewage lake.

“Return the light to Utu’s altar,” Aurochs said. “And escape that way if you can. I’ll see if I can melt my way to Primordial Chaos. I might not have the strength. But it’s enough if you go.”

Nerguiin hugged his leg, not even close to wrapping her arms around it. “Thanks Aurochs. I’ll come back for you if I can.”

“Don’t,” he said. “Return the rain.”

________




NERGUIIN’S BOOTS SOUNDED against glowing silver bricks as she raced down the Pilgrim’s Path while the light of her amulet faded. She tripped on a crooked brick, fell on her stomach, clambered up, and kept running. Her side cramped and her legs burned, and as the corridor walls continued hurry past her, the amulet continued to fade.

“Oh,” Silt said as Nerguiin rushed through the entrance into the seed vault and its engraved support pillars. “If it isn’t—”

“Sorrycanttalk!” Nerguiin shouted as she ran past Silt. She grabbed a yelping Miri by the arm and pulled her to a run toward the collapsed back wall.

“The seed?” Nerguiin gasped.

“Seed?” Miri asked between her taxed breaths. She raised her fist and looked at the seed in surprise. “Oh, what’s this? Why do I have it?”

“I’ll tell you later! Hang onto it!”

Holding her arm, Nerguiin guided them through the vault’s back wall onto the field of blue mushrooms over the old bed of dried lava. For a moment, she rested her legs and forced her body to float above the pavement, but that was worse, so she fell back onto the silver bricks, stumbled, and continued.

The path turned, and the amulet’s light dimmed until it barely appeared to glow at all.

Come on! she thought. Don’t you dare die on me!

The collapsed section of the path appeared along with the sun symbol above the side tunnel heading to Utu’s altar. With her last strength, Nerguiin sprinted down its length past the walls where the plates of writing had long ago toppled to the floor, then leaped into the room with the crumbled walls and tall stalagmites. Fiery twigs and leaves rained down from the ceiling around the altar where the two halves of the silver bowl rested in a puddle beside Dawn the skeleton’s charred, porous bones. Water dripped down from the stone walls and mixed with the ashen soil. The light she’d freed from Sul’s tower wasn’t anywhere to be seen. Maybe it hadn’t returned, as she expected, but had died along the way.

Upon reaching the altar, she struck it with her amulet, and the light flared briefly and faded to nothingness.

Holding her aching side with one hand, Miri with the other, she breathed hard and waited. Burning leaves glided from the black heights above, and a few littered the wet floor. An entire branch banged against the altar and bounced to the floor where the two halves of the silver bowl lay. She picked them up and set them on the altar. They threatened to fall apart, so she held them together with her mittens and leaned over the bowl so the amulet hung from her neck and touched it.

But no light arrived.

“Miri,” Nerguiin said while leaning against the altar. “Why didn’t it work?”

Miri looked up, the wind swaying in her messy shadow hair. “What do you mean? Can’t you see how bright it is?”

Little cracks traveled around the silver bowl. Nerguiin gasped. The cracks raced to the middle where the bowl had splintered. White light glowed from the fault, and the pieces melded together. A particle of ash floated down and settled in the bowl.

And burst into light.

She covered her eyes and shied back, and as she opened her eyes again, the chamber bathed in sunlight. Utu’s beams traveled down the chasm above and brought day to every nook and cranny around his altar. The bowl shone flawless and whole.

As the sunlight touched the black chains still wrapped around her body, they spasmed, curled, raced around her body like a hundred black snakes, and spewed white vapor as they tried to escape the sunlight. They crawled down her torso and leaped down from her legs onto the ash-covered floor, burying themselves deep underground. Her shadow lifted, and first her red mittens appeared, then her cyan knee-length skirt.

Nerguiin breathed deep. She stood tall, a surprised grin on her face. It was as though she had shed a heavy backpack, like her lungs filled with air for the first time in days. She stared at her arms in disbelief. They weighed nothing. She uttered a laugh, jumped into the air, and floated in circles almost as tall as Miri’s knees.

“Finally!” she shouted. “Eat shit, chains!”

Miri stood beside her, free from her chains and shadow as well. However, she was still a wrinkled husk of a woman, skin hanging, hair ratty, the smallest memory of her beauty long dead. Miri smiled at her all the same. It was still her. It was still her friend.

“Miri, I need the seed.”

Miri nodded and handed it over, and Nerguiin put it on the altar where sunlight surrounded it. When it had sunbathed for a while, Nerguiin dug into the moist ash with her mittens and dropped the seed in, then searched for a sharp, broken piece of earthenware and took Miri by the hand.

“Sorry about this,” Nerguiin said, and poked a tiny wound in Miri’s wrist. Miri winced, but allowed Nerguiin to hold her wounded arm over the seed. Once a few drops of blood moistened the soil, Nerguiin buried the seed, then collapsed onto the ash-covered floor, breathing hard and determined never to lift a foot ever again. Water dripped from above and mixed with the ash. Nerguiin closed her eyes and enjoyed the kiss of warmth on her face. Her legs ached from her run, and it felt like a spike pushed into her side every time she breathed. Yet she could really breathe for the first time in ages.

Something poked against her mitten. She opened her eyes and raised her hand. A green sapling pushed up from the ash and grew first to her own height, then twice that, until it shot up into the tunnels above so fast its motions blurred and the soil exploded in a spray of dirt. Leaves sprouted along its sides, then stems with buds that ripened into white flowers, each flapping open in a burst of sunlight that forced her to shade her eyes.

Nerguiin gaped as the vine reached high into the sunlit chasm above and more flowers blossomed all over its thick length. The flower at the bottom was the size of her head, and in its golden core, ugly black seeds like the one she had buried burst from little glistening pods.

Miri knelt at the base of the stalk and leaned her forehead against it. “See? It grew. It just took a while.”

The flowers magnified sunlight like small copies of Utu’s radiance. The vines still grew, some questing down the hallway and onto Pilgrim’s Path. And where they went, sunlight followed.

Footsteps came clacking from the tunnel to the altar, along with the sound of puffs and huffs.

Sul marched in, favoring one leg, his ice body covered in blood and the green torch burning so tall the flames sooted the ceiling of the tunnel leading to open-roofed altar. He held his dented side with one hand and stared at the vine, its trunk now thicker than his body. And still it grew, its light making Sul’s chains hiss and pull away. The crimson skirt had become nothing but rags below his navel.

“You,” Sul said, winded, “were not supposed to find this place.”

“How did you get here?” Nerguiin asked.

“I thought I sealed this place completely.” He looked up the chasms, and one of the chains retreated down his leg. “I suppose a rat will always find a crack. Is it an underwater tunnel, perhaps? Of course it is. I did not think to search the water. No matter. When I start again, I will freeze the water. That way nothing will leave Kur ever again.”

Nerguiin considered his roaring flame. “Why block the Pilgrim’s Path? Why not let the prisoners have the benefit of the trials and gods along its length?”

“The prisoners have no need for a second god. I am all they need.”

Yep. He’s insane, she decided.

“The bull told me where you went,” Sul said, smiling. His chains tried to escape to the ground from his talons, but at the last minute, they paused before leaping off his legs and gathered around his ankles. “When I burned him sufficiently.”

Nerguiin stared at him. 

“He tried to stop me,” Sul said. “But I broke his back. Tore his arms off. I clawed his heart out. And he still cried and refused to die. I am afraid not much of him is left.”

He’s lying, Nerguiin thought, fighting to control her face. Her heart thumped. Her mittens closed to fists.

Sul walked closer. “When I came after you, the prisoners fought for the scraps and gorged on his flesh. They ate him like animals. That is what you have made of my Kur.”

Miri looked between them with wide eyes, still holding the vine.

“You—” Nerguiin growled between clenched teeth, an annoying tingle in her stomach, “—are lying.”

Sul opened and closed his clawed hand around the torch. “And now I’m going to find a way to hurt you as much as I hurt him. And believe me, I will find a way. You said it yourself—I have no intention of ever leaving. What do I care if my sentence is eternal?” He raised his torch and turned to Miri. “I’ll start with the goddess.”

Nerguiin’s insides warmed. “No!” she shouted and jumped between them.

Sul screeched through his torch and spewed a stream of green flames, much like nishakai fire, that ignited her hair, clothes, and skin.

The flames burned. The pain was worse than before. Burning heat became a destroying cold. She screamed.

“You do burn!” Sul laughed. “You are but a useless, flameless udug! No wonder you are willing to swim. You never had Mercy’s fire at all, did you? When you are dead, I will rip the goddess apart!”

Another kind of fire struggled to be born deep inside. “You will not lay a finger on her!”

The world blurred. Nerguiin fell onto her mittens. Her knees, now free of the chains, sank into the ground. She wailed as the inferno consumed her. A tremble went through her, anger so fierce it buried the pain. And in that anger, a new type of endless hunger burned inside her.

She stood back up, and Sul’s smile wavered. Deep in her gut bloomed the same heat that now struggled to burn her skin. Flames licked her from all side, encircling her until all she saw was green. Her hair burned off. Her scalp turned to ash. She wailed, and fire filled her mouth.

The flames shifted, and she was standing under the open skies in a wasteland of burning rocks. A blazing firestorm swept through the sky. Stone giants, each taller than ten men, melted into volcanic stone as they died. They flung fiery hammers at an invading army of udugs shaped like men, gargoyles, and twisted four-legged beasts. Birds with bronze bodies circled in the air and soared to battle, shrieking and raining lightning bolts. A volcano erupted, spewing stone and ash over the world.

Without willing it, Nerguiin extended her arm forward to find it covered in black, reflective armor. The fingers closed into a fist. High above, blue and green clouds of fire spiraled like a storm.

Mercy, she thought. This is his memory.

He raised the fist, and fire surged down. But the orange flames refused his call and flowed back to the sky. The green ones streamed into his mailed fist as he claimed one half of the fire of the giants.

Back by Utu’s altar as suddenly as she had left it, Nerguiin opened her eyes and stood up. The flames surrounding her went out. Sul gasped and backed away.

“Your mistake,” Nerguiin said, “was laying a hand on Aurochs.”

“Wait!” Sul said. “He is still—”

Nerguiin threw her fist forward and commanded Mercy’s fire. Green flames erupted and burrowed through Sul’s ice gut like a spear. He coughed and fell on his knees, clutching his stomach as she kept her fist inside him. With her fire joined with Sul’s, she understood the source of this ice udug’s flame—the impossibility of fire trapped in ice. Now that she controlled the fire of the giants, she knew Sul was not a god.

He was her pawn.

“Mercy once gave you flame,” Nerguiin said. “Now I take it away.”

She pulled back her fist, clutching a green blaze. As though that had been the only thing keeping him standing, his body cracked apart and melted into water and was absorbed into the soil. Nerguiin regarded a little candle-like flame on her mitten, then closed her fingers around it.

Mercy’s fire, she thought, as it became part of her.

The water that was Sul’s corpse disappeared into the ash floor. Nerguiin looked at her arms, but they were spotless and unharmed. Even her cyan dress with its petaled design showed not a single burnt or even worn or loose strand of wool. Fire couldn’t hurt her now—she had her own flame.

She turned to Miri, who huddled on the ground and looked up at her with wide eyes. Above her, a large white flower blossomed in sunlight, and a fat seed pod drooped low. The vines branched and twisted thick as tree trunks and provided a way up to the islands of Divine Ring high above. Their chains were gone, and all they had to do was climb.

But if she left now, where would she go? Her name was still in the Book of the Dead, and Ereshkigal would just send her back down. Especially since she had just killed another prisoner.

And the rains didn’t await her above.

She turned to Miri and helped her up. “I’m going to need to hurt you a bit more. We’re going to need more of your blood.”

Miri nodded. “I understand.”

“Take as many seeds as you can carry. We’re going to create that farm of yours.”

________




AFTER RESTING IN the vault where Silt laughed in joy at the flower petals, Nerguiin and Miri returned to the blue-glowing caverns that housed the singing crystals, both carrying fistfuls of black seeds. A two-legged, horned shadow man peeked in from a newly formed tunnel near the waterline. The tunnel, rectangular in shape, held some of its original writing much like the walls of the Pilgrim’s Path. This had to have been the intended entrance from Kur to the Pilgrim’s Path before Sul had sealed the passage.

A few more shadows stared at their reflections on the faces of the crystals as distant songs echoed and combined with the drips of water. Perhaps this is how Kur was supposed to be—the biggest cave a place of punishment, this one to see their own true selves, and the Pilgrim’s Path to purify their spirits.

They pushed through the tunnel into the remains of Sul’s compound, all the food now gone and the throne shattered. The gates opened to the pitch black reaches of Kur. Without Sul’s lighthouse, all they saw were a few green torches and the occasional white eyes flickering from the eyes of prisoners prowling about.

No wonder he thought himself a god, Nerguiin thought as she walked close to Miri. It was as though solitary had finally won its battle against light and poured downhill to fill all of Kur.

Aurochs sat near the gates, head hanging, the butterfly perched on his shadow horn. As they approached, he looked their way and his black eyes opened wide, barely visible against his shadow. Nerguiin broke into a run and tried to embrace him, but as her ghostly form was no longer trapped by the chains, that simply made her head and torso sink into him before her boots and mittens brought her to a stop.

“You are fine!” Nerguiin said. “I knew that asshole was full of shit.”

“It takes more than an udug to kill me,” Aurochs said. He showed his arms to her. The chains again covered him from head to toe. “What happened to Sul?”

“I killed him.”

The words made her realize she had indeed just killed another person, and all of sudden the fire in her gut that had warmed her so far felt cold as ice.

Aurochs looked at her for a moment. “Hm. I suppose he deserved that. I myself wasn’t strong enough to break the barrier to Primordial Chaos. The chains still limit my fire. But you are back, and your chains are gone. So you failed to escape after all.”

“Nope,” Nerguiin said. “I realized we were just going the wrong way.” She showed him her mittens with their seeds, and Miri showed her own. “We are going to bring day to this place. And when your chains are gone, I’m joining you. You said Primordial Chaos floods, so that is where I need to go to find the lost rain.”

Aurochs hummed, standing up. “If you can remove these chains, you are most welcome.”

“Oh yeah, this here is Miri, or Inanna. Say hello to Aurochs.”

Miri gave a polite bow. “Hello to Aurochs.”

“Greetings,” Aurochs said. “I understand you had a role to play in Nerguiin’s arrival to the Underworld and in the flooding of my home.”

Miri bowed again. “My apologies.”

“Let’s get to your farming,” Nerguiin said, pulling her away.

The hatch over the offering place wasn’t visible in the darkness, the square was empty, and every last crumb of food had been eaten. Unlike other places in Kur, the ground here was made out of bricks, not ice, so Nerguiin crouched low, forced a rock between the tiles, and pried a tile up from the ground. Beneath, she found frozen dirt.

She summoned a green flame and melted until rocky soil appeared.

“You found your flame,” Aurochs said.

“Yep,” Nerguiin said, spewing more fire at the ice. “When the chains were gone and Sul made me angry enough, it finally answered my call.”

“Anger is strong kindling. But you would be wise not to let your anger command your fire.”

She looked at the flame on her hand. Right now she didn’t feel a hint of anger. “I’m not angry.”

“Good.”

The three of them pried bricks loose, then Nerguiin melted the ice until the water dampened the ground and allowed them to plant the seeds. Miri came across the same wooden toy goat Nerguiin had found earlier. Her shoulders sagged as she picked it up and looked at the animal’s carved, smiling face and the little human on its back.

Aurochs headed to the ash pit and carried armfuls back to fertilize the soil. They worked without rest until almost all the bricks were lifted up and hundreds of seeds lay planted. What once was a square clearing now looked like a series of mounds surrounded by pillars and green torches.

“Right,” Nerguiin said to Miri, who held the toy against her chest with both hands. “I’m going to have to hurt you now.”

Miri nodded and allowed Nerguiin to pick up a discarded spear from the ground and slice a tiny cut on her forearm. This time, Miri didn’t wince, and without being told, she began to walk around and drip blood over the soil.

Prisoners began to coalesce around them. Some studied Nerguiin, now free of her chains and shadow as she melted ice to water the seeds. Some mumbled and hissed and kept their distance. A monkey hesitated by the edges, and a snake coiled up to wait for the offerings. A chained eagle found its courage and hopped onto the plaza where it trampled one of the seed mounds. They blocked the sunlight. If the brawl started now, it would ruin everything.

“Please!” Nerguiin shouted. “You need to wait! I can help you all, but you need to step back! You can have the offerings!”

“Where are your chains?” A human’s shadow crawling on all fours asked. “How did you remove them? Remove mine as well.”

“Just wait,” Nerguiin said.

Langa floated onto the ruined offering plaza. “Look at this mess! What if the offerings don’t come now? We need to fix this.”

A few others mumbled in agreement and anger. A pair of men walked over the mounds, and an old woman picked up one of the discarded bricks and carried it back toward the plaza.

Sighing, Nerguiin spread her arms wide and birthed a ring of green flames around her. The prisoners toppled back with horrified expressions and fled the plaza. In the absolute darkness of Kur, she formed the single brightest point of light. She spread the fire further so she, Miri, and Aurochs stood in middle of a wall of flames.

“Nishakai fire,” Ebezzu, free of his now-dead light rig, said from the crowd. His shadow beard was black as midnight. “You had it all along. I knew it!”

“She’s going to kill us,” someone said. Other voices raised in alarm.

“Stay back!” Nerguiin shouted. “And no one needs to die.” She glanced to the side. “Again.”

The convicts behind her flame wall shouted threats at her. A few shook their fists. A monkey threw a rock that hit Miri on the brow, drawing blood. Aurochs stepped in front of them so the next lobbed rock bounced harmlessly off his thick fur and thudded down onto the dirt.

The hatch let out a whine.

Nerguiin looked up. “Welcome back, sun.”

Sunlight swept across the field, and where it touched the mounds, green plants sprouted out, then grew into stems, then saplings—slowly at first, but as more sunlight fell on them, faster and faster. When the hatch was fully open, stalks as tall and wide as Miri burst all over the clearing like a flock of birds spooked to flight. A drizzle of food rained around them, but no prisoner made a move for it.

The first flower flapped its petals open, and like a little mirror, its center flooded the cavern with reflected sunlight. Ten more followed, then a hundred, and finally thousands until the sun finally shone all over Kur. The prisoners closest to the plants gasped as their chains escaped the assault and burrowed into the ground. One by one, prisoners went free and color returned to their forms. 

The stalks grew taller, almost to the ceiling. The hatch started to creak closed, and the sunlight dimmed. The prisoners furthest back still appeared as shadows, but even their chains sizzled in the onslaught.

Aurochs’ chains resisted the longest, but eventually the shadows escaped down from the tips of his horns, revealing their white color. As his chains evaporated, they formed a cloud of white mist like a foggy morning and burst into liquid shadow that rose and hissed and disappeared. And with their passing, an orange light ignited under his fur, like a fire burning in his veins. He laughed, and his wide open mouth glowed bright orange. He balled his fists, muscles bulging.

The hatch slid further, but a mere moment before it could thud shut, one of the vines pushed its way through the narrow gap and grew thicker and thicker until it pried the hatch back open. More stalks joined it, grew through the ceiling, and trapped the hatch in place.

The vines snaked over the ceiling, and where they flowed, flowers blossomed, each like a miniature sun. All over Kur the cavern came to light, and when Nerguiin saw it in daylight for the time, it seemed smaller than before. 

Water dripped from the walls and vapor rose from the shadows. The ice of the penance pillars turned into wisps of fog. The smallest ones melted into puddles, and the bigger ones tilted to one side until they collapsed. The biggest one cracked and exploded from the middle, and shook the ground when it fell. All over Kur, shadows gained their true forms, crimes were swept away, and all was forgiven.

One of the chained eagles expanded his wings wide open, looked at himself in surprise, and tried a careful flap, then bounced into the air and glided for a few feet. Aurochs held his brown, furry palms high, basking in sunlight while the butterfly darted around his head.

The vines grew further into Kur. They spread across the ceiling, followed the walls, and burrowed through the ground. And where they went, sun followed. At the highest spot, where Miri had planted her stones, trees and bushes emerged, and in Sul’s compound where some of Miri’s blood had dripped on the ground, two large palm trees bent their trunks in an arch above the tunnel to the Pilgrim’s Path.

Sharanna, his old, wrinkled features now entirely human, approached Nerguiin through the tree-sized vines. He looked up at the hatch.

“I wonder what will happen to us now,” he said. 

“The pillars are melted,” Nerguiin said. “That was the rule. You can all go home.”

“Will it really work like that? We’re still here.”

Nerguiin looked around at the prisoners sitting on grass and basking in sunlight. A monkey gorged on fruit that grew before its eyes.

He’s right, she thought. How do they get out?

Somehow, she had assumed they would just disappear and return to the mortal world.

“It’s fine,” Sharanna said. “We’ll find a way out. Maybe we can climb up these vines, or now that we have all these trees, we can build a tower.”

“It’s time,” Aurochs said. “Let us be on our way. My fire is mine once more. I can easily get us down below.”

Nerguiin nodded. “Right. Come on, Miri. I’m afraid you won’t be able to come with us, but I’m going to go see what Aurochs’ home is like.” As Miri clutched to Nerguiin’s palm, she paused. “I don’t want to leave you either, but Aurochs says gods can’t exist in Primordial Chaos. I will rescue you. Don’t worry—Reshi owes me a wish, and you’re it.”

Miri nodded but lowered her gaze as they walked away.

They walked across the cavern now filled with little puddles from melted ice and snow. Slum Hill rose as an island around the lake formed by the melted penance pillars. Uphill, toward solitary, a white light glowed.

“What’s that light?” Nerguiin asked as they climbed the hill. For the first time in a while, her legs obeyed her without protest.

“The chaos,” Aurochs said. “It was always there, only hidden.”

At the top of the hill, they found a flat, rocky plateau with the ground spread by white glowing fissures. Despite the sun, thick sheets of ice still held them sealed. As Nerguiin stepped on the ice, it looked like she stood on a hole in reality. If she were to fall, she wondered, would she keep falling forever? The cracks were wider than Aurochs was tall, and now that Nerguiin saw the whole field where solitary once stood, she wondered how she hadn’t noticed such huge cracks in the ground.

“God’s ice,” Aurochs said. “The death god froze the passage. But I can melt this. Are you prepared to reverse your Ascension?”

Nerguiin opened her mouth. “Oh. Right. I’ve forgotten again.”

“If you enter the chaos as an Ascended, you will be attacked.”

She unfocused her eyes and tried to think about the mortal world, all her ties to it, how much she wanted to return to Sokhatai and Zanyar. While she stood expressionless, Aurochs took a deep, growling breath and the veins under his hide flared violent orange. The ground trembled. Rocks fell from the ceiling. The ground near the white fissures and their ice sheets glowed red. Lava burst from a crack nearby, then six more streams of molten stone spewed out from the rock. The sunlight plants that had grown all the way here burst into flame.

“Uh, Aurochs?” Nerguiin said, poking him in the leg while the sheet of ice reverberated. “You are burning down the plants.”

“They’ll grow again,” Aurochs said.

“Oh no,” Miri said.

“What?” Nerguiin said.

Miri pointed with the hand holding the toy goat.

Nerguiin turned around and froze. Ereshkigal stood on the air a stone’s throw from them, riding the winds. Her purple dress fluttered behind her, and her black hair spread like a ring behind her head. Her eyes, as wide open as her mouth, took in Kur filled with lamp-like vines, the puddles, and the prisoners freed of their shadows. Her face resembled that of Miri, or the face she wore in the mortal world, but with a mature kind of beauty to it, now darkened by stunned rage.

Ereshkigal’s voice rang over the cavern. “What in Anu’s name is going on here?”

Aurochs glanced at her. “I need time.”

“Oh,” Nerguiin stammered. “Ereshkigal. What a pleasure to see you.”

“Why is Utu here?” Ereshkigal screamed. “Did you do this? How? This is impossible! I chained you!”

“Great Ereshkigal,” Nerguiin said. “We have simply restored Kur to how it used to be. We have opened the Pilgrim’s Path so the prisoners can learn from their mistakes. Surely this is better!”

“I sent all of you here because you don’t belong in the Golden City. Because you cannot learn. And dare you think yourself so mighty as to destroy my divine plan?”

“Is it not the purpose of the pilgrimage to learn?”

Ereshkigal shook her head. “No.”

“No?”

Nerguiin blinked. “But—”

“No!” Ereshkigal screamed so loud her voice made the cavern tremble. As her voice echoed from the walls, the plants withered, turned brown, and died. The trees slumped and fell. Sunlight dimmed. The ice returned, and chains burrowed out from the ground all over the cavern and ensnared the nearest prisoners, whose shadows returned to cover them. Desperate wails rang out all over Kur as shackles found and bound their prisoners. The burning vines near Aurochs went out in puffs of black smoke.

“Ereshkigal!” Nerguiin shouted. “Please don’t do this! Let’s talk.”

“And you,” Ereshkigal said, floating closer to them, “a hundred years wasn’t enough! A thousand! No, ten thousand!”

She’s insane, Nerguiin thought.

Miri sighed and walked forward. She stood between the small figure of Nerguiin and Ereshkigal floating on winds.

“Oh, my older sister,” Miri said. “How you still grieve for me.”

Ereshkigal screamed at her with her eyes wide open, and light died and turned black around her. The darkness surged toward Nerguiin. Her eyes opened wide.

And Miri stepped in its path.

Her body was a shield before Nerguiin and Aurochs as the blackness surrounded her. The air grew darker than solitary, dark as True Death. Ereshkigal wailed again, and the darkness grew. Miri pushed it back, but only for a moment. The death of light itself curled around Miri, enveloped her, consumed her bit by bit.

Behind Nerguiin, the ice cracked and splintered, and white light poured out from the ground.

“Done!” Aurochs shouted. “Jump in!”

Nerguiin turned to Aurochs. The fissures were wide open and pouring out white light. She turned back to Miri, now only a black silhouette standing between her and Ereshkigal.

“But Miri!” Nerguiin cried.

Miri turned to her, and though nothing of her face remained, Nerguiin knew she was smiling. “Sorry, Nerguiin. I keep doing this to you.”

The blackness swallowed Miri, then raced toward Nerguiin. Aurochs, the butterfly fluttering around him, dropped into the white ravine, and Nerguiin dove after him into Primordial Chaos.








PART TWO








CHAPTER ELEVEN










In each ring there always is a golden road and a silver pilgrim’s path. Divine Ring is the only exception. Perhaps that ring teaches us that the path to wisdom must be discovered within oneself.




The Wanderer’s Journal, Map Room, etched high up on the wall




She fell.

White surrounded her. She wasn’t sure if it was light or the lack of everything. Although she plummeted at high speed, she felt no wind at all. She knew she must be falling, but with nothing to see, it seemed she floated in an infinite emptiness. Above her, the hole she had fallen through had already disappeared.

Ereshkigal didn’t seem to have followed her. But what had happened to Miri? Did Ereshkigal send her to the True Death?

No, she decided. Ereshkigal wants Miri to suffer for a thousand years. She’s surely still in Kur. I can still bring her back to life, somehow.

Little spots below her reached up slowly, then accelerated, and finally appeared as green plants the size of her body. It looked like they shot past her, but she had to be the one falling. More of them rose from the depths below, their trunks thicker the deeper she fell, each listing on invisible waves.

How deep is this place? she wondered.

She found herself falling through what could’ve been the interior of an enormous strand of grass. Beneath her, the white nothingness turned to green and approached at high speed.

Uh, she thought, and her heartbeat picked up as she feebly attempted to use her ghostly lifting power to slow down. I’m falling pretty fast!

At the last moment before impact, the vines shot out a hundred tentacles that latched onto her mittens and boots, and she came to a bouncing stop. The tentacles retreated back inside the stalk, and she dropped the last bit to the base of a world made of plants. The ground under her boots felt soft, and she bounced a bit when she tested her weight on it. House-sized buds of black flowers opened their petals between the green trunks, like pillars supporting the heavens. Holes in the ceiling provided access to endless heights above, each similar to the one she had fallen down from. This entire world was made from roots and weeds that ran so far into the distance she saw only a thousand shades and tints of green wherever she looked.

She stepped in a random direction on the soft surface. The air smelled of damp earth and decomposing plants. Each time her foot squished against the ground, a small pool of water squeezed out, then absorbed back into the plants when her foot lifted up.

Contrary to Aurochs’ prediction, nothing had attacked her yet, even though she was still Ascended. Perhaps he was wrong about that.

“Helloooo?” she shouted, cupping hands to her mouth.

The air was heavy and moist, and the longer she walked, the harder it became to breathe. She began to sweat and pant and walked hunched over, hoping she progressed toward something.

“Hello?” she shouted. Regardless of the open space, her voice didn’t echo, but disappeared the moment the words left her lips, as though the wind itself didn’t exist here. “Aurochs? Anyone?”

A sound like leaves rustling in the wind grew in intensity. She narrowed her eyes and tilted her head, trying to pinpoint its origin. From one of the holes in the ceiling, a black stream of thousands of butterflies flapping their wings streamed down into the world of plants. The swarm searched left and right and occasionally formed into a serpent in the air. With it came the sound of chiming crystals and a forest in a storm. Based on the speed of its approach, she wouldn’t be able to outrun it, even if she had someplace to hide. Besides, its motions through the air were beautiful in an eerie kind of way.

She clenched her fists and bent slightly forward as the mass of butterflies made a few swerves before crashing onto her with all the force she expected. The world veiled itself in a maelstrom of black. Driven back by the torrent of insect bodies and wings, she slid backward and tried to peek through squinted, watering eyes. It felt as if she stood in the middle of a dense forest with all the leaves fighting to break loose from their branches.

The noise deafened her. She raised hands to her ears, biting her lip, and the swarm and the wind it made passed through her and formed into a whirlpool, appearing to study her in curiosity. Here and there an occasional spot of the green background blinked for a moment before the cloud covered it again.

One butterfly at a time, the storm lessened and left her behind as it continued on its merry way, stumbling in the air is if drunk.

Except one—a blue butterfly with human eyes on its wings flitted excitedly around her head.

“It’s you!” Nerguiin laughed. “I’m so glad to see you!”

The butterfly flapped its wings in front of her face, and she reached out her mitten to it. Its bulbous antennae hammered against her mitten, which she thought might be its version of a hug.

She brought the mitten close to her face. “Do you know where Aurochs is?”

The antennae tapped her mitten once, then the butterfly took flight and headed to her left. Smiling, she began to follow it over the terrain formed of layers of moist tubular plants growing over one another.

So this is Primordial Chaos, she thought, looking at a man-sized black-petaled flower. But didn’t Aurochs say this place was flooded?

The butterfly led her across a field of endless bouncy vines like sleeping tree trunks, then past three of the giant stalks that both supported the leafy ceiling above and reached into the heavens. Every time Nerguiin passed under one of the holes in the ceiling, she spied through them at the whiteness that filled this world. If this place had no sun, why could she see anything? Where did the light originate?

After a couple of minutes, the butterfly flew in circles around a huge, pustulant violet mass threaded with black veins. With a slithering wet sound, its middle opened like an eyelid and formed a ten-foot-wide sloped hole in the ground that pulsed as though connected to a heart. It formed a slick, muculent tunnel leading gods knew where, and reeked of decomposing plants and festering wounds. Violet slime trickled down the walls.

“You want me to go down this?” she asked. “Are you sure?”

The butterfly dove into the tunnel. Nerguiin pursed her lips and crouched at what seemed a safe distance from the opening. The horrid spoiled-meat stench made her want to gag. Maybe this was the mouth of some chaos creature that ate up the gullible. If Nerguiin was a predator, this would be how she hunted—just wait with her mouth open for any idiot stupid enough to willingly walk into her stomach.

The butterfly flew back up, made a circle around her head, then flapped back down the chute.

She sighed. “I’m coming, I’m coming.”

Holding her breath, she stepped carefully onto the sloping slimy surface and tried to place her mittens against the ground to climb in slowly, but her boot slipped on something disgusting and she slid into the maw. Gasping, she curved down a pulsating corkscrew tube where her ghost body passed through the violet stalk-like walls but her mittens and boots prevented her from falling completely through. To slow down, she pressed her mittens against the walls, but they refused to stick to the slime.

Her boots splashed to a stop at the bottom of the tube in a pool of violet ichor. A few drops of the same liquid splatted onto her head. Then bucketfuls of ooze rained down, fell over her face, and began to fill up the tube.

It was a stomach!

“Stop eating me!” Nerguiin shouted. “Let me out!”

The butterfly crawled in from a tiny hole in the wall, about two times the size of Nerguiin’s hand. It made a circle around her head, then landed at the edge of the hole and crawled in.

“I can’t fit!” Nerguiin shouted, peeking into the hole. There was light on the other side, perhaps ten feet away. She pushed her head into the wall, but her mittens and boots trapped her back inside. She pulled her head back in and tried to pry at the hole the butterfly had used, and while it stretched a tiny bit, it didn’t open any wider.

“I can’t follow you!” Nerguiin shouted after the butterfly as the liquid in the tunnel rose up to her knees. “Help me out!”

The butterfly returned, darted around frantically, then flew in and out the hole several times.

“Plant!” Nerguiin shouted, looking up. “Cease digesting me this instant or I will burn you! This is my final warning!”

More violet goo spewed from above, splashing directly onto her face.

She wiped the goo from her eyes and sighed. “Have it your way then.” With a fwoomph, she summoned the flame of the giants.

Green flames roared into existence around her arms, and the plant’s wall expanded out like a person’s hand shying away from a candle. She shot flames at the wall, and the stalk disintegrated into a charred husk. She burned the butterfly’s tunnel opening enough to walk through, then kept burning through to a deeper layer where a ceiling of interwoven green plants rose fifty feet above a swamp. Outside the creature’s stomach, she let the flame disappear and took a deep breath. The air smelled of rotting bodies. She retched and slapped a mitten over her mouth. 

Corpse flies buzzed thick as clouds. The swamp under the plant ceiling reached into the foggy distance over hundreds of mossy mounds where only the occasional sickly tree poked up from the bog as though it wasn’t sure it should grow there at all. Clusters of brown clouds floated over the swamp, dripping filthy water. One coalesced with smaller ones and exploded in a spray of thick, nasty liquid.

Shapes like rude caricatures of lions, oxen, and goats rose up on trembling, liquid legs, then collapsed as though the murky water couldn’t quite hold their form. Tubular plants crept up from the water, bulbs at their extreme ends shining with blue light, some reaching all the way to the ceiling and forming into twisted pillars. The island where Nerguiin stood was the base of one of these—she had fallen its length from the level above.

The blue butterfly flew over the swamp, chased by a swarm of black ones that cawed like ravens and thundered toward Nerguiin as a flock of arrows, then rammed through her like hot needles. She flew back against the stalk of the tree she had just burned. She gasped as the swarm sank into her body, batted against the mittens and boots, and screamed in her face like a wind whistling in a canyon. Nerguiin yowled as they flew through her abdomen, burning like a rope slid across her skin.

Massive footsteps splashed in water nearby.

“Aurochs! Help!” Nerguiin shouted. She ignited her flame, and the swarm shied back. Aurochs ran across the swamp and leaped onto the island. Veins of lava crisscrossed around his brown, furry body, and his chest flared bright from the fire housed within.

“The chaos senses the touch of gods on you!” Aurochs said as the swarm of black butterflies shrieked around her. “You have to undo your Ascension or it will destroy you.”

“I don’t know how!”

“You were not always Ascended. Reverse what you have done to yourself. Prove you are more than you seem.” Aurochs looked at the ground. “Oh no.” He lowered his furry hand on the ground. “Quickly, hop on!”

She leaped onto his hand just as the ground below her boots opened, then blinked at her with two eyelids and jagged teeth. She shivered, surveying the opening, much like the one she had just escaped. The eyelid opened and closed a few times as though trying to chew.

“Enough!” Aurochs shouted at the cloud of black butterflies, and the veins around his body grew in heat until they burned almost white. Steams of lava burst out from the swamp water, and the earth convulsed. Nerguiin balanced on his arm while molten stone flew into the swamp, hissing and steaming, and the black butterflies zigzagged into the distance. When they were gone, Aurochs’ shoulders slumped and the veins around his torso cooled to a deep red. The lava he had summoned turned to stone in the water.

“Thanks,” Nerguiin whispered. The blue butterfly with human eyes on its wings landed on her mittens and tapped her palm with its antennae. “That was scary. What were those things?”

“Unspoken wishes,” Aurochs said. “They are born in chaos. If no one speaks those wishes, in time they will grow into a wish spirit.”

“Huh,” Nerguiin said. “So Reshi used to be like that.” She bit her lip. “I wonder if I can get another wish here. Or ten. I want to bring Miri back to life, as a starter.”

“Wishes must grow before they can be fulfilled. But soon they will return. You have to reverse your Ascension.”

“But I don’t know how!”

Aurochs reached for a sickly tree that poked up from the swamp, tore off a branch, and began to eat it. “We have to reach a portal that takes us to the Golden City, but that’s at least two days away. Before that we have to find a way to get the water out of here.”

“Can you protect me that long?”

“No, unless…” Aurochs turned to observe the waters. He ripped off another young tree and ate that as well. It crunched in his mouth. “We could form a pact.”

She looked up. “A pact?”

“An oath spoken to chaos. That way you’d share part of my soul and the chaos might not harry you. Together—” he extended his arm to the swamp, “—we lift the water from Primordial Chaos. Then I will go with you to the mortal world.”

“Mortal world? What for?” Nerguiin asked carefully. “You aren’t going to eat the people, are you? Or burn down the cities?”

“No.” He swallowed the branch. “I will help you return the rains there.”

Nerguiin squinted. “Promise?”

“I promise.”

As long as her name remained in the Book of the Dead, it would be impossible for her to leave the Underworld. She still had to enter the Golden City to erase her name from the book, yet based on what had happened, she doubted the gates would open for her, and Ereshkigal would be on the lookout for a prison escapee. And she couldn’t return without the Celestial Harp unless she found a way to move the water without it.

“I can’t leave the Underworld,” Nerguiin admitted. “My name is in the Book of the Dead. If we make a bond, you might be unable to leave as well.” She hesitated. “I wouldn’t want to do that to you.”

Aurochs pulled off a third tree. “That is a powerful magic indeed. Do you know of a way to break it?”

She looked at her wool mittens, then removed the one around her right hand. The translucent finger of edimmu still poked out from her ghost’s hand, inserted there when she had ripped it off the ghostly edimmu in Spirit Ring. “Simple: We use this finger of an edimmu to remove my name from the book.”

“The Book of the Dead is in the Golden City, guarded by Ereshkigal herself.”

“Yes.”

“What do you plan to do then?”

She looked down. “I don’t know. I’ll find a way. I did it once already, but then I had good friends by my side.”

He observed her for a long moment while chewing the leaves that hid his face. “Would you like my help?”

“Would you do that for me?”

“To see the golden walls with my own eyes, to test my mettle with a worthy foe…and to help a friend in need. Yes. I think I would.”

“Thank you,” Nerguiin said, smiling. “It’s a deal. I accept—together we will restore the rains.”

The bush of leaves in front of his face wiggled as he chewed. “Then: an oath.”

Nerguiin waited, imagining some form of magic to appear, then glanced around and extended her arms. Aurochs continued gnawing the branch.

“Stop eating!” Nerguiin said.

“I’m hungry! Do you know how long I ate nothing but ash?”

“How do we form the oath?”

“We already did. The chaos listened. Ti’Amtum can see the future and knows all. She will enforce it.”

She shuddered. It was one thing to break an oath spoken to the wind, but what of one to the Mother of Chaos? “So how do we move all this water?”

“I…don’t know. I entered the Golden City hoping to find a way.”

Nerguiin frowned. “The Golden City? But you were in Kur.”

“Um, yes.” Aurochs buried his face in another cluster of vines. “So, any ideas?”

She shrugged. “Get out of Primordial Chaos, enter the Golden City, lift the curse of drought by stealing the Celestial Harp, remove my name from the book, and go home. That should keep us busy for a few thousand years.”

Aurochs held his hand above the water next to Nerguiin. “Then hop on. You can ride on my head.”

A grin like a sunshine took Nerguiin’s face. “May I?”

“Of course. I’m much faster than you.”

She stepped onto his hand, and he lifted her up. She jumped onto his furry head and held on to one of his horns.

“Hold on tight,” he said. “We’re going to run fast.”

He broke to a sprint, which left Nerguiin flying from the horn like a kite and screaming for her life.








CHAPTER TWELVE










When I returned to the mortal world, I found my Ascension reversed. I did not miss being hungry.
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After she fell from Aurochs’ head and splatted face-first into the swamp for the third time, he chose to walk instead. In the distance the swamp continued against a white backdrop with islands consisting mostly of vines, but there were a few trees too. She clung to his white horn while the blue butterfly perched on the other one, and watched the swamp pass by. It still made no sense to her that the world of Primordial Chaos was lit by white light when the sky was a layer of dripping plants.

Aurochs walked between drooping palms even taller than himself and trod over a field of wet grass. Pools of water seeped up onto the surface every time he put down one of his huge feet. Oily bubbles rose from the swamp, then popped to release fumes that filled the vista with a brown mist. Swarms of flies buzzed around them, and more than once Aurochs had to summon his flame to ward off an attack by wild wishes. The bond they had seemed to do little to protect her, but Aurochs insisted it had already warded off something worse.

“What do you mean, ‘worse?’” Nerguiin asked for the third time.

“My siblings,” Aurochs said. “They won’t be able to resist their nature when they smell a god.”

“Can’t you smooth things out between us?”

“I can try.”

For the past day, Nerguiin had studied the weird forms that rose from the swamp when she and Aurochs and the butterfly walked by. They looked like animals made from the sludge itself, trying desperately to stand up on quivering legs before they disintegrated back into the muck. Brown clouds floated over the swamp and exploded in a brown rain that smelled like sewage and did nothing to improve Nerguiin’s mood.

“What are those clouds?” Nerguiin asked, wiping brown goo from her face.

“I don’t know,” Aurochs said. “They weren’t here when I left for the Golden City.”

“And those mud creatures?”

“Nothing like them has ever existed here before.”

Nerguiin leaned against his horn and stifled a yawn. Ever since they left Kur, she had felt like she was constantly running away from something or defending herself against something else. What with all these swamp monsters and exploding clouds, she couldn’t let down her guard and constantly shot glances in the direction of every sound. It almost felt like the clouds were following her.

She looked over her shoulder. Yes, following her. That big cloud there tailed her, and soon two others floated after it. When she narrowed her eyes at them, the clouds hid behind a bulbous plant that shone with blue light. When they ventured out again, they undulated with a menacing brown pressure that looked about ready to shower her with horrid sludge.

“Shoo!” she said. “Get lost!”

The clouds darted off.

Aurochs paused on the outer edge of a village. Wooden fences surrounded what might have once been farm plots, but now were flooded and overtaken by wild vines, although most hung low or withered from too much moisture. A pier had been built for creatures the size of Aurochs, made of planks that could have only come from trees larger than any Nerguiin had ever seen. Collapsed wooden hovels, large as palaces, most overgrown with plants, sunk into the bog at crazy angles. A red shawl so large it could have been Nerguiin’s blanket hung from a dying tree, and an axe fit for a giant was struck into a stump.

“Who lived here?” Nerguiin asked.

“We did,” Aurochs said. “But it is not our true home. We had to migrate higher when the flood came.”

“Higher?”

“This village is the third one we built to escape the flood, but it looks like my people have moved on since then. Before I started my quest, this area was dry.”

A cultivated garden of flowers had escaped and spread onto high ground where now a riotous mass of red, blue, and violet grew up a tree as though it had chosen to adorn itself with beauty. Butterflies danced in the air around the blossoms.

“Doesn’t seem that bad,” Nerguiin said.

“It’s worse in the levels below us.” He sighed. “Let’s take a moment to rest. Focus on trying to reverse your Ascension before one of my siblings finds us. I don’t know how long our bond can trick them. I sense Imgudud flying in our direction and only a few hours away.”

Nerguiin climbed down Aurochs’ fur and leaped into the neck-deep water. Her body went numb—her udug nature asserting its natural enmity with that element—then waded to the pier of massive tree trunks. She pulled herself onto it, and jumped from one slippery trunk to the next toward the houses.

The open entrance to the first hut was large enough for three wagons to roll in side by side, and the rooms inside, now overgrown, were the size of the White Temple of her childhood in Uruk, in the mortal world that seemed a lifetime away. No furniture of any kind remained, and many of the floorboards had cracked and bent. A hole next to the entrance revealed the bog beneath.

“This will do,” Nerguiin said.

As soon as Aurochs walked in, his three-toed foot crashed through the floorboards. He frowned, then backed out and settled to lie on his back outside on the wet grass. Nerguiin tried to lie down inside but instead ended up with her ghost’s ass passing through the floor into the swamp. She sighed, then floated in the air on her back. “Without the annoying chains, sleeping is going to be awkward.”

For a long moment, she lay floating over the planks while listening to Aurochs snore in peace. While this was better than Kur, and definitely warmer, she wouldn’t mind sleeping in a place that didn’t smell like composted plants.

Right, she thought, crossing her arms behind her back while levitating over the floor. Reversing Ascension.

But how?

How did I ascend?

She returned to that withdrawn state in which she had remained most days for two long decades of Temmen and the other priests in the White Temple tormenting her from dawn till dusk. In that bundle of non-existence the visitors’ pleas couldn’t reach her and the priests’ chastising couldn’t hurt her. If her thoughts focused on a life where she had never been born, it all felt indifferent and small as though she wasn’t there to feel anything at all.

Numbness flooded over her, but not from touching water. She forgot all her pains and joys. When she had entered this state as a child, she only lost the bad parts, for she had nothing good to lose. But now she lost her longing for Zanyar and Sokhatai. She lost her aching for Miri’s warm hands. Aurochs was gone too, and with that she was no longer a bundle of memories and experiences collectively known as Nerguiin.

If she didn’t care for the mortal world, nothing could hold her there, and her spirit would weigh more than her mortal body. That was what allowed her to see the walls of the Golden City as a mirage on the horizon, ascend, and wear her new form as a ghost child. But now, she was supposed to the reverse that.

I care about the mortal world, she thought. I miss living in it. I care about the people who are suffering and dying. I miss my friends. I don’t want Miri’s vision of doom to come to pass.

But nothing about her felt any different. She was still an Ascended, a ghost, and an eight-year-old girl. The annoyance of her failure broke her concentration, and her mind slipped back to its usual thoughts.

Yawning, she closed her eyes. She could try this again in the morning. Aurochs would keep her safe.

But sleep eluded her. She lay awake, and through the open entrance to the rotted home she observed the brown clouds that dashed back and forth outside like haunting ghosts. Occasionally they exploded into their twisted form of rain, but mostly they seemed to eye her right back. 

“Why do you follow me?” she asked the clouds.

One of them hid behind a tree after it realized Nerguiin addressed it directly.

Where the swamp bubbled, the distorted swamp creatures rose and collapsed, rose and collapsed, but every now and then one stood on trembling legs for a second or two before it toppled back into the bog. The closest one to her was an attempt at a lion, if perhaps a child’s drawing of one. Lions were the most numerous, but she spotted a few oxen and snakes, too. Goats, birds, other things. In the distance something massive stood up, but sprayed back down again after growing to the height of four men.

Her nose was too clogged from the vapors to notice the smell anymore, and as the mockery of rain came, she stared at it with an absent expression. The rain stopped, her eyes fell shut, and soon peaceful sleep followed.

________




AN EARTHQUAKE SHOOK Nerguiin awake.

Rubbing her eyes, she sat up and stared. Based on how hard the world was shaking, it was a wonder the walls didn’t fall in on her. She looked at Aurochs, but he still snored outside on the grass, and the blue butterfly napped on one horn.

After a night of poor sleep—if there was a night in Primordial Chaos—she now faced a blue glow over a seeming endless swamp with a white background. A few strands of glittering grass pushed through the floorboards, some already grown to her eye level. Vines shimmering with blue lights grew around trees where butterflies danced in the air.

But regardless of the shaking she felt, nothing else appeared to be influenced by the quake—not even the derelict home that looked ready to collapse with the next stiff breeze.

She walked outside, then froze.

Brown sludge animals surrounded the island, but now their bodies had grown almost picture perfect. Here was a clear shape of a lion complete with a mane, there one half of a leaping fish with a long, bony nose, suspended in air as though someone had sculpted it from water. Further back, the lower half of something that might have been a cow. She approached the sludge lion, who stood on the surface of the water by the wooden pier.

The lion blinked.

“Gah!” she shouted, jumping back.

She touched the lion, and there found the source of the earthquake. The animal growled in a voice that somehow traversed the water, the ground, the pier, and reached out to her.

“Hello?” she asked, waving at the lion. “Can you understand me?”

The lion blinked again.

“Damn, that’s creepy! What are you?”

A growl came, and this too resonated in her chest. Unfortunately, she didn’t speak slime lionese, so she wasn’t sure what to make of it. More animals had gathered around their island, definitely following them, she thought, but the clouds that had trailed after them raining foul goo the previous day were nowhere to be seen. The ceiling of this leafy world remained where it was, fifty feet above, vines as thick as a house woven together in a tangle of knots and beams with water dripping from the seams.

Behind her Aurochs sat up with a yawn and stretched his back. A fire ignited inside him and orange veins crossed his fur. The butterfly took flight from his horn and flew off, probably to suck nectar from the flowers that grew up and around the trees that supported the ceiling.

“Morning,” Nerguiin said. “I’d add a ‘good’ there, but somehow I’m not managing that today.” She flicked a thumb over her shoulder. “The water’s being weird.”

Aurochs walked onto the pier, which made it tilt to the side and sent Nerguiin flailing her hands.

“Touch the lion,” Nerguiin said.

Aurochs poked his finger at the growling sludge creature. His furry digit sunk in the lion’s head. “And?”

“Nothing?” she asked. “Can’t you feel it growl?”

“No.”

She frowned. “Why can I hear it then?”

“I don’t know. You are an udug. You’re not supposed to have an affinity for water.” He straightened, looking up. “Oh. But I hear that.”

“Hear what?”

“How close are you to reversing Ascension?”

Nerguiin searched the swamp. “Uh, why?”

A screech like the heavens tearing filled the air. Wings flapping far away, a whole five seconds between each reverberating thump, each sounding like a giant beating laundry before setting it out to dry.

Then a bronze-colored bird exploded through the vine-covered ceiling, brought itself to a stop with a single, powerful flap of its wings, faced them midair, taking up half the space between the swamp and the ceiling as debris from its passage splashed into the swamp. Its wings spanned wide as a temple, and fire streamed from its talons. The wind from its great wings birthed waves taller than her head.

It’s not colored like bronze, Nerguiin thought, squinting at the bird’s reflective feathers. It’s made from bronze.

“What is that?” Nerguiin asked.

“My sister Imgudud,” Aurochs rumbled. “Imgudud once commanded the wind, challenged the heavens, and was cast to Primordial Chaos by Anu himself.”

“Can you fight her?”

Aurochs turned to look at her, head cocked, mouth slightly ajar.

“Just asking,” Nerguiin said. “Right. Reversing Ascension.”

“My advice—” Aurochs said as he rolled his shoulders and faced the bird that filled most of the sky, if the distant fog and leafy ceiling could be called a sky, “—is to prove you are more than you seem. You were not always this way.”

Nerguiin crouched on her boots on the round wet trunk of a pier piling and tried her best to calm her breath while keeping her eyes on the approaching spawn of Ti’Amtum. The water animals still gazed on Nerguiin as though they hadn’t noticed the colossally great bird that threatened to kill them.

Why is that I always end up doing this with a monster trying to eat me? Nerguiin thought.

The monstrous bird glided to a stop a hundred feet away, her fully black eyes fixed on Nerguiin. Her wings flapped once, the wind produced sending Nerguiin waving her arms for balance on the piling. Imgudud dropped her mass into the water, and the resulting vibration tore the pier from the island and sent it spinning across the surface of the water. This close, Imgudud was several times larger than Aurochs, and looked several times less friendly.

“Aurochs,” the bird said in a matter-of-fact female voice that echoed over the air. “You look better. I wondered if we had lost you for good.”

“Imgudud,” Aurochs said. “Good to see you.”

“And how is your flame?”

“Under my control.”

“You have returned,” Imgudud said, “but our home still floods. I hoped something good could come out of your foolishness, but it seems your quest failed.”

“I have a story to tell, if you would hear it.”

He’s buying me time, Nerguiin thought and tried to summon the state of mind that allowed her to ascend. I do not exist. I do not exist. Wait, that’s not right. I exist, I definitely exist.

When she ascended, she tried to leave the mortal world behind. Now she wanted to return and bring the water with her, so she had to find a connection to her mortal life. She imagined Zanyar playing his lyre to a dreamy Miri on a bedroll, and Sokhatai pretending to drink her beer without listening while hiding a smile. She imagined the starved children of Eridu growing fat from more food than they could eat, and the streets of Uruk bustling with flamboyant merchants and herds of healthy goats. She imagined the temple of Uruk where the head priest Temmen need not imprison anyone to speak with the gods, for the rains came on their own.

I want that, she assured herself, and realized she actually meant it. I want to fix the mortal world.

The tablets of Ascension taught her not to fear death, even to accept it, to have no ties to mortality. So now she made sure to be quite afraid of the bird that was about to eat her face, to really want to go back home, and to eat and drink and feel all that the mortal world offered.

“What is there to tell?” Imgudud said. The bird lifted one of its flaming talons from the water and took a step closer to Nerguiin. Even underwater, the flame burned. “You have failed. And you have brought a spawn of…Inanna? Or is it Nanna I smell? Hmm, no.” The bird’s eyes closed, and its beak opened, revealing a fire in her throat. “Oh! But this is Anu’s scent!”

“She is under my protection,” Aurochs said with a wariness to his voice. “She may yet aid us in solving this flood. Perhaps, with your help, we can do it faster.”

Imgudud’s whole bronze body ignited to an orange flame. “An Ascended has no place in the chaos. You know that. It is our duty to eliminate her, no matter how much it pains us. I’m sorry.”

The veins around Aurochs’ body ignited in white fire. “I can’t let you do that.”

The bird’s wings spread wide, and her tail feathers trembled. Aurochs took a deep breath and planted his legs in the water. Imgudud flapped her wings once, and the wind she made birthed waves as tall as a house that sent Aurochs flying back out of sight. The surge of water took over Nerguiin’s pier as well, making her yelp and feebly try to grab the slippery wood with her mittens while the flood tossed her away. Head first, she plummeted with the wave into the swamp.

Burbling, she scrambled up, blowing water out of her nose, a hundred feet away from the pier that floated freely far away from the island. She stood in neck-deep water, her entire body painfully numb and even the faint hint of her fire feeling cold and weak. Aurochs was nowhere to be seen, but the sludge animals ran after her. A few disintegrated, then reformed almost in front of her, staring as though they waited for something.

Imgudud took flight, then dove at Nerguiin with her beak open. Nerguiin dipped underwater, but the beak, which would have split her head, passed through.

“What are you?” the bird asked as Nerguiin surfaced. The heat from the fire roaring over Imgudud’s metal body felt hot even to her. “A ghost?”

Oh, right, she thought. I’m a ghost.

One giant wing sent up a pillar of water that destroyed the sludge creatures and punched her like a fist, but couldn’t sink her.

“I can’t strike a ghost,” the bird said. “And my wind can’t harm you. You resist water. All right, then. My fire against yours.”

The bird’s mouth opened, and a red glow deep in its throat made Nerguiin’s eyes widen. Then Imgudud breathed a stream of fire straight into her face. Her skin charred, and a searing heat pierced her to the bone. Screaming, she ducked underwater, but the fire followed her even there for many moments before finally cooling. The pain lingered—surely this bird’s flame was many times worse than those Sul and Mercy before him had used on her.

Unable to hold her breath any longer, she stood up, gasping, and found the bird’s burning mouth already gaping open next to her head.

Aurochs jumped onto his sister’s back and spun her neck away. A stream of flames withered the nearest swamp plants.

“Thanks!” Nerguiin shouted.

Then the ground beneath her opened, and with a gasp, she submerged into another tubular plant like the one that had tried to eat her. She pushed with her boots and mittens, but the eyelid-like hatch closed shut above her, leaving her inside its churning stomach.

Prove you are more than you seem, Aurochs had told her.

But how? What could she do?

Reverse your Ascension.

The battle between Aurochs and Imgudud shook the earth. Underwater, the sounds echoed and distorted. Panic filled her. If she couldn’t reverse her Ascension—and fast—she was going to drown.

Think!

The solution wasn’t just caring for the mortal world. She had seen Miri’s vision, and she really wanted help lift the curse of drought. She wanted to see Sokhatai and Zanyar again. She wanted to bring Miri back to life.

So what was she missing?

The water numbed her to the point where she could feel only the burning in her lungs, the desperate, primal fear that drove her to breathe.

But I wanted to come to the Underworld, she thought, because I didn’t want to live in the mortal world.

That wasn’t really it. Even if she rejected it, even if she hated it, she knew the answer: What she had sought to do in coming to the Underworld was to roll time backward. She had restored the childhood they had taken from her.

But she wasn’t a child, was she?

The Ascension granted her a body of her own choosing, so to avoid being hurt ever again, she became a ghost, invulnerable to harm.

Yet she hurt.

The fire of the giants resonated with her pain. Her eyes narrowed into slits. If she was an udug, perhaps it was time for her to act like one. She accepted the truth and sent all her sorrow into the fire in her stomach, and a green flame blossomed to life, so wrathful water could not quench it.

I am not a child, she told herself, and the world flashed into a painful white light as the plant that surrounded her burned to ashes. The pain in her lungs disappeared, and she no longer needed to breathe, for she had no body.

She imagined herself as she wanted to be—not the idealized version she had created upon Ascension, but the person she truly was, however broken. The white light resolved into a wrinkled face, pupilless black eyes staring through matted locks of hair that cascaded down her serpentine body and over her feminine curves. Ti’Amtum, the Mother of Chaos, smiled at her.

“I am not a child,” Nerguiin said. “I am she who brings rain.”

Ti’Amtum’s mouth opened like a hole in reality. “Agreed.”

Then Ti’Amtum became Mamkhal, the plump, motherly goddess she had met in the shadow of Ereshkigal’s spire, wearing an apron and holding a tray of steaming, freshly baked pastries. She winked.

The white light flashed again and Nerguiin gasped for air and stood up.

To her full height.

Aurochs and Imgudud ceased wrestling and stared at her.

The water only came up to her waist. She looked at her adult hands and removed the red mittens, revealing the gnarled, branch-like finger of an edimmu, and as she tried to touch it with her now corporeal hands, her fingers passed through it. She waded to the nearest island, stepped up, collapsed onto her bottom, and sighed in relief—she could sit on her ass again.

She took off her boots and upended a few mina of water from them, then wiggled her toes and felt the touch of the soft, green plants against her skin. While she still wore the same seeress’ attire with its cyan knee-length petaled skirt and dress, now it was adult sized. The black hair hung down to her shoulders as it should instead of swimming around in the air.

This was who she was supposed to be, and no amount of lying would change that.

Except for one thing. She raised her left hand and looked at her wrist where twenty years ago the priests of Uruk had pressed a hot iron to her skin and branded her with the symbol of Anu. Now the skin was smooth and spotless.

Good riddance.

As she didn’t intend to walk around bare-footed, she put the boots back on. At least they had grown to match her new size. The mingsriya amulet still hung against her chest.

The bronze bird stood up on its talons, and Aurochs slid off from her neck. He bled, and where his skin parted, fire burned inside. He wobbled to one side and leaned against the bronze bird’s wing for support.

“What is this?” Imgudud asked. She strode closer. Her house-sized beak pecked against Nerguiin’s forehead.

“Ow!” Nerguiin said, slapping a hand to her head. It came back bloody. “You pecked me!”

“You are no longer a ghost. How? And you grew taller.”

“I’m plenty big if I want to.”

“She has reversed Ascension!” Aurochs laughed. He walked over and thumped down next to her, his furry feet dipping into the water. He breathed hard and rubbed at the bloody fur around his shoulder. “I knew you had it in you!”

Unable to help herself, Nerguiin smiled. “I guess I did.”

The butterfly returned, batted its wings rapidly in front of Nerguiin’s face, then flew around her in energetic curves.

“Impossible!” Imgudud said. “To do that would need our mother’s power!”

“Oh yeah, she was here,” Nerguiin said. “I didn’t know she could do that.”

Imgudud’s black eyes examined her, then narrowed to slits. “So you decided to be this way—vulnerable. Mortal. Even though I can now easily kill you.”

“I had to.”

Imgudud’s eyes closed, and she let out a thoughtful hum. “Oh, but your past…so much grief. Primeval Sea, Ascension, death of a friend… But why did you linger as a shadow of yesterday?”

“Shadow?” Nerguiin asked. “Oh, why did I turn into a child? Ascension made it possible. It gave me all I ever missed in my life.”

Imgudud’s eyes opened. “Did it?”

Nerguiin looked at her feet.

“You thought you could cheat time,” Imgudud said. “Yet the sun set the same as it did the day before. The illusion you created did not give you all you ever wanted.”

“No,” Nerguiin said, and she knew it to be so; she was done with the lies. “It did not.”

Imgudud’s beak closed and her eyes blinked. Then she craned her neck so the bronze feathers on the back of her head pointed at Nerguiin. “I apologize for attacking you, for trying to eat you, for burning you, and mistrusting the words of my brother Aurochs. These words I speak to the chaos, which compelled me to act against you.”

Nerguiin looked at Aurochs, who nodded.

“Uh, thank you?” Nerguiin said. “Don’t worry about it.”

“But,” Imgudud said, raising her head, “if my mother has given you aid, this must mean she has seen the future and knows you can solve our problem. How, though?”

I am she who brings rain. Her promise to the Mother of Chaos. There was a tension in her beside the fire of the giants, as though something in her wanted her to run for a dana just to spend some energy. It felt like she had to do anything to ease this itch.

And she thought she might know what it was.

Pursing her lips, she forced that tension out of her. It felt like letting out a breath she had held in for days.

All around her little grass island, animals rose from the swamp. The lion from earlier now stood proud and certain, made from clear water instead of brown sludge. At his feet, the swamp water cleared and revealed the plants and logs in the swamp bottom.

The lion rose up on its hind legs next to the fish with the long bony nose and the pawing bull. More water animals joined it, including birds that soared up on droplets, then dove back under. A four-legged creature whose like she had never seen rose up to its full height, its ridiculously long neck making it nearly as tall as Aurochs, and schools of tiny, watery fish swam in the air. And they all gathered in a ring around Nerguiin.

Looking at her. Waiting.

“Water?” she said.

The lion roared, this time a proper bestial cry so loud even Aurochs jumped back.

Then it pounced on her with both front paws. She toppled back.

“Eagh! Get off me!”

The lion rubbed its head and mane against her face, the touch of water weakening her limbs, and she could do nothing but lie there as it purred and snuggled close to her. Others crowded in, and soon she was swarmed by bulls, fish, birds, and other creatures, all wanting to touch her. She stood up on uncertain feet, gave the lion a wary pat, and stepped away across the island. The water animals tagged after her.

She turned around and made a shooing motion. “Stop following me!” she shouted. “Go home!”

That only encouraged more creatures to rise into being around her, each trailing her as if she were leading a wedding procession.

“They want you to lead them there,” Imgudud said.

“Aurochs! Help!”

He picked her up, and the touch of his soft, tickling fur against her skin made her gasp. Aurochs planted her on his head, and she grabbed one of is horns for support and frowned at the animals waiting at his feet. “Shoo.”

“Do you want to see the rest?” Imgudud asked.

“The rest of what?” Nerguiin asked.

“The rain.”

“I thought this was it.”

Imgudud chuckled. “I’ll show you. Climb on my back.”

Nerguiin’s jaw fell.








CHAPTER THIRTEEN










Utu and Nanna enter the Underworld once a day through their journey across the sky, but the wind blows in both worlds at the same time.
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They rode on Imgudud’s bronze scales while the bird batted her wings with a sound like thunder and raced over the swamps. Nerguiin laughed hysterically as her mount bopped up and down, each movement almost throwing her off. Imgudud’s bronze scales lifted like feathers, and Nerguiin held onto the edge of one feather almost the size of her hand. Aurochs’ arms ran halfway around Imgudud’s neck, but he too shot worried glances at the swamp beneath and, as he had in Kur, protected the butterfly inside his fist lest it be left behind.

Then Imgudud opened her mouth, breathed fire to burn a hole through the swamp, and dove through the earth with her wings folded to her side. 

“Aaaaa!” Nerguiin screamed in terror as the they rammed through the ground, and vines, roots, and moss crashed past her. But instead of straightening her flight, Imgudud turned almost vertical, dropped like a falling star, and burned her way even deeper.

They blasted through two layers of vine-filled worlds, then a third and fourth, and each time the caverns filled with larger pools of stagnant water that followed in their wake as rain through the newly formed holes. Nerguiin fought to maintain her grip as water wet the bronze scales.

The fifth level opened to an ocean.

There Imgudud finally straightened her glide to a level flight. Trees as large as mountains grew from the water that ran as far as eye could see against a white background. The trees had to be as wide as Uruk, large enough to build a city on, and the ceiling of this lowest cavern was made solely from their branches that reached countless dana into the distance, so far they faded into the whiteness. Their branches were so massive they supported the upper levels of Primordial Chaos and all the water in them.

Nerguiin held on tight as Imgudud glided over the waves that rose tall as houses. Where the trees sank into the water, Nerguiin noticed the problem. Leaves rotted along the branches that limped low and dipped into the ocean. One tree had collapsed, and with its support gone, a wide hole gaped in the ceiling with a foaming waterfall flowing down into this level. One sickly gray tree stood without a single leaf along its branches, its dead trunk bent at an angle.

“This—” Imgudud said with anger making her voice tremble, “—is the water you seek.”

“All of this?” Nerguiin asked.

“Yes. Twenty years of rain that has been unable to leave Primordial Chaos.”

Aurochs shook his head. “We lived down there before the flood came. A beautiful home that rivaled Ereshkigal’s Golden City. If the water stays much longer, more trees will die and the ceiling will collapse.”

This was once solid ground, Nerguiin thought. People lived here.

Imgudud flapped her wings and landed on a branch. When she perched on it, she almost looked appropriately sized for a bird. Nerguiin slid off her metal back onto the branch, which was at least a hundred feet wide. The leaves were the size of her head, with jagged sharp edges. Many were curled and yellowed. Unlike the nearest sickly gray neighbor, the trunk was still healthy, but even this tree was beginning to lose its bark. The branch they were on appeared to float on the water, and the waves crossed over it.

“Tell me,” Imgudud said. “Ti’Amtum’s champion, how can you help us?”

Incredulous, Nerguiin stared at the bronze bird. She was asking her? She was just a tiny human, or udug, rather, with no power to speak of. Without being a ghost, without being Ascended, what could she do against this?

But the look in Imgudud’s black eyes made her heart ache. Her voice sounded so weary. Aurochs watched her as well, hope and despair in his eyes.

“Right,” she said, and released that same tension that now drummed in her chest as though a beast were inside her trying to break loose. “Here goes.”

From the ocean of unspent rain, the water lion formed, leaped onto the tree and perched on its hind legs, waiting. A liquid tortoise swam up to them and began to make its way onto the branch, then a snake like a watery tube slithered up and coiled onto the bark.

“Water,” Nerguiin said. “Do you understand my speech?”

The water lion nodded.

“But you don’t speak?”

It shook its head, and the foam mane tossed over its back.

She turned Aurochs and Imgudud who watched her.

“Can you lift it up?” Imgudud asked.

Nerguiin faced the water lion with hands at her hips. “I guess the question is: can you climb up, water?”

The lion glanced at the massive tree and craned its head up. Then it padded across the tree branch, looked down, and roared.

The ocean rose to the tree branch and passed Nerguiin’s feet as a wave that crashed against the tree and flowed up its side. With each succeeding wave, the water surged up as though pulled by a rope.

This is like the Stairs of Zagros, she thought. Ti’Amtum could make water flow up the stairs.

“She’s doing it!” Imgudud said.

Nerguiin smiled as her mind began to make connections. “Is there a way out of Primordial Chaos that leads to Zagros Mountains?”

“Yes,” Aurochs said. The butterfly crawled out from his fist and flexed its blue wings. “At the highest level.”

“So here’s the plan: We lift the water up from Primordial Chaos and exit to the mountains near the Stairs of Zagros which lead to the mortal world. My name is in the Book of the Dead, so I can’t walk the stairs, but we can send the water there.”

“Good,” Imgudud said. “Our mother waits in the Primeval Sea. If we get the water to the stairs, she can take care of the rest.”

Nerguiin thought back to the vision that gave her back her adult body. This must be why Ti’Amtum gave her power over water.

“In that case,” Nerguiin said, “show me this portal.”

________




IMGUDUD FLEW THEM up one level. Here, the trees grew over and across one another, covered with vines, moss, and fungus. The empty white background was concealed behind their trunks and branches—this part of the chaos had been forgotten for too long.

The water followed them with the lion leading the way up. It trudged up the side of the tree, lifting each leg as though the entire world weighed down on it, but with great effort it inched upward. And the rest of the ocean followed.

Slowly.

“This will take ages,” Nerguiin said. “We need to find a way to do this faster.”

“It’s a start,” Aurochs said. He hung from Imgudud’s neck with the butterfly stored in his fist. “Imgudud, fly us to the top. We can begin melting the portal while the water follows us.”

With a single flap of her wings, Imgudud shot up, and once again the strength of an adult surprised Nerguiin as her hands easily held on. Perhaps being a child wasn’t so great after all.

They soared up the same holes they had used on the way down. At the great speed they flew, falling droplets hammered Nerguiin’s face like punches. Higher up, the tree branches disappeared and the ground turned to vines and swamp. Imgudud’s fire breath speared through the ceiling, and Nerguiin closed her eyes and hid her face behind a bronze feather as the chaos monster forced her way to the highest levels of Primordial Chaos.

In only a moment Imgudud brought herself to a stop with a flap of her wings, then dashed across a world only moist rather than flooded. Purple and black flowers covered the ground, and wild golden grasses reached halfway to the ceiling. Imgudud’s wings sent ripples through the weeds.

“What became of the others?” Aurochs asked.

“They’ve moved to the highest level,” Imgudud said. “We have a year or two at most before life here becomes impossible and we have to force our way out. Some already did so, against Ereshkigal’s will. Soon this flood will escape to the Wasteland outside the Golden City.”

All the worlds suffer, Nerguiin thought with her cheek pressed against the cold bronze feathers.

Imgudud tilted her body and brought herself to a stop, then dropped down with her talons screeching a note that made Nerguiin’s skin crawl. Nerguiin slid off onto slippery ice and found Primordial Chaos frozen over around a hole in reality that showed mountains at the other side. The almost transparent ice grew around a ring of giant vines.

Aurochs dropped down from Imgudud’s neck, righted his balance with a flail of his arms, then strode to the portal. Nerguiin followed, and when Aurochs landed a three-fingered hand on the portal, Nerguiin tapped her knuckles against it as well. A faint reflection of her adult face stared back at her. The mountains and arid bushland at the other side shimmered. And those were perfectly normal pink skies—not a cave ceiling or weird, directionless white light.

“This takes us to Zagros Mountains outside the Golden City,” Aurochs said. “I think.”

“You think?” Nerguiin asked.

“Things change places. But I’m sure it’ll be safe and we won’t end up back in Kur.”

“Uh-huh? Are you willing to swear an oath to chaos about that?”

“Nonsense.”

Imgudud lay prone behind them, her body much too large to enter the portal. Her talons scraped and slipped against the ice, unable to get purchase. “We can open this portal, and with the three of us working together, we’ll prevent it from freezing until all the water is through. It will be difficult and take time, but this will save all the worlds. How strong is your fire, Nerguiin?”

Nerguiin summoned green flames over her hands.

“Is that not the flame of the giants?” Imgudud asked.

“So it is.”

“You wield a powerful flame, udug. You would be wise to be wary of its allure. Not everyone is fit for this power we have.”

Aurochs coughed against his hand, then stood with his legs wide, released the butterfly to perch on his head, and closed his hands into fists. The orange glow in his chest burned brighter as his chest puffed out. He took a long, deep breath, then struck the ice with a fist. As his hand hit the surface, a glowing red crack raced across the portal. The surrounding vines caught on fire. Where the ground burned, holes opened, each brimming with lava, and pillars of fire shot up, dancing like charmed snakes, before they too began to hammer at the barrier that separated the worlds.

With each impact, more cracks raced across the ice. Aurochs roared, striking harder until his fist crashed through the ice, which rang like a bell. The rest of the portal exploded into sharp splinters that rained on them with a chime of crystals. One cut Nerguiin’s arm, and she gasped.

“Damn,” she said, looking at the blood. “I was getting used to being invulnerable.”

Aurochs stepped through the portal, and the fires died in his wake. He took a deep breath, straightened his back, and watched the sky. Nerguiin ran after him, and marveled at how fast her adult legs could move.

And just like that she stood in the middle of Zagros Mountains. Pink, friendly evening sky welcomed her with its beauty. Utu hung low behind the mountains, and Nanna already rose high on the sky, his face full. Perfectly normal green grass grew on the brown and orange stone, and the peaks to the side held white snow over their crowns. Nerguiin and Aurochs had entered Zagros Mountains in a passage between two sloped hills, the portal seemingly having appeared there on a platform of ice.

Nerguiin smiled, facing the sky while her eyes watered from gusts of wind that made her hair dance. She crouched down to touch the grass and enjoyed the weeds’ tickle with a stupid grin on her face. Then she fell face first on the ground and rolled in it, giggling as the sight and smell and touch of earth filled her senses. She came to a stop on her back and looked up at the sky. A flock of birds with lights in their abdomens flew over them in a V formation, going who knew where.

“It’s been a long time since I’ve seen a sky,” Nerguiin said. “Or grass. Or wind.”

Aurochs sat down next to her, shaking the ground, and joined her in looking at the sky. The blue butterfly flew up to explore a cluster of red mountain flowers on a ledge above them.

“It’s been too long since I last saw it,” Aurochs said.

She closed her eyes and breathed deep. The air smelled of spring, heavy as though the sky had been ready to rain but had hesitated at the last minute.

“Aaah…” she moaned. “This smells so good.”

Sniffing, she opened her eyes. Was something burning?

A burst of orange fire scorched her.

She blinked, stood up in flames, and faced the chaos portal where Imgudud’s fire breath roared through and melted the ice that had almost closed the portal. Nerguiin commanded her own flames, and the orange ones around her died.

“Keep this portal open,” Imgudud said at the other side. “The water just made it to this level.”

“Sure!” Nerguiin said. To help Imgudud, she threw green flames from her hands at the portal.

Imgudud closed her beak and lay prone at the other side. Soon the water lion galloped through with a wave flowing in its wake, and pounced on her, wetting her through. Her wet hair came down her face and stuck to the skin. The lion jumped around her and butted at her back.

“Glad to see you too,” Nerguiin said. “We were separated for a whole ten minutes.”

In waves, the water poured through the burning portal and pooled at Nerguiin’s feet. The arid soil turned damp and dark as the water flowed downhill through the passage and Nerguiin kept the barrier melted.

The water came so slow, and her fire shot out in erratic, flickering coughs. Soon her arms trembled, a chill filled her stomach, and her flame died. But Aurochs ignited his own fire and held the portal open as it threatened to freeze over once more.

“Thank you,” Imgudud said as waves slushed past her, now with a water’s impression of a great four-legged creature with a body like a barrel and a thick horn on its nose. “You are our salvation.”

“Just doing what I can,” Nerguiin said. “But can we even lift all the water? There was an ocean back there, and it will take us months to lift so much out.”

“It’s the only choice we have.”

A ray of blue moonlight shone on the rocky ground, and a pale-skinned man with a hairless body and bald head formed out of thin air. He dropped to the ground, straightened, and smiled.

“Hello,” Nanna the moon god said. He wore only a loincloth over his privates, and his body shone with the faintest hint of light. “You took your time, Nerguiin.”

“Nanna?!” Nerguiin shouted. “Why are you here?”

Aurochs turned while burning with a white fire, and the portal threatened to close, causing the water to splash high from the already-frozen edge. Imgudud breathed fire, and liquid creatures walked, crawled, climbed, and flew through to follow and swell the strange parade.

“Why?” Nanna asked. “Because Mamkhal told me to. She saw the future and revealed it would be most helpful if the power of the moon could lift one ocean’s worth of water up from Primordial Chaos on this exact day when the moon just happens to be full.” He turned to face the chaos portal and extended his arm at it. “So without any delay…”

A deep boom thundered far away. Aurochs’ ears twitched, and he glanced at Nanna.

“What’s that sound?” Nerguiin asked.

“Water,” Aurochs said.

The earth shook.

“Lots of water,” Aurochs said.

Nerguiin looked between Nanna and the still-open passage.

“All of it!” Aurochs shouted and lowered his hand on the grounds. “Quickly! Step on my—”

Foam rose at the chaos end of the passage, and Nerguiin jumped on Aurochs’ hand. Water leaped in a wave as tall as a mountain, then collapsed onto Imgudud who let out a shriek. Aurochs lifted Nerguiin high just as the flood shot out from Primordial Chaos into the mountain passage, rammed against the opposite wall, and leaped high up into the air before raining down on them and foaming downhill. It collided against his legs, making even him stumble, but he held Nerguiin above the water as it flowed up the passage. Nanna himself stood still as a statue in water that took the form of galloping lions with manes of foams.

“Water must flow,” Nanna said. “Hold the portal open!”

“Aurochs! Imgudud!” Nerguiin shouted. “Don’t let the ice freeze!”

Aurochs turned, walked against the current, and struck his hand at one side of the open barrier in an explosion of glowing orange stone. When his strength ran out and the fire faded, Nerguiin, standing on his other hand, summoned what remained of the fire in her gut and punched a fist of green flame at the ice. She held her arms toward the barrier as the ice struggled to grow, then summoned more fire. As the flames streamed out from her hands, her stomach felt cold, like someone had scraped the insides of her gut with an icicle. Her teeth chattered. Imgudud flapped her wings from the other side, floating over the torrent and melted more portal ice to give Nerguiin and Aurochs a moment to rest.

“We’re doing it!” Nerguiin laughed. “We’re freeing the water!”

Aurochs guffawed. “To have the moon god as an ally, you are truly greater than you seem!”

She laughed through her clattering teeth. So much water rose from the depths below, eager to move, full of life. This is what would arrive to the mortal world when they reached the Stairs of Zagros. When Imgudud tired and it was once again Nerguiin’s turn, her vision blurred from exhaustion. To escape the biting chill in her gut, she focused on the racing questions in her mind.

If Mamkhal had told Nanna to help them, several gods had been her allies all along. Nanna, too, wanted to return the rains to the mortal world. If Mamkhal had always known what would happen, perhaps she hadn’t stopped Nerguiin from robbing Ereshkigal because Nerguiin had to go to Kur. Maybe the gods had needed someone capable of Ascension, or reversing it, to enter Primordial Chaos so they could bond to the water and guide it back home.

The moon rose higher in the sky while the sun disappeared behind the mountain peaks, but still more of the lost rain poured through. Nanna held his arm pointed at the chaos portal while muddy water from the passage streamed down into the valleys of Zagros Mountains. Even with his power, this would take a long time. But with a god on their side, nothing could stop them.

Then, in the blink of an eye, the ice grew back and water came to a splashing stop at the other side. Aurochs’ fist hammered against the barrier without effect, and Nerguiin’s own flames reflected back and set her hair on fire. Imgudud shrieked soundlessly on the other side. The river at their feet faded to a trickle as water flowed downhill and the rest remained trapped at the other side.

“Why did it close?” Nerguiin asked. The fire in her hair returned to her gut, although at this point it felt like a couple of embers threatening to fade out.

“Nanna,” Ereshkigal’s voice echoed from the sky. “I’m disappointed in you.”

“Water must flow,” Nanna said. He lowered his arm and faced the sky. “Let us end this curse. When is it enough, Ereshkigal? Surely you must know the pain you cause.”

“It is not my doing! My sister caused this! She must suffer!”

Nerguiin spewed bits of green flames at the barrier while Aurochs struck his fist at it, without making a single mark.

“Your power is death,” Nanna said. “Death holds no power over water, as the moon does.”

“Is that so?” Ereshkigal said. “In that case…”

Nanna spun to Nerguiin. “Go with the wind Nerguiin! I cannot—”

Nanna blinked out of existence, as did the moon and the faint glow of Utu behind the mountains. Then the entire sky turned utterly black. Even the stars were gone, as though a black cloth covered the world.

The ocean at the other side of the portal waited to be freed in the forms of water oxen that pawed with watery hooves at the translucent ice. Aurochs gave the barrier a few more thumps, but the ice remained indestructible. He rumbled and let his fist fall, and Nerguiin extinguished her flames. She shivered all over. Imgudud breathed fire, but it reflected back on her, her scales glowing red from the heat. The great bronze bird spoke, but her voice couldn’t penetrate the barrier.

“Nanna?” Nerguiin asked while hugging herself for warmth.

Nanna’s voice didn’t return, but neither did Ereshkigal’s. Aurochs gave the barrier a final, earth-shaking punch, and as it refused break, he lowered Nerguiin down onto the wet dirt.

“Did you hear what she said?” Nerguiin asked.

“Yes,” Aurochs said. “The death god is at odds with the moon god.”

“No, not that. She said: ‘my sister must suffer.’ That means Miri is still in Kur. She didn’t die the True Death.” She trembled. “That means I can still save her.”

“Then we’ll do so.” Aurochs landed his three-fingered hand on the frozen chaos portal where Imgudud observed them from the other side. “We’ll take care of the rest. You can trust us, sister.”

Imgudud seemed to understand, for she flapped her wings and took flight away from the portal.

“We freed a lot of water,” Nerguiin said. “But is it enough?”

“It has to be. Now we need to get it to the Stairs of Zagros.”

Nerguiin pursed her lips. She wanted to free all of the water, but perhaps she should take what she had and not dream of what could be. And any amount of rain would help the mortal world, or at least buy time.

“So,” Aurochs said. “Where to?”

Nerguiin looked up at him. “I thought you knew.”	

Aurochs stared right back at her.

“Great.” She tossed her arms. “Now what?”

“We do what the moon god said.” Aurochs rose his head and sniffed at the air as the wind made his fur dance. “We follow the wind.”
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Nerguiin perched on Aurochs’ head as they wandered in the wet canyons and passages through Zagros Mountains for what had to be the second day. Whether they headed the right way, Nerguiin had no idea, but all this time the wind blew so fiercely it could only be the malicious southern wind. Her stomach twisted so hard from hunger she wanted to nibble Aurochs’ leg. Pools of frozen water dotted the ground, and as they walked past caves and gullies, the water that had strayed from its path flowed to Nerguiin and followed after her as a wave.

Under the black skies, the only source of light came from them: the butterfly perched on Nerguiin’s head and held out its glowing antennae in front of her, while Nerguiin’s head-sized blaze of green fire floated in front of Aurochs. But even through its fierce glow, the rocky passages between sloped walls appeared to exist in a black void. When she looked up, she saw nothing, as though the sky were the maw of some colossal monster about to gobble up the weak little light that threatened to disturb its peace.

At least after a night’s rest, her flame was back to its full strength, and using it no longer left her chilled. Nerguiin looked up at a faint form above them, and as she increased the fury of her flame, it illuminated a gargantuan pillar of chiseled stone that had toppled from one side of the wide canyon to the other. The writing on its side, written in symbols as large as her head, narrated the legend of the people of Suhr who once lived here. Hundreds of abodes had been dug into the walls, but were now dark and abandoned. Trees and bushes grew from the walls and hung over them like a leafy canopy.

When the hunger bit into her stomach again, Nerguiin distracted and entertained herself by summoning the flame in her palm, then extinguishing it, over and over again.

“Stop flickering it,” Aurochs said. “I can’t see.”

“I like having fire,” Nerguiin said. She held one arm wrapped around Aurochs’ horn for support and pointed the other forward with the flame burning steadily. The path ahead appeared under a green light. “I was flameless for so long I didn’t even know what I was missing.”

“Flame madness.”

“What?”

“Flame madness,” he repeated. “Don’t get too greedy over flame or it will consume you.”

“That can happen?”

“Many an udug has lost themselves to flame. I would rather not lose a friend.”

She looked at her green fire as it illuminated their path. At the walls were rows of black slates with their surfaces polished so they showed a distorted reflection of Nerguiin riding on Aurochs’ head. “I don’t know. It feels right to have this. It’s like I’m warm for the first time ever. And I feel fine even though there’s no sun!”

“That’s good,” Aurochs said. His brown fur flared with orange veins. “A fire will warm you from the inside. But it’s what you do when it’s outside your body that measures your worth as an udug.” He settled down to sit. “Let’s take a break.”

Nerguiin hopped down from his head and felt a pang of jealousy as Aurochs mooed in surprise and ripped one of the tree saplings from the mountain wall, then threw the whole thing down his gullet. The water lion that seemed to be leader of the lost rain formed from a pool, then sat on its haunches to observe her.

“I’m thirsty,” she said. “Let me just clean this up.”

From a nearby puddle, filthy brown water rose as a pillar and turned crystal clear as if from the purest spring. She pushed her lips into it, sucked, and drank. When she was done, the remaining pillar of water collapsed back into the puddle.

Sensation returned to her face, but her arms and legs trembled. Ever since she had gained her fire and formed her bond with the lost rain, she could no longer drink without losing strength.

A freezing wind flew past her, making her shiver before the fire in her gut could warm her. Nerguiin spent a good moment hating each and every climate of the Underworld while the wind continued to howl from the south through the passage. The blue butterfly crawled into Aurochs’ furry palm where the veins began to glow gently.

“You know,” she said, “in Uruk, I used to beg Anu for a cool breeze. Seems downright unfair to have them all here, all at once. And I don’t even feel the cold as much as a human would. Were you always cold in Kur?”

“Yes,” Aurochs said. “Ereshkigal chained my fire. I was cold like you.”

“So you can summon fire. What else can you do?”

“I can dig some trees for you to eat.”

“Thanks, but I don’t want trees. I want sun. And Miri. Wouldn’t mind a nice lamb steak and a few sausages, either.”

Aurochs took a long sniff while his fur danced in the gale that sent dust flying in the air. “There’s nothing like that nearby.”

“Thanks. Real uplifting. And Anu will you please stop blowing sand into my eyes!”

“Why do you hate the wind so?” Aurochs asked.

She chewed her lip. “Why? Well, Anu’s not been exactly listening to me. I really did try to convince him to return our rains. For twenty years in the White Temple of Uruk. I grew a bit grouchy about it when I never heard a reply. Even Nanna heard my words, and I didn’t even speak to him.”

Aurochs ripped another tree from the sloped canyon wall. “But I’ve heard you speaking to him.”

She shrugged.

“Are you sure he doesn’t listen?”

“Oi, old man!” Nerguiin shouted so her voice echoed within the dark canyon. “Can you blow from the east for a change? Thanks!”

“But you came here as his champion, did you not?” Aurochs asked.

She spat. “What? No!”

“Don’t spit. It’s rude.”

“I came here because Miri asked me. And there, by the way, is a god who spoke to me. Her and Nanna.” She shrugged at the canyon. “Things may not have gone completely according to the plan, but I already told you I screwed that up. Anu had nothing to do with it. It was my mistake.” She eyed him. “And you still haven’t told me what you plan to do in the mortal world once we make it there. What’s your plan? Go live in a city? Farm a field? What do you want to do?” She paused. “You’re going to eat the people, aren’t you?”

“I’m a bull. I eat plants.”

She narrowed her eyes.

“I do,” he mumbled, pointing at the branches and leaves in his mouth. “I don’t understand why you would expect me to eat people.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

The butterfly fluttered out from his palm and landed on his snout. His eyes focused on it. “I don’t know. First I left the chaos because…” he looked down, frowning. “Never mind that. But now I want to see what is out there. I’m told the skies of the mortal world are something to remember.”

“Well, don’t do farming. That there is back-breaking work. You’re also too big to live in a city. I suppose you could make a lot of temple tokens fighting as a mercenary. Although I suppose a human couldn’t do anything to harm you, huh? But there are gods too. Some live in the cities and run things. Well, not in Uruk, but Ur has one. You could fight Nanna. That would be entertaining.”

“I will not fight. An udug must command their flame, and Kur taught me mine drives me to violence. To know one’s fire is—”

Aurochs tilted his head to the side. The butterfly took flight and darted around his head, then landed on Nerguiin’s shoulder.

“What’s wrong?” Nerguiin asked, sitting straighter.

“Thunder.”

She searched the emptiness above. “Doesn’t seem likely. But this darkness makes no sense either, so hey, maybe you’re right. Perhaps the water we freed is showing signs of coming down as rain.”

“There it goes again.”

Weak cracks of thunder repeated about ten seconds apart, but no flashes of light suggested the weather having a tantrum any time soon. The water lion rose from a puddle next to her and looked up at the sky.

Aurochs sniffed, raising his snout high. “I think I smell something else, too. A sweet, biting fragrance. Maybe fruit?”

“Yes! We’ll follow your nose right now!”

Nerguiin hopped onto his hand, then perched atop his head and between his horns, and he trotted along while Nerguiin’s fire lit their path forward and the water lion and the waves flowed behind.

As Nerguiin’s flame shrunk in size and darkness pushed closer to them, Aurochs glanced left and right, his breath coming faster.

“Don’t be afraid,” Nerguiin said. She patted him on the head. “We’ll be fine. Just follow your nose.”

He mooed. “I don’t like the dark.”

“I’ll keep the flame burning, don’t worry. But I don’t think that’s thunder. Sounds more like someone striking the earth with a maul.”

They trotted uphill for what had to be an hour, then found themselves on an open plain of orange stone. In the distance, a golden glow rose over the darkness and revealed the silhouettes of distant mountain peaks.

“The Golden City!” Nerguiin shouted. “There it is! Behind those mountains!”

With an ear-splitting crack and roar, the ground split beneath them.

Aurochs flailed and staggered as the world shook, and Nerguiin stumbled from his head, landing on her side and banging her arm against a rock. She climbed up to her feet and saw a crack running through the ground. One half was lower than the other as though something had reached down and lifted part of the mountain up by two feet. The crack ran on until it faded into the darkness. Two weak blue light glowed in the distance, like fires in the sky. When the next thump came, the lights flickered like the shimmering of stars. Thunder cracked again, and the earth trembled.

“What is that?” Nerguiin asked. She went through a mental list ranging from blood crawlers to sentient dough and prepared herself to meet whatever manner of horrors this part of wasteland decided to throw at them. The water lion formed beside her, growling.

“Let’s go take a look,” Aurochs said. “The Golden City is not going anywhere.”

This time Nerguiin held onto his horn for her dear life before Aurochs broke to a run toward the blue lights. The thunder came stronger, and long cracks split the stony ground as though the earth were about to burst like an egg. The blue lights glowed brighter far above them as two powerful lamps hanging from the black sky, illuminating a moving mountain covered in ice.

No, she thought. That’s not a mountain.

The ice came up to the giant’s waist, which was ground level for Aurochs and Nerguiin—they appeared to be standing over a valley flooded with water that had subsequently frozen over. His head rose so high it might reach the clouds, if there were any. His arms hung from the heights like two towers, but both sank into the ice to his elbows.

Hordes of little six-legged segmented udugs crawled up and down him. For a moment Nerguiin thought the giant leaked blood from a hundred pinpricks all over his body, but the crimson light originated to the udugs’ rear carapace. The udugs clacked their powerful mandibles and cut tiny pebbles from his body, then carried their loot down into a tunnel under the ice.

“Huh,” Nerguiin said. She stood up on Aurochs’ head and held onto a horn for support. The blue butterfly took flight from her shoulder and headed over to investigate. “He’s big.”

High above, the great head turned. Made entirely of gray stone, he was naked except for a belt around his waist from which hung buckets the size of houses and an enormous paint brush. A massive beard of moss hung down to his chest. The sockets of his eyes housed two enormous sapphires that shone blue in the night like the beacons of twin lighthouses. The light focused down on Nerguiin and Aurochs. She squinted and shaded her eyes.

“Oh,” the giant said, his voice echoing with the strength to shatter mountainsides. “I’m so sorry.”

The blue light faded, and his eyes became stars on the black canvas of the sky. A dozen of the insect-udugs crawled over his face where one pinched the corner his nose with its mandibles.

“Thanks,” Nerguiin shouted up to him. “Do you need help?”

“Oh, yes!” the giant said. “These udugs have mistaken me for a mountain, and they refuse to hear reason!”

Nerguiin considered the giant’s midsection directly before them, so wide the White Temple could fit in its shade. The giant groaned, and the ice shuddered with a thunderous rumble that shook off some of the udugs in a shower of red sparks. A few cracks raced across the ice, but he remained trapped.

Nerguiin’s perspective shifted as Aurochs walked them closer to the giant. Up close, each of what she had taken to be little insects turned out to be the size of a bull. They didn’t even glance at Aurochs or Nerguiin, and marched in one line up the giant, another back down with bits of stone pinched between their mandibles.

“I wonder what they’re building with that stone,” Nerguiin said.

“Stop that!” Aurochs said, waving a hand. “You’re bothering the giant.”

The udugs walked past them.

“Hey!” Nerguiin yelled. “Stop eating him!”

The giant sighed a little tempest on them. “I’ve tried talking some sense to them. I doubt they have ears.”

Nerguiin held onto Aurochs’ horn for support and shouted up, “We’ll burn you out. This might sting a bit.”

“Fear not,” the giant said. “No normal flame can harm me, for I am made out of the mountains.”

“This isn’t a normal flame.”

She ignited into a living torch, then shot flames at the ice that had buried the giant. However, her flame brushed one of the udugs, and set it aflame. The burning ant-like thing spun at her, then formed with the rest of its kind into a protective ring around the giant’s waist and stood on their hind legs, clacking their mandibles.

“Nerguiin, stop!” Aurochs shouted, and Nerguiin killed her flame. “You’re going to burn them as well. Udugs don’t burn easily, but yours is a powerful flame.”

When her flame faded, the udugs climbed up the giant once more. Nerguiin stood on Aurochs head with her arms crossed. The light glowing through the cracks in the creatures’ abdomens had to be fire, and if there was something udugs liked, it was a bigger fire.

“This might be a bad idea,” Nerguiin said. “Get ready to run, Aurochs.”

She summoned as fierce a flame as she could, which left her standing on Aurochs furry head as an udug torch. The trail of udugs hesitated before them, then came to a stop and turned their six-eyed heads at her. One clacked its mandibles. All over the giant, heads turned their way. Those who already had pebbles let go of their bounty and streamed down-giant where they gathered into a gaping crowd of six-legged monster ants. They all clicked and clacked their mandibles, which sounded oddly like applause.

“That got their attention,” Aurochs said.

“Now how do we tell them to bother someone else?” Nerguiin asked, then cleared her throat. “Fellow udugs! You are standing on a field of ice! If it’s stone you want, tunnel down, not up! You’ll find all you need there!”

The udugs further back lost their interest in her and formed another line to the giant.

“What do we do?” Aurochs said. “They’re eating him again.”

“Oh,” the giant said. One ant-udug gnawed on the metal paint bucket hanging from his belt. “It’s not their fault. It’s this strange darkness. Without the moon or sun they must think themselves underground.”

“Hop down for a bit,” Aurochs said, and Nerguiin climbed down his neck and jumped onto the ice.

He let out a powerful moo and burst into orange light. His veins dripped lava that bit into the ice. He stomped his foot and smashed at the ground with his fist, and a deep red light burst into life beneath them. 

The ice beneath Nerguiin turned soft, and she scampered back as the ground cracked and collapsed into the maw of a miniature volcano. Aurochs hopped into the hole and walked on, lava flowing in his wake, and formed a tunnel going deeper.

“Lure them here,” Aurochs said.

Nerguiin re-ignited her own fire, and the line of udug-ants turned to follow her. As they reached the place where Aurochs’ tunnel ended, the first udug in the line angled its head at the newly-revealed brown soil.

“Go ahead!” Nerguiin said. “Dig all you want!”

The udug sunk its mandibles into the soil and picked up a boulder, then turned back up the tunnel and the next udug dug at the same spot with its legs kicking up a stream of dirt. Nerguiin and Aurochs stood watching as the line of udugs continued the tunnel bit by bit deeper underground.

“Well, that got them diverted,” Nerguiin said, looking at her hands. “What a great gift it is to have fire!”

They walked back beside the line of udugs that now seemed content to ignore them, and Aurochs lifted Nerguiin up on his head. The giant was free of udugs, who now arrived from one tunnel in the ice, swerved, and scurried down another before returning in another line with rocks pinched in their mandibles.

“That’s fixed,” Nerguiin said. “Giant fellow! We’ll try burning you out now!”

“Please do!” the giant said.

Aurochs body bulged and the veins around his fur glowed violent orange. He struck his fists on the ground and geysers of lava flowed around the giant’s waist. Nerguiin threw green flames that ate into the ice like hot knives in butter. Gesturing, she guided her flames around the giant’s waist, then burned deeper into the glacier.

The giant roared in pain. Frozen ice splinters exploded into the air. Nerguiin guided her fire lower until the giant’s mossy legs came into view. The first leg broke free, then the other, in a shower of sharp ice crystals.

As his arm broke loose, Nerguiin quenched her flames, and Aurochs’s shoulders slumped as his lava faded. The giant pushed against the ice, twisted his body, and the second arm followed in a loud crack that echoed like thunder across the frozen valley. Moaning, he thumped onto his bottom, sending Aurochs flailing for balance and Nerguiin hugging his horn with both arms. Seated, the giant’s legs reached so far to the side that his feet faded into the distance. Nerguiin wondered if he might be taller than Ereshkigal’s spire.

“Sorry!” Nerguiin shouted up at him. “We didn’t mean to hurt you!”

He guffawed, which sounded like the heavens themselves laughing. “You are my saviors! In a few months, those udugs would have eaten me alive! Oh, I have not introduced myself, have I? My name is Ralah.”

“My name is Nerguiin! And the bull is Aurochs! And the butterfly that’s somewhere around is also traveling with us.” She paused. “You’re by far the biggest person I’ve ever seen!”

“And you are the smallest I have seen,” Ralah said. “So this is an interesting day for both of us. Oh, and you have no need to shout. I can hear you fine up here.”

“That high up?”

“The wind carries your words to me. If you listen closely, the wind tells you all kind of things.”

She tilted her head and felt the breeze against her ear. “If you say so.”

“How did you come to be frozen?” Aurochs asked. He lifted his foot and stepped aside as the line of udugs decided to divert their line directly beneath his body.

Ralah sighed, a deep, moss-scented gust that made Nerguiin’s hair sway. “I was on my way to pay a visit to Ereshkigal when a great wave collapsed upon me, froze, and encased me inside. I was trapped there for a day, and all this time the udugs nibbled on me.”

Aurochs looked up. “Golden City? I thought giants were banned from entering.”

“We are. But Ereshkigal has barred Utu and Nanna from her realm, leaving us in eternal night!”

Aurochs lifted Nerguiin from his head and held her before his eyes. “This is getting serious.”

“Yeah,” Nerguiin said, scratching her nose. “If Ereshkigal is telling the other gods to stay home and freezing people who try to visit her, I’m getting the feeling she might be a bit angry.”

“Her wrath is legendary,” Aurochs agreed. “But she too will calm, in time.”

Nerguiin hopped off his hand, then called up to Ralah, “We’re also going to see Ereshkigal, so how about we travel together?”

“But of course! With you I know I’ll have good companions by my side. But where do you come from?”

“Originally? Mortal world. Currently, the Undercity.” She punched at Aurochs’ leg. “He’s from Primordial Chaos. What about you?”

“From the Mountains of Dawn,” Ralah said. “For you, they would be many footsteps to the east. It is where Utu first comes to the Underworld. That is where I do my painting.”

She observed his paint buckets, large enough she could easily build a comfortable home inside one. “Neat. What do you paint?”

“Mostly skies.”

“Yeah, I bet you have a pretty good view of them from up there. Can I see some of your work?”

“You already have.”

“Huh?”

“Look up.”

She looked at the pitch black darkness. Her mouth fell open. Aurochs, too, let out an appreciative hum.

“Are you saying—” Nerguiin stammered, “—that you are the one who paints the sky?”

“Yes,” Ralah said. “When Utu arrives, I paint blue. At night, black and white. But my greatest works are the dawn and dusk, when shades of red and violet race across the horizon. Light from Utu and Nanna is my pigment. The stars, too, I use.” He looked at the sky and sighed again. “But now I have no paint. That is why I travel to plead with Ereshkigal.”

Nerguiin fell onto her bottom, mouth open. Sokhatai and Zanyar were never going to believe her when she told them this. If she was ever able to tell them this.

“Tell us, Ralah the Painter,” Aurochs said, “what do you plan in the Golden City? Its walls are high, and guardians strong. And the god in its center has lost herself in hatred.”

“I will speak to her,” Ralah said.

“Will that suffice?”

Ralah thought for a moment. “In the Mountains of Dawn it is said: ‘A heart never created hatred; speech created hatred.’ But it is my belief speech can also quench hatred. That is why my people sent a painter, not a warrior.”

Nerguiin pursed her lips. “Will that really work?”

He shrugged mountain-sized shoulders. “That remains to be seen.”

She jumped up. “Damn.”

“Damn?” Aurochs asked. 

“Damn!” Nerguiin pointed up. “I just realized something. The sun and moon are gone, right?”

“Yes,” Ralah said.

“Gone where? Or did Ereshkigal kill them?”

“No, I doubt even she would go so far as to slay the celestial bodies.”

“So if the sun isn’t here in the Underworld, it has to be…?”

Aurochs let out a soft moo. “In the mortal world. It has to be day there.”

“An endless day. And the world is already like dry tinder ready to go up in flames. If we take too long to restore the skies, Utu’s going to burn down the whole world.”

“Oh no…” Ralah said. “This is worse than I imagined. What do we do?”

She tapped her nose. No matter what approach they took, the only solution to this problem was at the center of the Golden City. They had to convince Ereshkigal to lift the drought and restore the skies. But from what she’d seen, Ereshkigal would never do that.

Nanna wouldn’t be able to help her here. Miri was probably still stuck in Kur, and even if she had been here, could she have done anything to help in their situation? They were a stone giant, an udug, and a primordial fiend—the opposite of water.

Ralah crouched low, and as that still made him the height of ten times the ziggurat of Uruk, he lay prone on his stomach so that his head was only a small tower’s height above them. The blue sapphire eyes shone a light on her, the ice sparkled, and the ant-udugs’ carapaces glowed. The stone of Ralah’s face didn’t move when he spoke—it was sculpted to a contented neutrality that never seemed to change. “I hope my next question is not inconsiderate. It is for you, udug.”

Nerguiin raised her eyebrows. “Me?”

“I spoke of my colors, of the sun and moon and stars. But there was once a fourth color. Forged by we giants, that was. The fire of heaven.”

She summoned the fire on her palm. “Oh, this?”

Ralah nodded. “Yes. How have you come to wield our fire?”

Nerguiin swallowed. If she said the truth, what would happen? Would he get angry? Would Ralah, with his strength, force herself to give it away?

“Why?” she asked carefully.

His sapphire eyes faded. “If my question is rude, I apologize. I did not expect to see this flame again.”

She glanced at Aurochs, but he simply waited for her to continue, so she turned back to Ralah. “I killed a nishakai and took it as my own.”

“Yes,” Ralah said. “I expected as much. I feel guilty in asking this, but…”

Nerguiin’s heart beat faster. Here it comes…

“I would ask if you would have it in you to return it.”

Her shoulders sagged.

“Nerguiin,” Aurochs said. “You claimed your flame by conquest, but it is still stolen.”

“But I just got my flame!” Nerguiin said. “Do you know how long I lived without one?”

Ralah bowed his head, and his moss beard folded onto the ice. “I understand I ask much, and I will not hold it against you if you refuse.”

She summoned the flame on her other hand and watched it burn against her naked skin, not harming her in the least. As she gazed into it, her eyes unfocused and a pleasant warmth filled her, even though the flame now burned outside her body and should have left her chilly. When she first gained this flame, it felt like she had truly been warm for the first time in her life. Like she had sated a hunger that the richest food never could fill. She needed a flame.

“Can’t you giants make another?” Nerguiin asked. “You made this, right?”

“The smith who made that was our finest,” Ralah said. “He passed long before Ereshkigal’s time. No one has ever since birthed one rivaling its power.”

“What would you even do with this? You are so big—surely you have no need for a flame. But I do! I’m small and weak.” She pointed at the ants that still went on with their digging. “Look at those udugs! If I didn’t have my flame, we might not have saved you!”

“You speak the truth,” Ralah said. “But a flame of the giants combined with the might of a giant, now that is a power indeed.”

Nerguiin sat down on the ice and tilted her head against her shoulders. The green flame danced in the air before her eyes.

Aurochs thumped onto his bottom next to her. “You’ll still have me. My flame will keep you warm as well.”

She chewed her lip. “I don’t want to give it away.”

“Why?” Aurochs asked.

Why did she want a flame? What did it really do for her that she couldn’t do in other ways? Yes, with this fire she could burn things, but she could always make fire in other ways, assuming she had wood. Or oil. Or hay. Many things burned, if you tried hard enough. So why didn’t she want to lose this?

Flame madness, she thought. This is what Aurochs warned me about.

The butterfly returned from the black skies and landed on Aurochs’ head, its antennae pointed her way. She didn’t need a fire, not really. It was simply her nature as an udug, the same as a bird who wanted to fly. But there were birds that hardly ever flew, and they seemed happy enough. And hadn’t she been flameless most of her life and done fine for herself? Hadn’t she defeated the many trials in the Golden City without fire, even if she had some help?

An udug, like fire, thirsted for more. Nothing could ever sate their greed. So if she did give her flame away, what would that make her? If gods made her a flameless udug, was that to see what she would do? Would she go chasing fire like the rest of her kind, or perhaps make her own way?

“I’m not Mercy,” Nerguiin said.

“Mercy?” Ralah asked.

“The udug who stole your flame. And I’m not an edimmu that feasts on the living. I will not spread maladies or steal infants. I won’t use a stolen flame and make you worship it like Sul. But I am an udug. I can’t change that. Yet I can change some things.” She quenched the flame in a fist and looked at Ralah. “If you want me to surrender this flame, I must know what you plan to do with it.”

Ralah thought about this. “For any sacrifice there must be a reason. That is wise.”

“Not really. Several times now I’ve seen what a flame does to an udug. But what does it do to a giant?” She paused to let the words sink in and searched Ralah’s face for a reaction, but his sculpted features couldn’t change. “What will you do if I give you this fire? You said it yourself—in the hands of a giant, its power will be gigantic. What if you burn down the whole world?”

Ralah gasped. “I would never! Only once have giants unleashed our fire for war, and that is a mistake we still suffer from.”

Nerguiin examined Ralah’s sapphire eyes, then turned to Aurochs. “What do you think?”

“I see no flame madness in him,” Aurochs said. “But one can never be certain. This is your decision, Nerguiin.”

“So what is your plan with this fire, Ralah?”

“Since Utu cannot come here, we have no sun. I can lift the darkness by painting the skies with it.”

She eyed the black reaches above. Certainly it would help to see, but what benefit would that be? If they managed to reach Ereshkigal and, somehow, make her come around, there would be no need for Ralah to paint the skies with fire. She summoned the flame again and held it in her shaking hand. She pursed her lips. It felt like the fire looked at her accusingly, as if daring her to abandon it. 

“I’m sorry, but that doesn’t seem like a good reason,” Nerguiin said. “Our plan is to restore the skies. Giving my fire for just that…” she shook her head. “No. I can do so much good with my fire. I’m sorry, Ralah, but I’m going to keep this.”

Ralah nodded, a movement which with his size took good five seconds. “I understand,” he said, “and I will not force your hand. Let us proceed to the Golden City. I will carry you.”

His hand came to rest on the ice with the sound of rocks tumbling down in a landslide, each finger the width of a house. He patted the ground lightly, so softly it barely made a sound. Nerguiin couldn’t help but to admire his finesse—even a tiny misjudgment of movement would have set the earth rumbling from the impact. She walked onto his hand, and when Aurochs followed, he could have lain on it with his limbs extended and not have reached the edges.

Nerguiin gasped as the hand shot up. Her ears popped and the wind swooshed past her, and soon they stood so high they could see far into the horizon where the Golden City glowed behind a mountain range. Ralah’s eyes tinted the waters around them, as though they stood on Nanna’s shoulders to see the lands below bathed in moonlight.

Ralah took a single step, then another, each stride so long it would have taken them half an hour to cover that distance by themselves. Nerguiin laughed as the wind brought tears to her eyes. Behind them sprinted and galloped packs of water animals and waves.

“This is amazing!” Nerguiin laughed like a maniac. “With Ralah on our side, not even the Golden City can stand against us!”








CHAPTER FIFTEEN










The seven sacred lessons of the Underworld are:




1. Know the ways of the Underworld

2. Watch where you step, not where you are headed

3. Keep the interests of community in mind

4. Understand sacrifice

5. Know the limits of your own wisdom

6. Understand yourself

7. Accept




The Wanderer’s Journal, buried entrance pillar




They walked over arid bushland through the Underworld valleys of Zagros Mountains from one hill to another. All this time the lost rain from Primordial Chaos followed them as a foaming white mass. Sometimes it took the shapes of lions, other times sharks. Nerguiin stood on Ralah’s stone palm with the blue butterfly perched on her shoulder and stared into the distance where a golden hue shone through the absolute void.

Soon the tallest towers of the Golden City peeked above the landscape. Then appeared the seven rings, each glowing golden, and in total spanning six dana. From her high vantage point, Nerguiin imagined the city’s map matching the rings. But in the darkness, Ereshkigal’s spire at the center was not visible. The city’s enormous exterior walls rose high, and thousands of tall structures peeked up behind them. The first gate of the Underworld waited at a clear spot in the bushland, but no roads led to it.

Nerguiin had imagined the city would look small from Ralah’s elevated viewpoint, but she was wrong—it still looked oppressively large.

“There it is,” Aurochs said. “The Golden City.”

Ralah finished his lake-sized footstep before coming to a stop, and the water caught up with him and sloshed at his feet. For the first few dana of their journey, Nerguiin had worried the water wouldn’t keep up with them, but when they lost it stepping over a hill, it caught up to them coming down. Ralah raised the hand with Nerguiin, Aurochs, and the butterfly higher until they faced him at eye level where the wind howled so fiercely that Nerguiin’s hair flew and Aurochs’ fur danced. So as not to blind them, Ralah’s blue gem eyes shone so softly they barely appeared more than blue dots deep in the hollow caverns of his eye sockets. When the wind shifted to the east, his moss beard smelled of rain.

Beneath them the water animals galloped past Ralah’s mountain-sized feet toward the Golden City. More and more water came until it filled the bottom of the valley. Rivers fell from cliffs and rushed down passages to strike at the walls where they hugged their length around the city in a relentless assault, as though the Golden City stood on an island.

“Right,” Nerguiin said, pointing. “Zagros Mountains Underworld entrance is over there, at the base of that cliff. Let’s take the water there.”

 They were still higher than the mountain peaks, and from so far above, Zagros Mountains around the valley looked like little hills crowned with white. Under Nerguiin’s direction, Ralah walked across the hilly shrubland outside the Golden City toward an almost vertical slab of white stone, the one where months ago Zanyar claimed to have exited the Stairs of Zagros. Much as Zanyar had described, nothing lived within the shrubs.

At the base of the flat mountain face, Ralah lowered his palm down into a little cluster of cypresses whose needles shook loose in a deafening rustle and painful tearing and cracking of branches. They landed on a little path of old, cracked stones that once had formed a staircase up the hill. Further down, the water climbed up the steps with the sound of a thundering waterfall, and up ahead where the old steps ended, the Underworld entrance to the Stairs of Zagros stood as an arch of white stone. Even Aurochs could fit through, and the white stone steps that led deep down into the heart of the mountain were wide enough for him to set his feet on them with plenty of space to spare.

Nerguiin walked to the arch with hands on hips. “The Stairs of Zagros. The way home.”

Aurochs sized up the arch. “And you say we can’t enter it?”

She extended a hand at the open space between the support columns, but her hand came to a stop as she faced an invisible wall. She tried pushing against it but could no more pass through it than she could move a mountain. Aurochs poked a finger at the invisible barrier, then shoved his shoulder at it with a grunt.

“See?” Nerguiin said. “Your soul is bound to mine, so you’re also stuck here.” She tapped the red woolen mitten hung around her neck beside the blue-tinted mingsriya amulet and peeked inside ensure the incorporeal, gnarled finger of the edimmu hadn’t fallen out. “We need to remove my name from the Book of the Dead. But it’s fine—we can send the water on its way down the stairs now.”

Aurochs nodded. “And in the Primeval Sea my mother can take care of the rest.”

“Can we trust Ti’Amtum with this?”

“Yes. We’re close to her.” Aurochs closed his eyes. “I can feel her as a tremor in my bones.”

Nerguiin listened. She, too, thought she felt something like a tickle around her neck, not because of anything at the bottom of the Stairs of Zagros, but from the water behind her. Without needing to open her eyes, she felt the first waves fight their way up the hill. The water defied its natural flow and pooled upward as though something pulled them there, but Nerguiin wasn’t sure if it was Ti’Amtum.

She thought it might be her.

A water lion stood up beside her.

“I guess this is farewell,” she said to the animal. “Go on water, return home. We’ll see you later.”

The lion rubbed its head against her stomach, the touch numbing her a bit, then walked to the Stairs of Zagros.

Its head bonked against the invisible barrier.

Nerguiin blinked.

More water followed. The lion pawed at the entrance, then roared and scratched claws at it. A wave rammed against the barrier, which showered all over Nerguiin and Aurochs, but no matter how the water raged, it simply rebounded and fell down the hill.

“Um…” Nerguiin said. “What’s going on? Why is the water unable to leave?”

Ralah crouched down. “The only ones who cannot leave the Underworld are those whose names are in the Book of the Dead. Did you do something to the water?”

“I reversed my Ascension,” Nerguiin said. “And imagined my new being as my normal adult self. I said: ‘I am she who brings rain.’”

“Oh,” Aurochs said, running a hand across his snout. “I think I know what has happened. You have bonded the soul of rain much as I have bonded yours. The water won’t be able to leave any more than I can —not before we remove your name from that book.”

“What?!” Nerguiin screamed. “That wasn’t part of the plan! The whole point to bonding the water was to get it up the stairs!”

“This is bad,” Ralah said. “The water is now stuck here with us.”

“Is there a way to fix this?” Aurochs asked.

“Maybe,” Nerguiin said. “Ereshkigal cannot remove names from the Book of the Dead—that’s why she couldn’t send me away, after all—but those whose names are on its pages have the power to do so themselves. But only by wielding the finger of an edimmu. And as I’m no longer a ghost, I can’t do that.”

Aurochs rubbed his chin. “And how did you become a ghost?”

“Ereshkigal turned me into one when I visualized myself as one upon Ascension.”

“Can she do it again?”

She took a calming breath and thought for a moment. “Maybe. Yes. I think so.” She sighed. “Before we go to the Golden City, let’s plan this through.”

The water lion turned from the Stairs of Zagros and nodded. It still looked wrong to see a lion nod, as though a human soul was trapped in an animal. Ralah groaned and crouched low between the trees, causing a dozen trunks to crack and tumble over. 

“Our goal,” Nerguiin said, “is to reach Ereshkigal’s spire, where we have two tasks: to make Ereshkigal restore the movement of the celestial bodies. And—” She showed the mitten hanging from a cord, dyed blue from lapis with a crimson dot of Miri’s blood at the center. Then she unfolded the mitten to show the ghostly, gnarled finger of edimmu within, “—use this finger to remove my name, and by proxy, Aurochs’ and the water’s names from the Book of the Dead so we’re no longer trapped in the Underworld.”

She pointed at the walls of the city that glowed golden in the valley beneath them and where spires and towers rose as black shapes behind, barely visible in the darkness. “The Wanderer’s Journal says Ereshkigal once built walls ‘strong enough to stop an army of giants.’ But now that I look at Ralah, those walls don’t look that tall. They barely come up to his knees.”

“We have grown since those days,” Ralah said.

“So, with Ralah on our side, we’ll just skip over the walls and keep going. As for Pazuza in the first ring, if Ralah kicks him—not too hard, of course—I’m sure he’ll ignore us. We’ll make it to Forest Ring where I doubt the Swamp Elemental can do anything to a stone giant. That brings us to Spirit Ring, where we’ll face Dioneh, and that’s going to be the first problem. Can you fight a powerful witch, Ralah?”

Ralah sighed a cloud of moss-smelling wind. “Might I propose a different approach?”

Nerguiin shrugged. “If you have a better idea, I’m all ears.”

“Back home, in the Mountains of Dawn, it is said: ‘The good is in the hands. The evil is also in the hands.’ And my hands are very strong.”

“Yep, I’m counting on that.”

“I was considering using diplomacy. Speak to Neti, the first and final guardian, and explain the situation to him. He’ll see reason.”

“Aurochs and I are prison escapees,” Nerguiin said. “And I’m not on the best terms with Ereshkigal. And Pazuza? What of him?”

“We can talk some sense into him.”

“Uh-huh? Are you willing to bet on that? He’s the king of udugs, Ereshkigal’s most trusted lieutenant, a seasoned warrior famed for his reputation fighting malicious udugs. He commands the four winds. He throws lightning bolts. He’ll stop us no matter what we do.” She turned to Aurochs. “What about you, Aurochs? Do you think you can best Pazuza?”

He surveyed the walls. “Perhaps I could, but I will not.”

“What?”

He turned around and crouched before her so he looked down on her from a more reasonable height of nine feet, and the butterfly landed on his snout with its blue wings spread wide so the human eyes on them gazed at Nerguiin. “What Ralah says is wise. The Golden City is not a place of war, but of wisdom.”

Nerguiin frowned. “That’s not my experience.”

Was it not? She thought of their first entry to the city when Reshi had tried to teach them, but because they were in a hurry, they ignored his advice. Pazuza could have killed her, twice, but first offered counsel, then let her go. She thought of Siriwa the monkey elder who helped her build the repellent that allowed her to defeat an edimmu, then of Dioneh, the hero of Meluhha, who risked her personal safety to open the fourth gate for them when the nishakai was hunting them.

She thought of the god Nanna, who had been on their side from the beginning. Of Mamkhal who healed Sokhatai, lifted Zanyar’s curse, and offered them advice. She remembered Ninurta, the Bronze Warrior and god of justice, who stayed his spear and guided them through the City of Lesser Divines.

But what wisdom had the monstrous Warden of Prison Ring given her? Or the edimmu who feasted upon corpses? Mamkhal had given Ereshkigal the tea that ruined Nerguiin’s plans to use Reshi’s wish to return them to the mortal world with the Celestial Harp. And most foolish of them all, Ereshkigal had refused to lift the curse of drought.

Nerguiin and Aurochs were prison escapees, and Ralah was a giant whom Ereshkigal had explicitly banned from ever entering her city. Could they truly reach Ereshkigal’s spire with words alone? Never. They’d be killed for sure.

“Nerguiin,” Aurochs said. “I learned in Kur that violence only begets violence. The guardians of the Golden City are strong, and were we to assault its walls, Ereshkigal might use her powers to send us to the True Death. Is it not better to obey the ways of the Underworld, laws which Ereshkigal herself once etched in stone?”

The wind howled past her, over the walls, to the black depths in the center where Ereshkigal’s spire stood too far away to see. Nerguiin’s eyes watered. She didn’t agree with them at all. What would happen if they failed to convince even one of the guardians? She was certain she didn’t have such wisdom.

But maybe the others did.

She forced the words out through her teeth. “In Divine Ring, I learned to trust those wiser than myself. I don’t mean to say I’m dumb or anything, or that you’re smarter than I am, but maybe, maybe, just this one time, we’ll do what you suggest. And if it goes wrong, Ralah, you’re kicking that udug so hard he flies over the walls.”

Ralah laughed. “Let us hope it does not come to that. Then, to the first gate.”

________




WHILE THE WALLS only reached up to Ralah’s knees and he could have easily walked over them, he lowered himself into the golden-glowing water and settled down to wait for the gatekeeper to appear. The gate’s surface featured a mural of Ereshkigal, each of the two sides of the gate depicting one half of her body. Now that Nerguiin paid attention to it, the resemblance to the Inanna murals was easy to see. Under the black skies, the light from the walls and gate made her eyes ache.

A disheveled small boy shifted through the gate as though he had waited inside the stone and could walk through solid matter, took a splashing step, then glanced down at the water with a frown. His ragged attire, small form, and uncertain posture felt unfitting for the golden grandeur behind him. Behind Nerguiin and the others, the water rose in the form of hundreds of foam-maned lions, prepared to pounce.

“You approach the first gate of the Underworld,” Neti the Gatekeeper intoned, his voice trembling almost as much as his legs. “This is a place of gods, spirits, and the dead. You who have no right to enter Ereshkigal’s gates, turn away now.”

Nerguiin raised her chin and put hands on her hips. “My name is Nerguiin, a once-Ascended mortal who has already earned a place within these walls! With me comes Aurochs, with whom I have forged a pact in Primordial Chaos. The giant is Ralah from the Mountains of Dawn. You must let us enter, gatekeeper.” A water lion behind her roared. “Oh yeah, and the water comes too. And the butterfly.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” Neti observed Aurochs for a good moment, then he frowned at Nerguiin, and a golden highlight reflected from the water’s surface appeared in his eyes. “Aren’t you the Ascended the Mistress cast down to the Undercity for trying to rob her?”

Nerguiin held her chin high. “I’m really sorry about that.”

Neti looked up at Ralah and flicked a strand of black hair from his eyes. Ralah knelt down to bring his head closer. “Begone, giant. The Mistress wants nothing to do with your kind.”

“I have come to parley, honored Gatekeeper,” Ralah said. “There is no ill will in my visit to you. As a resident, I would call upon the hospitality of the Underworld.” He bowed his head low, but it still rose higher than the spires at the other side of the wall. “I would ask you to open the gates for us, great Neti.”

Neti pursed his lips at Aurochs. “I’m not letting in a fiend from Primordial Chaos.”

Aurochs bowed. “Once in ancient times, gods and chaos made a pact. I would invoke those ancient rights.”

“His soul is bonded to mine,” Nerguiin said. “Therefore, he too is a retired Ascended and has a right to the Golden City.”

Neti brought a hand through his hair, glanced back at the gates, then looked at everyone in turn.

“Um…” he said, lowering his voice so they all leaned closer. “Can you fix this?”

Nerguiin frowned. “What?”

“If I open the gate and you go talk to the Mistress, can you make her come around? She’s gone too far. Look at the sky! It’s all wrong!”

“We will talk to her,” Ralah assured him in whisper. “All of the Underworld suffers.”

“Promise me.”

Veins of fire glowed around Aurochs’ body. “We promise to enter her halls and restore the skies and rain. If not, treat me like a liar.”

“Fine,” Neti said louder. “You may enter, but don’t come crying back to me if Mistress decides to punish you. And I’m not speaking for the other gate guardians.”

Neti stepped aside and beckoned for them to enter. A deep rumble marked the gates moving apart, and the moment they opened a finger’s width, the water surged through and swept Neti off his feet. Nerguiin walked through first, the gates still rumbling open on either side. The water flooded into the open doors and windows, crashed against spires and palaces, and swerved into alleys and streets. Ralah stood up with a groan and took a single step over the wall, coming to stand on the golden road inside, the path that led directly from the first gate to the seventh. His paint buckets clanked together as he moved, and his paintbrush banged against a spire, sending a few bricks toppling down.

As soon as they were inside, the gates tried to slam shut, but the force of the water held them open. Animals on four feet and none, flying, swimming, and galloping, flooded through onto the streets of the Golden City, transparent as crystal. Neti cast an anxious glance in the direction of Ereshkigal’s spire, then turned back to observing as more water streamed in.

Ascended Ring opened before Nerguiin. Gemstones flush with light hung from doors and windows, which left the golden road looking like it ran between a canyon of wonderfully lit pearls. The flooded Pilgrim’s Path flickered under water as it headed left and right around the entire city. Half a dana away stood the second gate, dwarfed by the majestic temples of gold, silver, and blinding white stone. Gardens grew from the walls of the buildings, lit by the golden light from the path below and the sapphire glow of Ralah’s eyes.

Nerguiin laughed over the crash and boom of storming water. “I can’t believe it! We’re here again!”

Pazuza, the king of udugs, marched down the flooded boulevard, his head at the height of the six story palaces around him—twice Aurochs’ height—and four stone tails lifted behind him. His halberd rose high into the air where the blade glinted in the golden glow, and his eyeless dog’s head fixated on them, his mouth twisted into a sneer. The four wings beat behind him, and with each beat, gray storm clouds blossomed to the empty black skies.

“Oh,” Ralah said high above them. “Pazuza, king of udugs, we come here to—”

“Those who assault the Golden City,” Pazuza said as he approached, his deep voice filling the space between them, “this is where you will fall. And you, fiend from Primordial Chaos,” he addressed Aurochs, “thought I already taught you a lesson once. You may have gained entry to the city, but your passage to the second gate goes through me.”

“Wait!” Nerguiin shouted at Pazuza and waved her arms.

“Hold, wise udug,” Aurochs said, raising his hands in placation. “I would speak with you.”

Pazuza swung his halberd. Aurochs swatted Nerguiin aside. She plummeted into the water, and as soon as she was safely away, he planted his feet, raised his hands, and grabbed the falling halberd by its shaft so its blade stopped only a finger’s length from his horns.

“Peace,” Aurochs said, arms trembling. Despair—the first Nerguiin had ever heard from him—tinged his voice. “Do not fight me. Please.”

Pazuza lifted his halberd, and thunder cracked over the city. Lightning exploded from his fist, blinding Nerguiin and striking Aurochs. He stumbled back. Nerguiin blinked to clear the black spots in her vision.

 “Wise guardian!” Ralah shouted over the noise of their combat. Hear us out!”

Pazuza spun around. One of his stone tails struck Aurochs and threw him into a garden-topped temple, and the entire building collapsed on him in a cloud of rubble and dust. Beautifully cultivated dates, flowers, and vines rained into the rubble. A tree let out a groan and fell over, its hundred gemstone lights fallen down into the flooded golden road. 

Nerguiin took a step forward, raising her hand, but Aurochs leaped out from the debris and grabbed Pazuza by the waist, lifted him in the air, and slammed him into the golden-hued water in a loud splash and a rumble of earth. A huge three-toed foot pressed him down. Pazuza writhed, pinned against the ground so even his tails or wings couldn’t wriggle free.

“Udug,” Aurochs growled. Lava traversed his body like rivers beneath his fur, and pitch-black smoke rose from his nostrils. A vine that had clung to one of his horns burned and smoldered. “If this is how you want it, I will crush you like an insect.”

He raised his fist, and his fur turned red, then white.

The butterfly flapped around Pazuza’s head, then settled on his stone snout. Aurochs’ fist trembled and he snorted smoke. The butterfly opened and closed its wings on Pazuza’s head, its eyes locked onto Aurochs’.

Aurochs lowered his hand. The fire in his body cooled to red, then faded away. “I will let go of you now. Do not strike me.”

Pazuza’s dog maw closed, and his eyeless head faced Aurochs, still as a statue. The butterfly took flight and landed on Aurochs’ horn. Aurochs lifted his foot and stepped back, and Pazuza picked himself up and stood facing the primordial fiend, then surveyed Ralah, high above. His tails settled into the water. The thunderclouds dispersed, and his arms fell to his sides.

“I almost struck you,” Aurochs said. “And I apologize. We have entered your city not to invade you, but to plead our case.”

“Yet you come with a flood,” Pazuza pointed at the first gate that still refused to close under the might of the water flowing into the city. “Is this not Ti’Amtum’s, your mother’s, plan? To throw the sea at our city and take it over, as she once did at Meluhha?”

“The water is not mine to control, for it is my sworn companion who is its master.”

Nerguiin swallowed as Pazuza’s head turned to her. The water formed into a growling lion at her side, and she lowered a hand on its foam-mane. “Easy now.”

Pazuza angled his head, as though listening to something. “Oh, but I know your voice. It’s different now, but are you not the chosen of Inanna? The one whom I saw many months ago.”

Months, Nerguiin thought. Has it been that long?

She grabbed the amulet holding Miri’s blood and held it high by the cord.

“Yes,” Pazuza said. “So you survived, as she said you would.”

“She?” Nerguiin asked.

“Inanna spoke of the future, of a time when an udug would pass through the first gate. She bought your life at the cost of her own, to one day undo her crimes. Earlier, I let you go for the oath she spoke, but I did not think much of you.” He scooped the blade of his halberd through the water, then brought it up before his head so drops fell of its edge. “Yet here you stand. With the lost rain.”

Had Miri known all that? Did she really bring Nerguiin along to find the rain from Primordial Chaos? But why not tell her?

“I…” Nerguiin said. The wind blew past her and made her hair sway. “I just did what I had to.”

“To see the day,” Pazuza said, “when an udug commands water.”

“We’re just headed the same way.”

“Then I must not delay you.”

He thumped the butt of his halberd on the submerged golden bricks, and at the far end of the first ring where the golden walls shone, the second gate rumbled open. As soon as it parted, the water surged through to Forest Ring. It streamed past Nerguiin, returned from the alleys, and leaped out from windows. With it came boxes and barrels from empty market stands, and twigs and branches from what trees the flood had found.

“You’re letting us go?” Nerguiin asked over the sound of rushing water.

“Yes,” Pazuza said. He looked at the sky. “But first…”

“Pazuza,” Ereshkigal’s voice rang across the first ring, making Nerguiin look up and right with her shoulders hunched up to her ears. The second gate slammed shut, and the water struck it and sent a wave pouring across the golden road. “Do you intend stand against me?”

“Am I your most trusted friend?” Pazuza asked the skies.

“I thought you were,” Ereshkigal replied.

“Then trust me now.”

“I see.” The icy edge in her tone made Nerguiin swallow. “I will trust you—if they pass the true trial of Ascended Ring.”

“The trial is impossible,” Pazuza said.

“Then they will fail.”

Ereshkigal’s voice echoed, then faded.

“True trial?” Nerguiin asked. “Ascended Ring has hundreds of trials, but none of them is the true trial, right?”

“There is one now,” Pazuza sighed. He waved his halberd, and the bricks from the ruined temple began to float in the air. They navigated to their original places as though invisible masons worked at incredible speed to restore the temple. Even the vines crawled up the walls like caterpillars, and the trees stood upright and took their places back in the garden on the roof.

Ralah knelt low, one of his feet planted half way to the second gate, the other near the first one, spanning almost the length of Ascended Ring. “Then give us this trial, wise guardian.”

“Very well,” Pazuza said. “What is the sacred lesson of Ascended Ring?”

Nerguiin raised her eyebrows. “That’s easy: Know the ways of the Underworld.”

“And what are they?”

Nerguiin thought about that. There were almost two hundred lessons waiting for them around Ascended Ring, each teaching a little bit of the proper way to live. The first one just down the Pilgrim’s Path was the one about Utu’s people who turned to stone at night, then there was the long, winding maze of alleys that revealed the location of Anu’s Wandering Garden where Nerguiin first got her magic mittens.

“Uh…” Nerguiin said, then whispered. “All of them?”

“Yes,” Pazuza said. “Now Ereshkigal does not simply want the Ascended to learn the laws once, but to remember each one. That is why I said it’s impossible.”

She sighed in relief. “Oh! I thought it was going to be something difficult! Aurochs, Ralah, have a seat. This will take a while.”

Pazuza stared at her with his eyeless head. “But how could you possibly know the laws? There are—”

“One hundred and eighty-nine of them,” Nerguiin finished. “First lesson: There is a beginning, and there is an end. Second lesson: To ask for help is no weakness. Third lesson: He who travels alone, travels light. Fourth lesson: A fool carries his burden; a wise man sets it down. Fifth lesson…”








CHAPTER SIXTEEN










The test of the City of Lesser Divines in the center of the Golden City hurt me more than any trial before it. Each house resembled one I knew, each tent was like those where my parents brought me up. This trial reminded me of what I had left behind. It taught me the journey had come to an end, and I, too, would have to return to my mortality.

It taught me acceptance.
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Pazuza stood straight as Nerguiin listed every trial of Ascended Ring documented in the Wanderer’s Journal, then slouched against his halberd as she described each one without a single mistake. Aurochs sat in the water beside her with a thoughtful expression, the butterfly balancing on his horn. He played with one of the light-producing gemstones in his furry hand. Ralah waited high above them and nodded or hmm’ed as Nerguiin spoke. Somehow she suspected she might not be the only one who knew them all.

“And finally,” Nerguiin said with a croaky voice, “he who is wise walks in darkness the same as he walks in light.” She flicked a thumb over her shoulder, swallowing to moisten her throat. “That’s the fun trial just down the alley there where you walk with a blindfold. Phew! That’s all one hundred and eighty-nine lessons of Ascended Ring.”

She let her shoulders slump. Pazuza’s eyeless head observed her from the height of twenty feet now, just slightly taller than Aurochs, and his four tails rested motionless, submerged in the water on the golden road.

“What are you?” Pazuza asked. “How do you know all this?”

“I stand on the shoulders of giants,” she said, glancing at Ralah. “Figuratively. Also twenty years of imprisonment in a temple and being beaten for forgetting does wonders for one’s memory. There was this one time head priest Temmen scoured my mouth with salt if I didn’t recite the hundred oaths correctly.” She shuddered. “Sometimes I still taste the salt.”

With a sound like stones cracking, Pazuza stood straight and faced the sky. He thumped the halberd against the golden bricks in a splash of water, and a tremor ran across the city. The second gate of the Underworld rumbled open again, and as soon as the smallest crack to Forest Ring appeared, the water surged through. It galloped as four-legged animals with long necks, and behind them floated an entire empty market stand that spun in the river. Waterfalls leaped down from the doors of the palaces nearest to the golden road and from the windows of temples above, and in the stream came hundreds of little colorful lights from gemstones caught in the river.

“I didn’t believe you,” Nerguiin shouted to Ralah. “But you were right! Pazuza came around!”

“He is wise,” Ralah said. “All the guardians are.”

She pursed her lips. “You evidently haven’t met the guardian Warden in Prison Ring. But while you were right about Pazuza, I’m not sure we are going to convince Ereshkigal. You heard her just now. And you should have seen her in Kur. She’s…not well.”

Aurochs sighed. “Nerguiin is right, I’m afraid. Ralah, do you think you have the words to change Ereshkigal’s mind?”

Ralah looked to the direction of Ereshkigal’s spire, still not visible at the center of the city under the black skies. He ran a hand through his long beard. “I will try.”

Hands on her hips, Nerguiin watched the damage the water had done. Pazuza could probably fix it, but there were lots of rings left, and somehow she suspected Ereshkigal might not be sympathetic to their cause if they flooded her city.

“Listen, water,” she said, and the water lion formed up next to her. “I’d like you to wait outside the gates. It’ll be bad if you destroy the whole city on your way to the center.”

The lion let out a dangerous growl.

“I know you don’t want to, but—”

The lion roared and took a heavy step toward her.

“We can open the path up the Stairs of Zagros for you! There are many dangers waiting up ahead and it’ll be difficult to get you across all of them. And imagine how much damage we’ll cause to Spirit Ring with all those mudbrick homes.”

The lion shook his head.

Aurochs knelt beside her. “I think the water has made up its mind. It’s coming with you wherever you go.”

Nerguiin sighed. “All right then.”

The lion nodded.

Aurochs looked between the sky and Pazuza. “What will happen to you now, guardian? You have positioned yourself against Ereshkigal.”

“What the wind wills,” Pazuza replied.

Ralah knelt down, although he had to do it so his knee rested on a street further away to fit between the palaces. “Wise guardian, we thank you for your trust. We will not betray it.”

“Go,” Pazuza said.

Nerguiin nodded and turned to Ralah, waiting for him to lift them up. But Ralah’s sapphire eyes focused on the ring at the other side of the gate.

“Ralah?” Nerguiin said. “Let’s go.”

“Here you must walk on your own,” Ralah said.

“Why?”

“I’ll carry you,” Aurochs said, and lowered his hand in the water.

Nerguiin climbed onto it, and Aurochs planted her on top of his head, where the butterfly fluttered atop one horn. He broke into a trot and ran to the second gate where the water coursed through and flooded the next ring.

At the other side, leaves rustled in the wind and trees shifted under the gusts. One of the trees swayed in the newly-formed river, and a family of squirrels with yellow eyes inspected the flood from a branch. A cow with drooping hair stood in the water and munched at something submerged, and a pair of colorful birds perched on its horns. A rodent the size of a goat swam against the current, then escaped up the dark silhouette of a tree where another one bit into its fur to lift it up into safety.

“Right, of course,” Nerguiin said, rubbing her temples. “Ralah can’t exactly walk through this and not accidentally squish a hundred animals with every footstep.”

The world turned completely black.

Nerguiin gasped, and Aurochs let out a bovine moan beneath her, turning left and right so fast she fell from his head and splashed into the water.

“I’m blind!” Aurochs said. The sound of a volcano bursting through the ground came from beside him.

On all fours, Nerguiin looked at the submerged forest floor and realized she could see again. She raised her head toward Aurochs, but immediately went blind again. She frowned, waved a hand in front of her eyes, and poked at her forehead. Then she looked down again, and her vision returned, seeing the red glow of magma from Aurochs’ summoned volcano as it mixed with the water and cooled to lava stone.

“Look down,” Nerguiin said.

“Oh,” Aurochs said in relief. The red glow faded. “I can see again.”

“Look where you step,” she said, thinking aloud. “Not where you’re headed. This must be Ereshkigal’s doing. She’s enforcing the lesson on us.”

“So we can’t look up?” Aurochs said.

“That’s my guess. We have to walk through the forest, not step on anything, and find a way to open a path for Ralah.” She looked up, and the world turned black. “Oi, Ralah! Are you there?”

“I am,” his voice came from the sky. “I heard. This is a problem.”

“Can you still see the whole ring from up there?”

“I can,” Ralah said.

Nerguiin frowned at the water beneath her feet. The silver bricks of the Pilgrim’s Path shone directly beneath her and were they to follow the path around the ring, they’d have little difficulty navigating through. That must be Ereshkigal’s plan—give them no choice but to follow the silver bricks around the ring and solve all its trials, or walk in circles around the forest, blind.

But she had a giant.

“Ralah,” she said. “We’re going to need you to shine a path for us through the forest.”

“I understand. But where in this ring do you wish to go?”

She thought for a moment. “To the biggest tree you can see. If there’s anyone here who can help us get you across, it’s Siriwa the monkey elder.”

“I see it,” Ralah said.

The blue light from Ralah’s eyes narrowed until it resembled a bright thread of moonlight. It pierced the water, bent, and lit the grass to her right. She lifted a foot up from the water, her legs heavy as stones, and began to follow the path Ralah painted for them. Aurochs stomped after, but when Nerguiin tried to peek up at him, a blur filled her vision above his knees. The butterfly darted down to her and settled to ride on her shoulder.

Under Ralah’s guidance, they headed into the black forest, where songs from insects and birds contested with one another and the slushes from a hundred new rivers rang in the air. Unlike the swamp in Primordial Chaos, here the air smelled of wet moss and rain. The usual lion padded alongside Nerguiin, head lowered, walking along the surface of the water.

Almost at every bush, Aurochs ripped the vegetation off the ground and threw it into his maw. When they found a young white tree, he grabbed it with one hand to rip it up, but when birds in a nest along its branch began to chirp in alarm, he mooed and let it go.

“This is truly a paradise,” Aurochs said as he munched a mouthful of leaves, which for his size meant about a tree’s worth. “All I can eat.”

“Yeah, all you can eat,” Nerguiin said. Her stomach twisted so hard it had to be ready to climb up her throat if its mistress failed to provide for it in the next few minutes. “But there’s nothing here for me.”

A long sniff sounded from behind her. “Are you sure about that? Ralah, we’ll take a bit of a detour.”

Aurochs picked Nerguiin up and set her on his head. With loud, wet slaps, he planted his three-toed feet in the forest floor, always making sure not to crush any animal life underneath. As they went along, he searched tree branches for birds and animals, then ripped off empty ones and tossed them down his gullet.

Aurochs’ head left Nerguiin at the same level as the tree tops, so she couldn’t look anywhere but down without the world blurring or turning black. Aurochs walked so hunched over that his horns almost pointed at the water, and Nerguiin had to climb onto his shoulders, where she clutched his fur. By her estimates, the smell Aurochs trailed took them almost a quarter dana away into the forest.

A tree noticed Aurochs’ arm coming and ducked its branch low, then uprooted itself from the wet ground and scurried out in a storm of waving leaves and crunching bark.

“Does that count?” Nerguiin asked. “We aren’t allowed to eat any of the animals, but is a living tree an animal?”

“Better not test it,” Aurochs said, and turned to the side, sniffing. “Do you smell that?”

He took one more step and landed his furry foot on a sloped, dry patch of grass. Nerguiin hopped off, lost her vision when she accidentally looked up, and walked uphill for three footsteps.

A blue-glowing chest with a hide stretched over it stood on a stone pedestal with a mudbrick tablet on top of it. As Nerguiin picked up the tablet and read the text, her stomach twisted. “This is the refuge of all who grow weary. May this bounty provide you a moment to reflect on your journey, and to understand what it means not to know hunger.”

This was the reward for completing the trial of the outcasts, which spoke of the story of the wildmen of Mehr who first saw a human city in all its luster and met all its healthy denizens who had more to eat than they ever could want. For the men of the wilds, that was heaven. The Ascended who understood what a blessing it was not to know hunger would open this chest and understand that.

She lowered the tablet. Almost forcibly, her eyes landed on the chest hidden under the hide. A fragrance crept out of it. She swallowed. Her heart beat faster. Saliva gathered in her mouth.

She tore the hide off.

Vegetable rolls. Onions. Chickpeas. Pastries and jars of honey. Butter. Jugs of beer next to piles of dates and oranges.

“Hargaplah!” she drooled.

She rammed a salty roll in her mouth and swallowed the entire thing almost without chewing. She bit into a dark brown pastry filled with spiced vegetables and opened one of the honey jars, upending it directly into her mouth. Cheeks puffed, she moved her jaws up and down and commanded them to work faster. Almost choking, she swallowed. Tears ran down her cheeks. She undid one of the jugs and washed everything down with ale. She dipped her hand into a clay jar with a fruity jam and transferred it into her mouth a fistful at a time. To spice things up, she spread the jam on a pastry and chewed in utter bliss.

After she had destroyed almost all the rations, she lay on her back on the grass and smiled at the sky she couldn’t see through her blindness. Her stomach bulged like a boulder, but she didn’t care—it was the best sensation ever. She wrapped her arms around the food chest and rested her cheek against the wood. “I love you, trial.”

Since there was still some food left, she picked up the whole chest with her, although trying to straighten her back also made her risk an explosion.

“Ow. You’re going to carry me,” she told Aurochs, “and that’s not up for debate.”

With Nerguiin safely on Aurochs back, the chest held against her side, they continued to follow Ralah’s blue beam of light. But they had barely made it past the first tree into the thick bushes when the blue beam from Ralah’s eyes faded.

“Oh,” Ralah said. “I cannot see.”

“How?” Nerguiin asked. “Are you looking up?”

“Hardly. I see the streets directly beneath me, but it is as though a midnight curtain falls from the heavens and folds around Forest Ring.”

Aurochs rumbled, and veins of lava flowed beneath his fur. “Must be Ereshkigal. She knows we are going to succeed, so she is enforcing this ring’s magic on Ralah as well.”

“And he isn’t even in this ring,” Nerguiin said. “What now?”

“If we proceed without a direction, we’ll go in circles,” Aurochs said.

They stood in silence in a stream that flowed between trees. The water lion settled to rest at Aurochs’ feet, but its eyes studied Nerguiin the whole time as though making sure she wouldn’t escape when it looked away. The blue-winged butterfly landed on her nose so the human eyes stared at her up close.

Is this where we fail, then? she thought while leaning against Aurochs’ horn and looking at the intricate patterns on the butterfly’s wings. Was Ereshkigal going to win this one after all?

Ralah’s voice came from above. “How about we rest for a few hours? Nothing good comes from rushing. The mortal world will survive a day or two.”

Nerguiin sighed, but agreed with him—she’d been awake ever since the water woke her up with its rumbling in Primordial Chaos, which had to be a whole day ago. Before Aurochs lifted her down from his back, she rescued her food chest, which had tilted to the side and threatened to topple off. When her feet touched the water, her strength ebbed and the water lion stood up. The focused expression on its face looked like it was ready to snuggle her again, so Nerguiin turned her back and waded to the island where she’d stolen the chest and set her bounty on the grass.

She lay down while Aurochs thudded onto his bottom in the water. She couldn’t see anything, but she felt the butterfly land on her nose.

“You get some rest too,” she told it.

Nerguiin closed her eyes, and Aurochs began to snore with a force that shook her island. The ground trembled and thumped her back, so she rolled to her side and observed the butterfly on her nose. Occasionally a water animal formed out of the flooded forest floor, although the lion, their apparent leader, remained corporeal and at her side.

It had been a long day, and as she thought of the challenges waiting for them the next day, she was tempted to roll down the hill into the water and not get up again. The despair she had felt in Kur raised its head like a loyal hound hearing the voice of its master after a long absence. It wanted to fill her, to drive her back into the corners of her mind where she had hidden every day before meeting Miri, Sokhatai, and Zanyar. Shuddering, she let out a sigh that almost turned to a sob.

She dug through her pouch of rations and found a dry hunk of pastry, slathered it in honey, then nibbled on it while she thought.

I’m not in the temple anymore, she told herself. Temmen and the other priests can’t hurt me here. And I’m not in Kur. I have friends by my side.

The lion lay prone next to her. It budged over a bit so its side touched her.  The water numbed her and most of her remaining strength drained out.

She sighed, pastry in hand. “Listen buddy. I know you mean well, but—”

Something splashed nearby. She turned, and the butterfly abandoned her head and flew to Aurochs. She couldn’t see anything above waist level before her vision blurred. What she did see were the four long limbs of a tall creature, each leg like a black, furry branch. It waded between trees and bushes without touching them, each time lifting its legs and hesitating before setting them back down.

Almost at Nerguiin’s little island, the creature bent its long legs, and a body like a hairy black sphere lowered in front of her, hovering over the water, four skinny legs attached to its top. It had numerous eyes evenly placed around its spherical body, and a fair few of them stared at the food chest. Wind ruffled the black hair on its head.

“Hey there,” Nerguiin said. She held her piece of honeyed pastry toward the monster. “Are you hungry?”

The four legs tilted so the creature could angle its round main body close enough to touch the pastry. A long tongue poked out from under the hair and wrapped itself around the pastry, then yanked it off Nerguiin’s hand and withdrew inside the ball. Giggling, Nerguiin reached for more pastry. The creature waited, and as Nerguiin held the treat at arm’s length, the tongue emerged again, stashing the food somewhere inside its hairy body.

A series of croaks came from the monster’s general direction. Frogs crawled out from the black hair until a dozen of them stood atop the bulbous body. They croaked at the insects that buzzed nearby, then streaked out their tongues and grabbed some dinner for themselves.

“You’re neat,” Nerguiin said. She debated if she wanted to pet the thing. “You know, when I get back home, I’m going to write about my travels, about all the places I saw, about all the monsters I fed. I think I’m going to call you a swamp strider.”

The swamp strider’s tongue quested out again, and Nerguiin passed it another piece of pastry.

“Or I could call you Sokhatai,” Nerguiin said. “I have to name some monster after her. You two look alike.”

She decided she had fed the thing enough. Who knew how many days it would take before they defeated the Golden City? She would want to have some food to herself.

After it was clear no more food made itself available, the swamp strider backed away until she could no longer see it. When it was gone, she lay on the grass and found her fears eased. In peace, comforted by Aurochs’ snores, she fell asleep.

________




THEY CONTINUED TO march through Forest Ring with only the wind—which they believed to have been blowing from the south when they began this blind journey—giving them any clue to their direction, taking turns burning their fires for light. Ralah offered emotional support, but with even his eyes useless, that was all he could manage. All this time the butterfly chose to travel on Nerguiin’s head, now and again leaning down her forehead so the human eyes on its wings stared right into hers. By her side, Aurochs with Nerguiin’s food chest in hand stomped past an old oak and pushed it aside, which spooked a flock of birds to flight.

What were they going to do about Ereshkigal? Last time Nerguiin had thought herself clever enough to outwit the goddess of death, and that hubris had sent her to Kur. Even the Wanderer hadn’t managed to impress Ereshkigal, and she had to be five times as clever as Nerguiin.

Maybe not five, she decided. Twice.

While holding a steady orb of green fire in front of them, Nerguiin almost scratched her nose with a burning hand, but stopped at the last moment. That would have incinerated the butterfly. A fire like hers was a great power, but if she wasn’t mindful—if she didn’t respect it—it could also bring tragedy.

She knew everything about the Wanderer’s Journal, and with that knowledge she had found a loophole to immortality: become a ghost, steal a finger from an edimmu, and use it to write her name in the Book of the Dead. Did the journal contain something else she could use against Ereshkigal? Something the Wanderer would never think of, something clever enough to best a god?

No matter how hard she thought, she only had one answer: she needed Reshi and a second wish. A wish spirit could defy even a god. But how was that even possible? As far as she knew, the monstrous udug Warden in Prison Ring still owned him. Or perhaps Warden had already burned Reshi’s essence to create an army for himself, which would likely wait for them in Prison Ring. Besides, she needed Reshi’s wish to bring Miri back to life.

“That’s a dangerous look on your face,” Aurochs said beside her as they walked on.

“Hmm?” Nerguiin asked without turning to him.

“You look like you’re plotting the theft of a fire.”

“Just the fate of several worlds and the vanity of trying to outsmart the gods.”

“We’ll find a way.”

“How did Ti’Amtum do it? How did the Mother of Chaos force Ereshkigal and the other gods to an agreement at the dawn of time? When land mated with water.”

“I don’t know,” Aurochs admitted. “But my mother can see the future. We cannot.”

“Oh, I can see it: We’ll make it through these rings, outwit and convince the guardians one at a time, until at last we flood the center of the city, Ereshkigal looks out her window, yells a few profanities, and we’re dead. The end.”

“We were prepared to do this alone,” Aurochs said. “But now we have a giant, the wind blows at our backs, and two gate guardians have given us passage. Who knows what else will happen before we reach the tower?”

In this section of Forest Ring, the violet flowers grew so close to each other they almost formed a wall. Nerguiin finally tired of wading in the water and climbed onto Aurochs’ head, then asked him to pass her the food chest so she could snack on the fruit. While she ate, the butterfly scurried down from her forehead down to her nose.

Sighing, she looked cross-eyed at the butterfly. “You know, you’re kind of distracting standing there.”

The wing-eyes blinked.

“Anyway,” Nerguiin said, patting Aurochs on the head, “we’ve been at this for hours, and I’m pretty sure we’ve seen these violet flowers twice by now.”

“I know,” Aurochs grumbled. “We walk straight, but we keep looping back to them.”

“Hm,” Ralah said somewhere far behind them in the heavens above Ascended Ring. “How else might we solve this blindness?”

“Well,” Nerguiin said, “we could go around the ring and follow the silver Pilgrim’s Path, but that would take weeks. But that’s what Ereshkigal probably wants—make us waste time while the mortal world burns in an eternal day.”

The butterfly blinked the human eyes on its wings once.

“I suppose your eyes are blind too, huh?” Nerguiin said to the butterfly, and the eyes blinked twice.

“Who?” Aurochs asked.

“The butterfly.”

“Oh.”

She sighed, pulled the heavy wooden chest with her remaining food back as it threatened to slide off Aurochs’ head, then leaned against his horn to watch the water flow past. The Wanderer’s Journal was of no use to her with this new type of trial.

“Wait,” she thought, trying to focus her eyes on the butterfly. “Is two blinks yes or no?”

The eyes on its intricate wings narrowed.

“Are we in Forest Ring?” she asked, and the eyes blinked once. “Are you a goat?”

Two blinks.

“Wait wait wait!” she said. “Are you blind?”

Two blinks.

“You can see?!”

One blink.

“You can!”

Aurochs guffawed. “Then our little friend can guide us!”

“Will you?” Nerguiin asked with a smile. “Take us to the biggest tree you can see.”

The butterfly’s wings opened and closed a few times, then it took flight and flapped above. Nerguiin tried to follow it but lost her vision the moment her head began to angle up. The butterfly returned and danced in the air to their right, so Aurochs turned and took a splashing step to follow it.

“Why can the butterfly see?” Aurochs asked.

“I don’t know,” Nerguiin said, still smiling. “But I’m not complaining.”

“Perhaps,” Ralah said, “someone so small cannot crush those beneath them.”

The butterfly frequently disappeared from Nerguiin’s view, but always returned in a zig-zagging path, then flew in wild patterns at one side to guide Aurochs in a new direction. Under its instructions, they seemed to turn around all the time, and Nerguiin began to wonder if the butterfly was as blind as they were and just wanted to feel useful.

They no longer re-encountered the violet flowers, but rather passed through a coniferous forest where the needles scratched Nerguiin’s arm and forced her to follow behind Aurochs on the soggy ground, then through a canyon with its walls overgrown with moss and white fungus that drooped like a beard. The Wanderer’s Journal made no mention of these places, but the Wanderer hadn’t bothered to draw detailed maps for the maze-like Forest Ring.

Soon Aurochs soldiered through a patch of palm trees to the sound of a storming waterfall, and Nerguiin smiled at the soft grass under her boots. She peeked up as far as she could and noticed the water lion stepping onto a pond. It poked its snout at a frog that croaked on a lily.

“This has to be it!” Nerguiin said. “Siriwa! Monkeys! Are you here?”

The nearby palms exploded in a cacophony of shrieks and hoots. A white monkey wearing a crown of twigs, lilies, and leaves approached her from the trees, his cane pressing into the grass, leaving behind holes that closed in his wake. The butterfly perched on his head.

When Nerguiin last saw Siriwa the monkey elder, they had stood eye level. Now he came only up to her navel.

“Hello,” Nerguiin said with a smile. “Boy am I glad to see you.”

A pair of monkeys walked to stand on either side of Siriwa. They leaned close to whisper, but Siriwa’s eyes were fixated on Nerguiin.

“I’m not sure if you remember,” she said, “but we met before. I was a lot smaller then. You made me the edimmu repellent when the Waterfall Source failed to give it life. You threw it into the fire.” She nodded. “Right. Because I’m an udug, and therefore it had to be given life in fire as well.”

Siriwa gave a slow nod.

“This is Aurochs,” Nerguiin said, patting Aurochs on the leg as he stomped close. “And the big fellow all the way in Ascended Ring is Ralah.”

“Hello,” Ralah’s voice echoed in the air. “I bring greetings from the Mountains of Dawn.”

Siriwa looked up, squinting, then turned to Nerguiin and rubbed at his eyes.

“Are you being blinded too?” Aurochs asked.

Siriwa shrugged.

“Must be,” Nerguiin said. “Damn. Ereshkigal went all out with these new rules, huh? Imagine what it must be like to live here now. Anyway, Siriwa, Ralah is a giant, and he cannot cross Forest Ring without causing great loss of life. Can you help him get across somehow?”

Siriwa yawned, scratched his backside and turned to the two monkeys behind them. He made signs with his hands, and the monkeys chattered softly to one another, broke into a run, and dashed through the palms. Siriwa turned to Nerguiin and nodded.

“Thank you!” Nerguiin said. “I don’t know how, but I’m sure you’ll get Ralah across.”

Aurochs sniffed, then hummed in curiosity. “That smells good!”

A pair of monkeys arrived pulling a wagon hauling a man-sized clay bowl. Liquid sloshed over its sides as they brought the wagon to a halt. A fruity fragrance filled the air, and as Nerguiin breathed in, she felt dizzy. Siriwa closed one hand in a fist, then opened it to reveal a porcelain cup.

“Oh,” Nerguiin said. “Right. Last time I was here, I couldn’t partake of your alcohol.”

Siriwa pointed at the bowl on the carriage, and Nerguiin climbed onto the wagon with the cup in hand. The liquid was milky white with ground spices swimming all through, and as she breathed in the fumes, her nose burned.

She took a sip of the liquid and her tongue almost bent into a knot. The liquor combined the sweet and sour taste of a dozen fruits at the same time, and burned as it went down, but turned into a pleasant warmth like a fire in her gut.

“I, that, uh…” she tried, then chucked the rest of the drink down. “Good!”

Instead of giving Aurochs a cup, Siriwa waved his hand absently at the bowl. Aurochs grabbed it and raised it somewhere above where Nerguiin couldn’t see. She heard three loud gulps, and a few drops of the milky liquid dripped to the ground. Nerguiin was tempted to go drink up the spills, but the water lion beat her to it.

“I…” Aurochs said, and a shiver ran across his fur. “This is...I mean….”

“Yeah,” Nerguiin said. “Can’t believe I missed out on that last time.” She turned to Siriwa and bowed deep. “Thank you for your gift.”

The earth shook. The monkey king looked up into the darkness.

Nerguiin followed his gaze upwards, to the level where her vision stopped. “Ralah, talk to us. What’s happening?”

“I have taken a single step,” Ralah said. “Below me, a monkey is atop a tree waving two torches. Others are herding those walking trees aside to create new clearings. With their help, I will cross in no time!”

“Great!” Nerguiin said, then addressed Siriwa. “Can you take us to the next gate?”

________




AS THEY APPROACHED the gate, Forest Ring’s blindness-inducing powers ceased, and they could once again see normally. The golden wall between Forest Ring and Spirit Ring made the world visible without Nerguiin needing to depend on her fire. On the tree closest to the clearing by the third gate of the Underworld, a monkey stood with its back to them, holding a torch in each hand and waving them slowly to guide Ralah. The butterfly chose to travel on Siriwa’s crown of twigs and flowers, and Nerguiin could swear Siriwa’s lips moved in whispers and the butterfly’s eyes blinked replies.

The swamp elemental, the third guardian, grew on the gate, latching on to the porous stone with barbs and spikes, its bulbous, toothy maw grasping from its middle, dripping violet goo. The terrain before the gate formed a submerged maze of slimy barbed roots and icky, weeping branches, and the monkeys that hung from the highest nearby trees avoided those trees that had been invaded by the violet-streaked, gooey limbs of the gate guardian.

Ralah took his final footstep as the monkeys herded aside the walking trees directly in front of the gate, and he crouched low and leaned closer to the gate guardian. His moss beard touched the corner of the bulbous mouth, and the elemental twisted its slimy entry hole shut, then opened it again as it found no prey trapped inside.

“Greetings,” Ralah said. “We are on an important journey to have an audience with your mistress Ereshkigal. May we have passage, wise guardian?”

Violet goo dripped from the edges of the maw.

“You’re talking to a plant,” Nerguiin said. “Last time we tricked it with fake rain, but now we’ve flooded the whole ring, so clearly water’s not the solution. I think we’re better off just stepping over the wall.”

“No,” Ralah insisted. “The gate must open.”

“We can’t convince this creature. It has no ears. Can you see how it has attached itself to the gate? I don’t think it’s going to budge.”

Either Aurochs or Nerguiin could destroy it with flame, and without its guardian, the gate would likely open. But intelligent or not, she didn’t want to burn it. She followed one of the four main tentacles that pushed up from the ground, wound their way across the gate, and finally to the central mass below the maw, where she found a round, furry core wider across than her arms could reach. There, high above, under all the brambles, four long, jointed tentacle-legs connected to the base body.

“I think it’s a swamp strider,” she said. “A really big one.” The small ones had moved around freely. Maybe as adults they were immobile like this one.

Smoke rose from Aurochs nostrils. “We need to get through the gate, and this thing is in the way. I don’t like it either, but there is a simple answer to this. We need not destroy it, only drive it elsewhere.”

“But I feel bad for it. It’s just growing there. Probably doesn’t even know it’s a gate guardian.”

“If the gate doesn’t open, we can’t proceed,” Aurochs said. “Unless Ralah lifts us over.”

“No,” Ralah said. “I will not intrude on the next ring if the gate remains closed. Ereshkigal’s laws must permit us through.”

Nerguiin shook her head. “I have a different idea. Ralah, give me a hand.”

He turned his blue gem eyes to her.

“Literally,” Nerguiin said. “I have need of your hand.”

“Oh,” Ralah said, then lowered his palm over the waters without touching the vulnerable submerged brambles and plants. Nerguiin held her food chest under one arm, jumped from Aurochs’ back to Ralah’s hand, and checked what remained of her food: one pastry, half a jug of honey, three vegetable-filled fried rolls, and a few loose dates and fruits.

She chewed her lip, decided to eat just one more date, then spat the pit out and walked across Ralah’s hand to the tip of his finger. That took her to the base of the gate guardian, so close its mouth drooped over her head. She raised the chest high with both hands and waved it under the adult strider’s mouth.

“What are you doing?” Aurochs asked.

The maw twisted shut and angled down toward the food chest, but Nerguiin ducked low and backed away on Ralah’s finger before the creature could eat the food. The maw followed the chest, and as Nerguiin looked closely, she found the part of the swamp strider’s body where twelve eyes stared at the food.

“Come get it!” she said. “Here, swampy!”

“I thought you said it cannot hear words,” Aurochs said.

“Shut up. Ralah, move me to the side. We’re going to make it grow on the wall over there to free the gate.”

“I see,” Ralah said. “Clever.”

Aurochs hummed. “An udug’s cunning.”

As Ralah slid his hand to the side and Nerguiin held the food chest up with both hands, the swamp strider on the gate’s surface pulled its barbs off with a squishy crunch, then scampered sideways onto the golden wall beside the gate. One of its many submerged branches retreated, sliding over to attach itself to the wall. Soon the first of its poisonous tentacles on the ground followed and shifted, and the flooded forest floor before the gate was free to walk through.

As the swamp strider fully broke itself off the gate and began to scurry to the side, it resembled the juvenile one Nerguiin had seen earlier: There were the four limbs that now searched the golden-glowing wall for places to anchor, and the spherical body followed her like an arrow pointed at the food chest. One limb at a time, it pulled away from the gate, then inched along the wall, following Nerguiin’s bait until the entire third gate was free of its poisonous limbs.

When they were perhaps three times its body length away from the gate, Nerguiin offered the food chest at the maw, and a giant tongue whipped out and wrapped around the chest, pulling the whole thing into the gaping mouth, which then twisted shut with a loud chomp.

“Enjoy!” Nerguiin said. “There. The gate guardian has given us passage, and we have very literally watched where we step.”

But the gate remained shut.

“Uh,” she said. “Open up. We would enter Spirit Ring.”

Siriwa, the butterfly still on his head, waded in the knee-deep water, stepped over the brambled roots, and walked straight through a violet, poisonous bush whose leaves drew back from touching his gray fur. His cane sank into a dry patch of grass, and as he passed, the hole it made closed neatly. He stopped at the base of the gate with his white eyebrows raised. There he dug his ear and smacked his lips. The yellow eyes glanced at Nerguiin, then at the closed gate. He stuck out his tongue at it.

“Wait a moment,” Nerguiin said. “Siriwa, are you—”

The gate rumbled open, and the water surged through the tiniest crack as a tall wave.

“You’re the gate guardian!” she laughed. “Not the swamp strider!”

The gate paused with only a narrow slit in its center. Siriwa cocked his head. A water lion formed beside him, stood on two legs, and began to pry at the two halves of the gate.

“Siriwa,” Ereshkigal’s voice boomed over the forest. “You will not open this gate.”

The old monkey king showed his tongue at the sky, and the gate rumbled once more, grinding open an inch at a time.

“If you open this gate,” Ereshkigal voice rang from the skies, “you do so against my command. Are you willing to face the consequences?”

Siriwa shrugged, and the gate opened in full, allowing the water to flow freely through to the other side.

“Thank you!” Nerguiin said to him. “I won’t forget this!”

Siriwa gestured at the gate.

“You are most wise, Siriwa,” Ralah said. “Let us proceed, then.”

Above the foaming waters, the butterfly took flight, made a circle of Nerguiin’s head, then Aurochs, executed a lap of Ralah’s finger, then settled back to Siriwa’s head and remained there.

“Butterfly?” Aurochs asked. “Are you not coming with us?”

Its eyes blinked twice.

“Are you sure?” Nerguiin said. “You’ve been a big help, and there’s plenty of exciting places left to see.”

The eyes blinked once.

Nerguiin’s heart ached. “Oh…”

“You’ve come a long way,” Aurochs said, reaching out a furry finger to touch the butterfly. “We wouldn’t have made it without your help. Thank you.”

Ralah’s blue-glowing eyes focused on the butterfly. “I, too, offer my gratitude for your guidance, little one.”

Nerguiin sighed. “If you’re ever in the mortal world, come say hello, all right?”

The eyes blinked once.








CHAPTER SEVENTEEN










Once upon a time a hundred curses preyed upon all living in the mortal world. Only when seven gods joined forces were the curses defeated. Unable to destroy them, Ereshkigal accepted the duty of watching over them, hoping that one day even a curse may grow wise.
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Nerguiin hopped off Ralah’s hand and waded to the gate while trying to keep her balance in the water that numbed her lower body. Aurochs followed her while Ralah stepped over the walls and placed his foot someplace large enough to accommodate it.

On the other side of the gate, someone had built a barrier of shaped mud at the sides of the golden road. It rose as a flood break almost as tall as Nerguiin herself and protected the homes on both sides of the path. A snake on the back of a tiny elephant observed the water’s flow from the flat roof of their mudbrick house. On the next roof waited statues of human heads with moving eyes. Ghost mongooses occupied the next, then a whole miniature forest of cedars.

Wherever she looked, she found the denizens of Spirit Ring already well-prepared for the flood. The most cautious of the spirits had moved their furniture to the roof and brought food and drink with them. The water followed the path already clearly made for it and hurried on to the seemingly tiny next gate, barely visible half a dana away in the golden-glowing wall.

Aurochs splashed after her and eyed the gathered spirits with interest. “Did they know we were coming?”

“They must have,” Nerguiin said, glancing over her shoulder. The gate tried to close, but now a water elephant lodged itself between the two sides. “Let’s keep going. Somehow I feel we’re about to meet the one responsible.”

She rode on Aurochs’ head past the mudbrick houses and their tenants. At both sides, silent watchers observed Nerguiin and Aurochs, but she couldn’t tell if their expressions conveyed fear or hope. Far above, Ralah’s blue eyes searched the streets below before he stepped so softly his foot could have been a gliding leaf. Warm orange fires appeared from the windows of the thousands of homes built throughout Spirit Ring, giving the otherwise black world a cozy feel.

They reached the wood-paneled Ninkasi’s Plaza at the halfway point between the two gates. From atop Aurochs’ head, Nerguiin peered over the flood barrier as Ralah slowly and carefully navigated the many marketplaces and open venues until he finally tested his weight on the cypress planks of the plaza. When they groaned and threatened to crack, he chose to rest his weight on the black bitumen road that circumnavigated the ring. His stone foot blocked the entire road.

“This is good!” Ralah said excitedly. “Imagine the damage this flood would have caused to these spirits’ homes!”

Aurochs let out a low moo. “But it did not save Ascended Ring. We flooded that.”

“No one lives there,” Nerguiin said, leaning against his horn. “I did worse damage to it last time I was here, and Pazuza fixed it in no time, so I’m sure it’s fine.”

“And—” Ereshkigal’s voice said next to them, “—what damage do you intend to do in the next rings?”

They all spun to face the sound but found no one there. The water flowed past them in a canal of hardened mud. Upon hearing Ereshkigal’s voice, the wisest of the spirits on the roofs of the two-story houses scampered away and withdrew into hiding.

“Uh,” Nerguiin stammered. “Great Ereshkigal, I apologize on the water’s behalf if it has harmed your city. As I’m sure you know, we’re here for a good reason. We need to request an audience with you, but since you’re already here—”

“My. City.” Ereshkigal said. Unlike in the two rings before where her voice came from the sky, now it came from a single point over the flood barrier, as though she stood watching from a perch on Aurochs’ head. “You have ruined it.”

“The next ring is Prison Ring,” Nerguiin said. “It’s already damaged. Surely we can’t harm it any further. The water can join its cousin for a while in the many canals before the fifth gate.”

The voice remained silent for a moment. Aurochs looked this way and that, and Nerguiin turned to follow his gaze. Ralah crouched low to peer at the flood barrier up close. His blue-glowing eyes narrowed to slits.

Ereshkigal laughed. “Then it is Divine Ring that will defeat you. You have no way to cross its canyons. The water will fall back to Kur where it will stay imprisoned forever.”

Nerguiin’s fire burned inside her. She ground her teeth. Her eyes opened wide. She almost screamed at Ereshkigal.

But she didn’t. Breathing through her nose in deep, angry puffs, she thought on her words. Why had Ereshkigal given up challenging her on Prison Ring so easily? Even Nerguiin herself could spot one or two problems with her argument, so surely a god would have found a way to catch her in some fallacy.

“Death god,” Aurochs said, kneeling low in the water and facing the origin of the voice. “We have traveled far and faced hardship. This water must return to the mortal world. If you have the power to do so, then help us.”

“Never!” Ereshkigal shouted. “Not a single drop will escape Divine Ring! You, primordial fiend, your mother is far away in the Primeval Sea and holds no power here. You, giant who paints the sky, even you cannot carry a lake on your shoulders! And a flameless udug! What power have you over water?”

Nerguiin grimaced, and the fire in her gut burned with fury. She almost punched the empty air. Instead, she slid down from Aurochs’ neck, hopped off his back, and splashed into the waist-high water between the flood breaks.

She reached a trembling hand to the side. “Water. Form up.”

Obediently, a water lion formed under her hand, and she rested her hand on its mane. Her fingers went numb.

“Move out of that spot.”

The lion let out a low growl, then stepped aside. The golden bricks dried up, surrounded by a little wall of water.

“Flow past Aurochs without touching him.”

The water parted into foaming streams to avoid Aurochs as though he were a stone in a river.

“Water,” she said. “When we get to Divine Ring, you will follow all my instructions. Not a drop will fall from the islands as we cross the ring. I will guide each mina to the center! I promise this to the wind!”

The water lion roared. Aurochs hummed in approval, and above, Ralah laughed so loud it made the city shake in its foundations.

And Ereshkigal remained silent.

“Well?” Nerguiin demanded. “Taunt me! Try and tell me I can’t command water!”

The air shimmered, and Dioneh the witch appeared on the flood barrier where the voice had come from. She stared down at Nerguiin with her mouth open, her fully white eyes alight. Her long black hair swayed in the southern wind.

“It’s true,” she said, shaking her head. She hopped down from the barrier, and her black dress hung limp from the weight of water. “An udug who commands water.”

“That was you!?” Nerguiin screamed.

“Sorry.”

Nerguiin let out something halfway between a laugh and a cry and collapsed against Aurochs’ leg. “I thought I was dead!”

“Why do this?” Aurochs asked. “It’s a cruel trick, gate guardian.”

“I wasn’t sure you weren’t a threat.” Dioneh pointed in the direction of the next gate. “Ereshkigal once said: ‘To you, my gate guardian, I give the long years needed to serve me. I give you the power to open my gates to those you deem worthy or close them to those undeserving. And finally, I give you the right to speak with my voice to those who seek your wisdom.’” She smiled. “So, I simply spoke with her voice.”

And not a half-bad impression, Nerguiin thought.

Ralah leaned low, his head still as high as the golden walls, although his moss beard came low enough almost to brush the tallest structures. “Greetings, Dioneh of Meluhha. It has been long since you last visited the Mountains of Dawn.”

She looked up at him. “Good to see you too, Ralah the Painter. But you know you shouldn’t have come.”

His eyes glowed bright blue, and for the first time since Nerguiin met him, she heard the faintest hint of anger in his voice. “I do know, and I came regardless. Utu and Nanna knock upon the barriers of the Underworld. Ereshkigal must grant them passage. All of the Underworld suffers while this never-ending night goes on.”

Dioneh pursed her lips. On the nearest roof, three goats peeked down at them, lit by the warm light from a window in the house beside them. One of the mudbrick houses shifted subtly, clearly trying to appear inconspicuous, while a pair of monkeys spied out from behind the curtains.

“Great witch,” Ralah said. “Surely in all these years you have not lost your eyes? Do you not see the sky?”

Dioneh sighed. “I see it. I thought the gods would come around with Inanna’s death, but they did not. If we don’t do something, all worlds will suffer the fate of Meluhha.”

“Then I hope we can trust you to open the gate?”

“Perhaps. But first, Painter of Skies, I know you to be the wisest of all giants.”

Ralah bowed his head. “It means much for me to hear you, the great gatekeeper of Spirit Ring, say so.”

“But are the ones who travel with you wise?”

“They are,” Ralah said.

“Do you vouch for them on the honor of the giants?”

“I do.”

Dioneh turned her white-glowing eyes to Nerguiin. The intensity of her glare made Nerguiin clutch onto the fur on Aurochs’ leg. “And you, Nerguiin, if I let you through, to what end will that be?”

“To return the rains to the mortal world,” Nerguiin said. “And to restore the celestial bodies to their rightful place. If we’re stuck in eternal night, Utu must be stuck in the mortal world. And that must mean the lands there are cooking in an eternal day. There’s already a drought there. What must it be like without a night to provide any relief from Utu’s radiance? We must speak with Ereshkigal.”

“And is that all?”

Nerguiin swallowed, and under the harsh, knowing intensity of Dioneh’s white-eyed stare, she wanted to hide further behind Aurochs’ legs.

“No,” she admitted. She grabbed one of the ghost-proof mittens she had tethered with vine cord around her neck and opened it enough to show the gnarled, translucent finger of an edimmu. “I need to remove my name from the Book of the Dead.”

“Ralah says you’re wise,” Dioneh said. “Yet here you stand, having killed and mutilated an edimmu, one of the denizens of Spirit Ring.”

She chewed her cheek. Technically it was Zanyar who killed the edimmu, but she didn’t say that.

“You have killed an udug,” Dioneh said, “and think to return to the mortal world yourself. How is that fair?”

Two solid replies popped to her mind, and her mouth was already open ready to spew out the more clever one. However, after consideration, she closed her mouth. A slight elevation of Dioneh’s brow suggested she may have just given the wisest response.

Instead, Nerguiin turned to Aurochs. “What would you say, Aurochs? How is it fair that I live while the edimmu is dead?”

“It’s not,” he said.

“So what can I do?”

“An edimmu…” he said, running a hand across his snout. “That is the corpse udug, is it not?”

She nodded.

“They exist when corpses aren’t buried properly. How did you manage to kill one?”

“I buried the corpses and it evaporated into thin air. Well, Zanyar buried the final bone, but that was sort of my fault.”

He bent his already hunched back lower and pointed at the red mitten with the finger inside it. “You say you have killed the edimmu, which has no solid body. Yet here you have one part of it left. I don’t think this edimmu is quite dead.”

She frowned. “But we killed it. Zanyar was punished for it.”

“How can the finger exist when the rest of the spirit has evaporated?”

Think, she told herself. What does it even mean for an edimmu to die? It’s a bloody ghost.

A giant water otter the size of a house clawed at the next gate far away and turned to look back at her as though urging her to hurry. Nerguiin examined Dioneh, but couldn’t find a clue as to what the powerful witch expected of her. Dioneh considered Aurochs, then Nerguiin. She could almost see a judgment forming in the guardian’s mind.

But would Dioneh truly send her away because of this? She had to know that the water needed to move on. But the water didn’t truly need her, did it? If she asked it nicely, Ralah and Aurochs could probably help it flow on—her own survival wasn’t required for the mortal world’s salvation.

“I don’t know,” she admitted. “Ralah, give me your wisdom.”

“I would,” Ralah said. “But now is not the time or place for me to do so.”

Dioneh nodded at him. Nerguiin narrowed her eyes as she imagined the wall that documented edimmus and other exotic udugs. Was there something she had missed? No, she remembered every word. But had she found something on her own during her times in the Underworld? Perhaps something in Kur? Or Primordial Chaos? She wanted to pull her hair and groan, but refused to do so under Dioneh’s all-knowing gaze.

“Perhaps I will let the others go,” Dioneh said, “but I cannot let anyone proceed who lacks sufficient wisdom.”

A jolt twisted in Nerguiin’s stomach and the hair at the back of her neck stood up. She couldn’t fail here. Not now.

Dioneh nodded at Ralah. “Painter, I will open the gate for you. Aurochs from Primordial Chaos, you may choose to go or stay. But Nerguiin must stay until she knows why I cannot let her through.”

“Look!” Nerguiin snapped. “I’m trying to demonstrate I have learned the seven lessons!” She lifted her foot and looked at the water before setting it down again. “I’m watching where I step! I’m not stumbling from decision to decision without planning! See? I know the laws of the Underworld, and I follow them! I…” she stammered, then spun to face Ereshkigal’s spire. “Shit!”

“What?” Aurochs asked in alarm. He looked at the spire with smoke rising from his nostrils. Veins of orange lava blossomed to life across his body.

The seven sacred lessons, Nerguiin thought. The laws of the Underworld. Laws which Ereshkigal herself enforces.

She uttered a laugh that continued so long she had to bend, hands on knees, to catch her breath. She forced herself to take a slow, deep breath, then waded back and forth in the water, tapping her nose. A water lion formed next to her and marched apace.

“She’s doing that thing,” Aurochs said.

“What thing?” Ralah asked.

The seven sacred lesson, Nerguiin thought. Ereshkigal’s own laws. The holiest rules of the Underworld.

“Know the ways of the Underworld,” Nerguiin mumbled to herself. “Watch where you step. Mm, yes. Keep the best interests of the community in mind, Definitely. Understand sacrifice. Yep. Limits of wisdom, yeah, absolutely…” She grinned so widely at Aurochs he actually stepped back. “Goat’s ass!”

“What?” Aurochs asked with a hint of panic.

“Anu’s southern wind!”

Dioneh frowned at her.

“This may be the most pretentious, self-indulgent, and foolish thing I’ve ever said. But.” She pointed at Ereshkigal’s spire. “I think I can manage it. I can succeed where the Wanderer failed. I think I might be able to outwit Ereshkigal. I know it’s mighty vain to think myself cleverer than a god, but she doesn’t leave me much choice.”

“Outwit a god?” Dioneh asked. “But how?”

“If I said it aloud, she might hear,” Nerguiin said. “So I’ll have to keep it to myself. So, Dioneh, sorry, but we’ll have to go, because I know this will work.”

Dioneh sighed. “You have not answered my question. How can you think to remove your name from the Book of the Dead after killing an edimmu? You—”

Nerguiin waved a hand dismissively. “Oh that. Aurochs is right—the edimmu’s not dead. Give me a moment.”

Dioneh raised her eyebrows, but Nerguiin had already splashed across the flooded cypress planks toward the mud barrier, then scaled it and hopped down to the other side. Safely on solid dry wood, she marched past the two houses, one trembling, where she once saw a man with his long beard acting as a clothesline, but where now she only found two bats shying away into their homes as though she were the next nishakai out to burn the accused. She walked into the alley between mudbrick houses where one window still showed the same slimes creeping up ice pillars that she had seen the first time she was here. There was the eternally burning house with a cloud of thick, black smoke, which glowed faintly blue from Ralah’s eyes high above, lighting her passage.

The alley opened onto an open space where the houses were built at a respectable distance on the far side of the field of grass that had once been dead, but which now grew healthy green. Last time she had been through here, a sinister feeling filled the air and urged her to escape. But now the edimmu was destroyed, its ziggurat abandoned, and the gates of its temple listed on their hinges.

She passed through the gates onto the mudbrick stairs and took them to the top. There she stood on the little flat roof that overlooked a square pit with dirt mounds all over it, the walls painted red with dried blood. The giant’s skeleton that once acted as the edimmu’s vessel sat motionless, his head angled slightly back, as if he looked at the black, starless sky with hollow eye sockets and couldn’t quite comprehend what he saw.

All the way back at the flooded plaza, Ralah watched her and cast the edimmu’s temple in blue light. Nerguiin closed her eyes and smelled the wind. It gusted from the south, as it always did these days.

“Ralah!” Nerguiin shouted, opening her eyes. “Could you lift me down there?”

He reached his stone hand over the houses until it covered the pit. Carefully, he lowered his hand and angled his finger, the only part that fit into the temple, so she could slide down to the dirt below. Above her, the walls of the edimmu pit rose high, the only possible way of escape being Ralah’s extended finger that acted as a ramp.

She clutched the mitten that held the edimmu’s finger.

This better work, she thought and started to dig into the earth.

She found a human’s leg bone, then a skull and an arm. The next mound revealed nothing, so she tried elsewhere. Mud and dirt caught between her fingernails. Soon, an old, familiar stench of rot returned, first like the wind taking the wrong turn and reeling back from a bad part of town, then as murky, still dampness that reeked of foul things left unburied. She refused to gag.

The first curious rat blinked at her work from the edges of the pit above, and soon two more stood wiggling their whiskers. One leaped onto Ralah’s finger and skittered down its length to gnaw on one half of a ribcage. The others found their courage as well and returned to the pit where they began to search the soil and bite into the bones.

Nerguiin untied the vine knot and looked into the mitten. The translucent, gnarled finger was still safely inside.

“I took something from you,” Nerguiin said. “It was not my right to do so. So now I return it.”

She upended the mitten and let the finger fall into the soil. It sank into the ground and disappeared.

A mirage-like shimmer appeared before her, and Nerguiin let her shoulders slump in relief. It floated on the wind, reached a translucent arm toward the spot where the finger fell, then merged into a hazy mass in the form of a human. Two sapphire eyes opened, and its mouth let out a hiss of satisfaction that grew louder and louder until it became a screech that echoed across the city.

The two eyes turned to her, and Nerguiin realized her mistake.

She wasn’t a ghost anymore.

She had given life to an edimmu, granted it back its full power, and done so without any means of protecting herself. She hadn’t prepared a spirit to counter the edimmu’s life-sucking powers. She didn’t even have Reshi to protect her.

If the edimmu wanted, it could easily kill her.

It opened its mouth, and a violet mist seeped out. Nerguiin held her breath and took a step back. She turned to Ralah’s finger, ran toward it, but the violet mist floated to block her in the shape of an arm with long claws. She turned, but the vapor spiraled all around her. Of the edimmu itself there was no sight.

“Listen,” Nerguiin said, hoping her voice sounded stronger than she thought. “I stole from you. Yes, I admit it. And now I have returned your finger.”

The violet mists closed in. Now they floated even above her and blocked the sky. The air smelled so strongly of death she was sure the next breath would end her life.

“Olgurra,” she said, recalling the edimmu’s name. “Remember me? When I last came here, I was a ghost too. You shared your food with me.”

The violet mist came closer. It brushed her boots. Her hair whipped about in the twisting winds.

“I have no excuses,” she said while trying to stand as straight as she could to not touch the mists all around her. “I committed a crime. But if you kill me now, all will die in the mortal world. You will feast like never before. But once all are dead, and all are eaten, you will starve. Your only choice is to let me go and restore the skies and rain.”

She took a final, deep breath and pressed her chin against her throat just as the fumes touched her skin. 

And dissipated.

She held her breath and peeked left and right, but found nothing save rats still gnawing on the bones. Ralah wiggled his finger, and she ran to it and began to climb out.

“Be seeing you, sister,” a wind-like whisper came next to her ear. She turned to see two eyes in the air before they too faded.

A shudder went through her.

Ralah picked her up from the pit. Clinging onto his hand, she took the first panicked breath while he lifted her back to the center of Spirit Ring where Dioneh sat on the flood barrier with her legs dangling in the air and Aurochs still stood in the water. She hopped down into the water where she finally collapsed onto her knees.

“Nerguiin?” Aurochs asked. “Are you hurt?”

“No…” she whispered. Her heart raced so fast she thought it burst through her chest. “Give me a moment, all right? Shit, but that was close.”

The water lion formed next to her and slapped her back with a paw, which made her feel both better and worse, considering her entire torso went numb. She sighed, then looked up at Dioneh who gazed down at her from the top of the flood barrier.

“My gift to the city,” Nerguiin said, standing up, “is to bring life to the edimmu. I returned the finger I stole, and with that, my only way of removing my own name from the Book of the Dead. I have made amends for the crime of murder. I hope that suffices.”

Dioneh nodded. “It does.”

Aurochs hummed. “Does this mean you’ll open the gates for us?”

Dioneh turned to the next gate. It rumbled open, and the water surged through. A mist formed itself around the gate.

“You too, Dioneh?” Ereshkigal’s voice echoed from the sky, causing all of them to jump. The gate came to stop only halfway open.

Dioneh pressed her lips tight. “Yes, Mistress, me too. Would you hear my wisdom?”

“Your wisdom?” Ereshkigal asked. “Who are you to rebel against me, then seek to advise me?”

“The hero of Meluhha,” Dioneh said. “The guardian of Spirit Ring. And your trusted friend.” She looked at the sky. “Is that not enough?”

The voice didn’t reply, and Dioneh made a gesture with her hand at the gate, sending it sliding open.

Nerguiin smiled and clambered up Aurochs’ leg and back onto his head.

“A moment,” Dioneh said from the flood barrier. “First you convinced Pazuza, then Siriwa, and now me. But what is your plan for the monstrous Warden of Prison Ring? How do you convince an udug who has harnessed the essence of a primordial spirit?”

Nerguiin rubbed her temples. Right, I gave Warden Reshi’s spirit and a fire that births udugs.

Past Nerguiin, she decided, could have caused a tiny bit less trouble for her.

“In Prison Ring,” Nerguiin said, “I’m afraid wisdom won’t be the answer. Aurochs, Ralah, you may have to help me kill Warden.”

Aurochs considered this, then nodded. Nerguiin wrapped her arm around his horn to keep from falling off. Ralah ran a hand down his beard once, then twice, each motion taking many seconds.

“Dioneh of Meluhha,” Ralah said, “what do you advise us regarding this Warden?”

“My advice to you is this, wise Seekers: Proceed through the gate and bring an end to this night.”
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They stepped through the mists by the gate into sweltering heat and smog that made Nerguiin’s skin wet, and as one, she and Aurochs broke into hacking coughs.

Where once flowed canals between hints of past beauty, now a lifeless desert reached all the way to the next wall. Here and there the roof of an old building poked up from the red sand. A half-buried statue stood at an angle, broken and forgotten, and right beside them at the gate, the remains of a boat lay in splinters.

Of the canals that once flowed here, there was no sign. In their place on the sands stood an army of udugs enveloped by black smoke, so many their ranks reached around the desert like the bricks of living walls within the ring. There were winged creatures rivaling Aurochs’ height, and human-sized bipedal monsters with spears in hand. A bull with no skin observed them from the sand nearby, its eye sockets hollow, its chest rising in pained breaths, and its horns five times their normal length and curled inward, toward its face. An elongated creature with mandibles and hundreds of legs extending from its segmented body rose almost as tall as the walls.

Aurochs walked to the sand through the first hints of fog. One hand over her mouth, Nerguiin sniffed at the air. Sulfur. A few golden bricks still littered the old Prison Ring. Flowing with the flood, a water lion strode onto the sand, which hissed and bubbled at its feet. The lion collapsed into a shallow puddle and vanished into the sand. The scorching desert drank all that touched it, like a sizzling phalanx butchering an endless assault thrown against its spears.

Nerguiin gasped. “Stop! Water, no! Sand bad!”

As though dashing itself against an invisible wall, great waves rose in front of them. As the nearest wave fell, a bear formed out of the foam, standing on its hind legs, and roared with its arms wide. The rest of the water, straining to push onward, shied back to the gate where a school of a thousand watery fish swam in the air and held the two halves of the gate apart.

Nerguiin slid down from Aurochs’ head and hopped onto the sand with her eyes smarting and watering. Even to her udug’s feet, the ground felt hot through her boots. Wind in her hair, she scooped a handful up and frowned at it up close. It was as though every grain of sand held a tiny fire of its own. A human’s hand would have ignited.

The water bear’s right foot vaporized into mist, and before it could draw back, the rest of it collapsed into the sand and disappeared in a deafening hiss. The desert nearest the gate dried, and the air cleared of mist. The rest of the water lay waiting at the other side of the open gate behind them.

“Stay there!” Nerguiin shouted at the water. “Don’t pass through that gate!”

Pursing her lips, she let some of the hot grains trickle through her fingers. How much water did we lose? The water must have passed through for many minutes before I stopped it.

 In the sky, lightning revealed a black and gray storm of fumes rising from a bonfire at the far side of the ring, like a beacon guiding visitors to its light under the glow of the next golden wall. The smoke reached from one wall to another, but refused to cross over the rings at the other side. It felt as though Warden made sure never to violate the borders of her domain but wanted everyone to know this desert was hers to do with as she willed.

Half a dana away, a vague form was visible sitting on top of the fifth gate of the Underworld, waiting.

Warden, she guessed. The guardian of this ring.

“What happened here?” Ralah asked as he finished stepping over the wall and landed his stone feet on the red sands, his empty paint buckets by his belt clanking against each other. The closest ranks of udugs, these a group of two-legged snakes with swords, hissed and retreated back to grant him a spot to stand. This made the rows behind him shuffle and adjust as they packed closer together. His upper body disappeared into the black smoke above, although his blue eyes cast light onto them from high above.

“Yeah, about that…” Nerguiin said. “Last time I was here, I may have traded a wish spirit for our passage. That big bonfire there? It’s Reshi’s body. Warden has used it to create this army of udugs.”

Ralah crouched low until his head appeared from the clouds, then looked at the desert with eyes so bright the sand turned blue, and many of the udugs covered their faces behind their arms. “There once was beauty here unlike anywhere in the Underworld! To see it all ground to dust…”

The closest udug, this a short man with horns and four sets of eyes, puffed his chest. A flame burned in his stomach like a firefly buzzing beneath a veil. A few udugs growled, others birthed flames on their hands. All eyes stared at them, only waiting for the command from their general.

“How did Ereshkigal let this happen?” Aurochs asked, coughing. “Why would she permit her city to be ravaged so?”

“Look up, Aurochs,” Nerguiin croaked. “Her own city is the least of what she’s damaged.”

“But how do we defeat something like this? I can fight one, maybe two udugs. But there must be thousands.”

Nerguiin narrowed her eyes at the desert. “I have to speak with Warden. We can make a trade. That worked last time.”

“Look how the bonfire burns. He already has a primordial flame. What more can an udug ask for?”

“Everything. Never underestimate the greed of our kind.”

As she said the words, she felt a strange sense of calm. Yes, she was an udug, and it no longer bothered her, not much at least. She looked at the bonfire at the far side of the ring, and while its radiance might drive a different udug’s blood to boil, she merely smiled. It was like Silt had said—she didn’t have to be like Warden.

But something else stirred inside her. She closed her eyes and focused on the warmth in her gut, and found her own flame small and weak, as though cowering in fear.

“Aurochs,” Nerguiin said. An icy fear shot through her. “Is your flame all right?”

“No. My flame is weak. It is all this smoke. There is barely any air.”

Nerguiin turned to look up. “Ralah. How adamant are you about that pacifism of yours?”

“I would never raise a finger even against this,” he said.

She frowned, going through their problems in her mind. The water refused to stay behind, but desert was too hot for it cross. Warden’s army would fight them if they moved against Warden herself. Warden would not let them pass unless they could bribe her. And based on the blindingly hot beacon of a bonfire up ahead, Reshi had to be still imprisoned there and wouldn’t be of any help.

“Then our only choice is to deal with Warden.” She grabbed the fur around Aurochs leg and climbed up onto his head. “Water! Stay back for now! We’ll be back soon!” She turned to face the next gate. “Go, Aurochs.”

“I can’t fight this,” Aurochs said, adding a soft moo. “I won’t.”

“I’m not asking you to.”

He hesitated but roused himself to a trot across the lifeless sands. Ralah stepped slowly behind them, his smallest step devouring great distances, his blue eyes glancing left and right and revealing thousands of udugs, who snarled and spewed fire, but without trying to stop them.

Half a dana of jogging later, Aurochs brought them close enough to the bonfire to feel its heat. Flames rose ten feet into the air, burning blue and white, and releasing a thick, black smog.

Warden herself sat sideways atop the next gate, and behind all the smoke, even the wall’s golden glow faded. When Ereshkigal made Warden the guardian of this ring and sentenced her to a thousand years of service, she had torn the original udug’s body apart and given her a new one. Her giant’s arms were crossed, and both legs were cut off and replaced with spears from the knees down. Her body pulsed with cursed red glyphs. She grimaced at each flash, and the black ichor from her eternally bleeding wounds tainted the gate like an infection.

Aurochs looked left and right with his fingers closed in fists. A deep red hue flickered inside his fur, and his raspy breaths had an edge of panic. Nerguiin tried to summon her flame, and to her surprise it obeyed her, but only when she squinted from the effort and forced the flame out, and even then it quickly died. The smoke seemed to be a part of Warden’s flame, and it strove for supremacy and crushed any invader to its territory.

Ralah finished a step, which made several udugs sprint away to avoid being crushed. He crouched low so his head appeared from the black clouds, coming to the level of the golden wall.

“So,” Warden said from on top of the gate. Her voice carried over the flat desert louder than it should. “The Ascended returns. But then you are not Ascended anymore, are you?”

Nerguiin slid down from Aurochs’ head and thudded onto the sand. She stepped closer to the bonfire and peered at its tall flames. Her face felt burning hot.

“Would you like to buy passage again?” Warden asked. Her black tongue came out to moisten her cracked lips, and her bald head leaked blood across her face. “I would accept the giant and the primordial fiend. You can go free. You can move on to Ereshkigal’s spire, and take what it is you came for.” Warden extended her giant’s arms wide. “Am I not sensible? Again I grant you passage through my gate. And all you need to do is sacrifice two monsters in your place.”

Nerguiin gazed into the bonfire.

“The wish spirit burns in a beautiful shade, does he not?” Warden asked.

“What do you want for his release?” Nerguiin asked. An annoying tickle in her throat threatened to turn into a cough. She forced it down.

Warden jumped down from the gate, the spear legs sinking into the sand right next to her. As she straightened up, she opened her arms wide. “Look around you—I command an army of my own. I have a primordial flame.” Her voice turned deeper, almost growling. “What else could I possibly want?”

The madness twisting Warden’s face made Nerguiin feel sorry for her. This was flame madness—what happened to one whose flame burned so bright and for so long that it blinded them.

“Greetings, guardian” Ralah said. “I am Ralah from the Mountains of Dawn. I would ask for you to open the gate and let us pass.”

“A giant.” Warden spat, her saliva vaporizing the instant it hit the sand. “You should know better than to enter my city.”

“I have entered,” Ralah said with a hint of anger, “because the skies commanded me to enter. Look up, udug, and see for yourself. Is this the Underworld you wish to dominate? Surely you would welcome Utu’s radiance back in the Underworld, if only to join such a beautiful fire as yours.”

“This fire is all I need,” Warden said. She reached a hand into the bonfire, which made her skin hiss and bubble. A grimace took her face, and her eyes rolled around and a second pair of eyes, these slit like a snake’s, took their place above a hungry grin. “Why would I share when I can possess the most beautiful of all flames in the Underworld?”

“But you do not hold the most beautiful flame,” Ralah said. “For it is my udug companion who wields the flame all in the Underworld adore.”

Nerguiin narrowed her eyes at the red sand, then glanced at Ralah at the corner of her eyes.

“Nonsense,” Warden said. “What pathetic flame could she possibly have?”

“Oh, I don’t know,” Nerguiin said, catching on to Ralah’s idea. “What do you say, Aurochs? How does mine compare to Warden’s?”

Aurochs mooed. “It’s true. Warden would count herself lucky just to see it once. Perhaps, Warden, if you were to open the gate, my friend would demonstrate it.”

“Show me,” Warden said, “and I will not kill you where you stand.”

Pressing her lips tight, Nerguiin summoned her fire—or tried to. It felt like trying to command the hairs on her skin to stand up, but finally the fire began to stream out and she waved her arms, sprouting butterfly wings of fire. The green flames reflected from Warden’s snake eyes, and her mouth opened. 

“That is yours?” Warden asked. “You command the giant’s sky fire?”

“So I do,” Nerguiin said through clenched teeth. “I’m glad you enjoy it. You are free to look upon it as much as you’d like.”

“I want it!” Warden said. She took a single spear-step in Nerguiin’s direction and reached a hand toward her, then cupped it into a fist as though she would pull the flame to herself. “Give it to me and I’ll let two of you pass.”

“No,” Nerguiin said. She let go, and her fire extinguished itself. The heat retreated inside her. “My flame is worth more than passage for all of us. You must free the wish spirit as well. And you must cool this desert so we can bring the water over without losing it.”

Warden shook her head. “No.”

“No deal then. I guess you’ll have to settle for the second most beautiful flame in the Underworld.”

Aurochs nodded. “Yours is a nice little fire, guardian.”

Ralah sighed so deeply it produced the first wisps of a sand storm. “But to think what such a beautiful flame would do for this lifeless desert. It is a shame.”

“It’s better this way,” Nerguiin said. “A flame this strong ought to be given only to those with the strongest of wills.”

At this, Warden went dangerously still. “Dare you call me weak?”

“I didn’t mean that, exactly. But mine is the most dangerous of all fires the giants ever forged. Its power must be harnessed with great care. You are yet too young to wield it.”

“If you give me the sky fire, I will trade you passage.”

“And free the wish spirit,” Nerguiin said. “And cool the sand.”

“I…” Warden said as though choking on the words. “I do not hold that power. It is Ereshkigal who has heated the sand. Your water stays back or it vaporizes.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you lying?”

“No!” Warden said. “I do not heat this sand! And I will give you the wish spirit after I hold the sky fire. I will not be flameless.”

The offer was good—Nerguiin didn’t really need a fire, even though the idea of being flameless terrified her more than dying. It was like she clung to flotsam after a shipwreck, refusing to let go even though she knew she could easily swim to a nearby island. Beside her, the despair on Warden’s face, the fear of not gaining this flame too, reminded Nerguiin of all she needed to know—this is what a flame could do to an udug.

If she didn’t give her fire to Warden, they would not pass through Warden’s gate. That’s why I’m here, she thought. To get the water back home. Not the fire.

And based on what Miri had told her in the Undercity, she doubted she would be flameless for long.

“Open the gate,” Nerguiin demanded.

Warden waved her hand absently. The gate rumbled open, now so fast it almost flew on its hinges. “There. Give it to me!”

“I have to warn you,” Ralah cut in with his moss beard brushing the red sand and enshrouding two dog-shaped udugs with metal bodies. As the beard folded on them like a sheet, they growled and scurried away. “It will be challenging to control. You would be wise to release the wish spirit first.”

“Now!” Warden shouted in a spray of spittle.

Aurochs looked at Nerguiin with a concerned look. “Perhaps this is a bad idea,” he rumbled.

She glanced at him, then turned back to Warden. “It’s fine. I accept your trade: my fire for our passage and Reshi’s freedom.” She pressed her eyes shut and extended her arm, even as loss and jealousy made an empty place in her chest. “Take it.”

Her heart raced. If she was wrong about what was about to happen, she might just be creating the most dangerous udug in the Underworld. She trembled and avoided looking Warden’s way. What would it feel like to lose this? Would it hurt? Could she still change her mind? A furry finger landed on her shoulder, and she clutched it for support.

Something like a bolt of ice shot up from her navel, making her gasp and arch her back. The cold traveled down her legs and made her toes curl, then up her arms where her fingers involuntarily contracted into fists. The freeze made her shoulders jump up to her ears as a shiver spiked down her neck.

She was flameless once more. A tear pushed its way out of her eye. She sniffed and opened her eyes.

Warden flung back her arm as though it had been stung. For a moment, nothing happened, and they all stood on the red sands in silence. Warden took a deep breath and burst into a cackle that became a whoop of laughter. She flung her head back and opened her arms wide. Green veins coursed their way up her arms, then down to her chest like glowing tendrils. Her eyes burned green.

“Yes!” Warden laughed. “With a primeval flame and the flame of the giants I can contest even the gods!”

“You promised,” Nerguiin said. “Release Reshi!”

The laughter continued, now a howl, a scream, a shriek. “Step back,” Ralah cautioned.

More veins, these of deep crimson spread down Warden’s arms and hands. Nerguiin and Aurochs stepped back, and the closest ranks of udugs backed with them to form a widening circle around their general. The red veins and the green ones pulsed and throbbed as the two fires inside her strove for supremacy. Warden’s laughter trailed off and ceased. She frowned at her left arm, then the right.

“What’s wrong?” Nerguiin asked. “Surely you aren’t too weak to control two of the most powerful flames ever made?”

“This is nothing,” Warden whispered. She trembled all over. Her limbs flailed. It looked like every muscle in her body was expanding and contracting in turns.

“I warned you,” Ralah said. “Two fires are too much for an udug. Release the wish spirit and you’ll be able to wield the other.”

“Ne…ver…”

Her body ignited into black flames, then green. Her face melted like candle wax and dripped away from her skull. In but a moment, all her flesh was gone, and the spear-tipped legs toppled onto a pile of burning bones. The green fire floated above her carcass as an orb of light, while the black flames retreated back into the bonfire beside her where Reshi’s body still burned.

“Flame madness,” Aurochs said with a tremor in his voice. “Ralah warned her. She should have listened.”

“Yikes,” Nerguiin said with wide eyes. “I’m glad I never claimed two.”

“I wouldn’t wish that fate on anyone.” Aurochs sighed. “One loses sight of what one holds close and becomes an embodiment of greed.”

The bonfire with its white and blue glow still burned the same as before. One of the nearby udugs, this a bipedal creature with short arms and massive, leathery wings, stomped over to look at Warden’s remains. He gave them a tiny nudge with his foot, as though trying to shake her awake.

“I’m sorry,” Nerguiin said with a sinking feeling. “She was your mother, wasn’t she?”

The udug stomped the bone under his foot with a sickening crack, then jumped on the rest with two feet. Another, a lumbering tortoise the size of a house, crushed Warden’s skull between its jaws, sending charred bone splinters flying this way and that.

The tortoise observed the little orb of green flames with an expression that didn’t sit well with Nerguiin, and behind him a tall bipedal goat man cast glances its way as well while running a hand across his chin.

Before either of them could make a move for it, Nerguiin shoved her hand into the flame, and it streamed into her body once again. She moaned. The two udugs watched her with hungry looks. She summoned the green flame on her palm. It appeared the same as before, hesitating in the poor air. But it burned inside her, and she sighed in relief and enjoyed the warm feeling in her gut.

“Sorry boys,” she said to the tortoise and goat man, then turned to address udugs around Warden’s remains. “Listen! Your master and tormentor has passed onto the True Death! You are free!”

The tortoise and the bat-winged thing shared glances, then turned to Nerguiin.

“Give it,” the tortoise said. “Give us the flame.”

A single bovine roar came from somewhere nearby, soon joined by hisses and grows joined in a chorus of terrifying, bestial cries that echoed across the desert. Wherever Nerguiin looked, she saw shadows of monsters waving their arms and wings and weapons lit by their faint, red fires.

The fighting commenced.

An armored humanoid udug killed another by slicing him in half with an axe, the midsection exploding in fire. A lion-headed woman leaped onto his back and bit into his skull only for a woman with bat’s wings to soar from the smoke-filled sky and crash onto them both in a burst of sand and blood.

Nerguiin slapped hands over her ears as the sound of battle rang in her ears, and Aurochs wrapped his arms around her to protect her from a thrown javelin.

“Stop!” Nerguiin shouted with hands held over her ears. “Calm down!”

“Cease fighting!” Aurochs roared, but before he could continue, the tortoise charged him and butted him to the chest. Aurochs grunted, slid back an inch, then tossed the tortoise into air. It fell onto its back, wobbled on its shell and kicked its feet in an attempt to right itself. A horde of ten udugs swarmed and buried it.

Ralah bellowed at the top of his lungs, so loud the earth trembled. This quieted the ones closest to him and produced shuffles among the ranks of leathery skin, tough carapace, and metal armor. But only for a moment, and the fight crossing the entire desert of Prison Ring continued. Nerguiin lay on her stomach and watched from below Aurochs’ furry arm as a man was speared and a woman’s head toppled from her body onto the scorching sand.

And Ereshkigal was willing to watch, likely expressionless, from her spire as bodies and parts of bodies continued to pile up on the ground. And still it went on. Droplets of blood spewed on Nerguiin’s face, and she hid further back under Aurochs, who shoved something away, then grunted and punched the other direction.

A crash came from beside them, and Nerguiin pressed her eyes shut. A blue glow shone through her eyelids, and she peeked out, she found Ralah’s head almost in front of her.

“Nerguiin!” Ralah said to her. “I can stop this. But I need the fire.”

She nodded, then reached out her arm.

“But I may not be able to give it back,” Ralah continued. “Once the fire is in the heavens where it belongs, it will be…difficult to pull it back. Perhaps impossible.”

Nerguiin hesitated. Aurochs mooed as a blow struck him, but he held Nerguiin protected from the violence. A bipedal snake collapsed directly before her, bleeding red on the red sand with its tongue protruding from its mouth.

“Yeah,” she said. “Anything to stop this. Take it!”

For the second time, Nerguiin felt like she’d been thrown into a pool of icy water. Each strand of body hair stood rigid, and as she gasped for air, the smoke entered her lungs. She felt like all warmth had abandoned her, never to return. She curled to a shivering ball, but Aurochs wrapped his warm, furry arms around her tighter. For her, he was the last warm thing in the world.

“It’s done,” Ralah said. “Thank you for your selfless gift.”

She cracked one eye open.

Ralah pushed up from the ground, rose to one knee, and continued up until he stood at his full height above the battlefield, his upper body veiled in black smoke. Rivers of green light flowed across his stone legs and into his torso, revealing his form through the smoke like the lines of a drawing. They streamed over his stomach and bent around his waist, coiled their way down his legs and ignited his arms. As the fire entered him, he burned like a green sun.

His figure formed out of fine, emerald lines looked up at the sky. “Yes…” he breathed out like the wind blowing over the desert. “This is our flame.”

Then he reached for the paint brush on his belt. He swung it in an arc, and flames shot out from his body into the bristles.

And he painted the sky.

His body turned as he waved his arm in masterful strokes, and with each move, a green streak clung to the ceiling of the world. Where his brush flowed, it drove smoke back down in spirals into the bonfire holding Reshi’s soul. Like an animal bolting to its herd, the fumes covering Prison Ring escaped the wrath of his sky fire, as a new, artificial day lit up all the way to the horizon.

The first udugs paused mid-fight, one with his fist raised high, the other grasping his opponent by the arm. They stared at the sky and blinked confused eyes. Ralah’s body darkened until not a single glowing crack on his stone form remained.

But the sky burned green. Dancing ribbons of flames made their way from horizon to horizon, and under their barrage, the last smoke evaporated.

“Stop fighting!” Ralah shouted, and this time his voice rang uncontested. Every udug around the ring looked up at the strange sky where the winds from the south carried rivers of green flame on a black canvas toward Ereshkigal’s spire. “I am Ralah the Painter, and I command you under the right of the supreme flame! This fight stops here!” He scanned the desert and a blue light swept across the groups of still udugs. “Put down your weapons, and tend to the wounded. No one else has to die.”

Aurochs lifted Nerguiin up to the top of his head. She shivered all over, even though the hot sand was almost painful through the soles of her boots. The udugs all looked up at Ralah’s blue eyes in the sky among the sky fires. A human-shaped udug not unlike Nerguiin herself stood up from the sand with a bleeding wound on his temple, then reached down and helped a dog-faced one to his feet.

“Fellow udugs,” Nerguiin addressed them, voice croaking, although she doubted any but the closest could hear her. Her eyes drooped, and she hugged herself for warmth. “You have embraced violence because Warden made you that way. But it need not be so! Turn back to Spirit Ring where Dioneh will surely welcome you.”

Nearby, a man dressed in rags whose hems glowed with fiery sparks, turned to her. One side of his face and his eye was beaten to pulp. “That is easy for you to say,” he said in a voice fit for a royal hall. “But this is all we have ever known. Many of us were imprisoned here for decades, some for centuries, before that creature re-formed us as what we are today. Many of us weren’t udugs when we came here, but were forced to this form by Warden’s monstrous fire.”

Nerguiin looked up at Ralah, who was rubbing his chin thoughtfully, high in the heavens.

“This was once a place of beauty,” Ralah said while the fires of the heavens crackled above him. “I cannot see why they could not make it so once more. They have the strength to build a city worthy of the gods.”

“Yes,” Aurochs said. “The measure of an udug is not how hot their flame burns, but how they use it. Do not give in to your greed.”

The udug-man crouched to scoop up sand, then let it trickle between his fingers. “Here? It would be a difficult task to rebuild with only sand.”

This made the udugs mumble and whisper among themselves. Under the green burning skies, the ocean of flaming udugs looked like orange lanterns scattered over the desert.

“Look around for any who are hurt,” Ralah said. “Help them as you can. Those with serious injuries, get them to Spirit Ring where they can receive aid.”

To Nerguiin’s amazement, an eagle-headed man lifted another up and tossed his arm over his shoulder, then began to limp down the sands in the direction of Spirit Ring. A bipedal bull tossed two groaning men over his back and followed him.

“Those who are fit for work,” Ralah continued, “gather in small groups. I will talk to you later.”

Nerguiin shook her head. Was this what udugs were like? Show strength, and they would do whatever was commanded of them? But she wasn’t like that. What differed between them and her?

“I guess I can’t get my fire back, huh?” Nerguiin said with a sigh.

“I would advise against that,” Ralah said in a low voice, although Nerguiin was pretty sure half the people in the desert could hear him. “It would be difficult to undo my paint, and it is the only force compelling this truce.”

“The gate is open,” Aurochs said. “But the water still needs to cross this hot sand. Do we go without it?”

Nerguiin shook her head. “If we abandon the water here, it’s just going to try following us across the desert and vaporize before we can return the rain.”

Aurochs looked at her.

“What?”

“I’m waiting for you to come up with a plan,” he said. “Something clever to overcome all the obstacles Ereshkigal has prepared for us.”

“What makes you think I’m capable of that?”

“You escaped Kur—surely you can solve this.”

She sighed. “That’s hardly the same. There I had you to help. And…”

Aurochs cocked his head.

“Well, yes, you’re still helping me. But I don’t have Miri.”

“You also have me,” Ralah said. “I may not be a god like Inanna, but I hope I will suffice.”

A primordial fiend and a giant, she thought. What can I do with that?

She wiped sweat from her forehead, then froze and slowly turned to the bonfire.

I’m an idiot, she thought. We’re missing one member of our team!

She climbed down from Aurochs head, then rushed to the bonfire. “Reshi!”

No response.

“Reshi, I know you’re there. I’m sorry for forcing you into my service. It wasn’t right.”

Still the fire burned as it always did, but its crackles and snaps of twigs felt softer than before.

Her lips shook. “You are the only way I can bring Miri back. I don’t want to leave her in the Undercity. It’s awful down there.”

White eyes appeared in the flames.

Her heart jumped. “Reshi!”

“I gave you only one wish, Nerguiin.” The voice came with gusts of wind. “Not a single one more.”

“But…” Her shoulders slumped. “You know full well Ereshkigal forced that tea on me. I didn’t really speak my wish, did I? You said it yourself—wishes give you your power. I didn’t wish for the tea.”

The eyes expanded to encompass the entire bonfire, then morphed into a blue-edged white cloud in the shape of a human head and torso. Where the bonfire had raged, Reshi, as she remembered him from their travels and adventures together, floated above the ground. His glowing eyes looked down on her from the height of three men. With his form returned and the bonfire gone, the sudden shift to the merely hot desert air made Nerguiin rub her cold arms.

“I gave you only one wish,” he repeated.

Nerguiin’s shoulders sagged.

“And I have waited long for you to speak it. What is it you wish for, Nerguiin?”

She looked up, smiling. “I missed you! I would hug you, but I no longer can.”

“Yes. You have been through a lot.”

“You wouldn’t believe if I told you.” She flicked a thumb over her shoulder. “Aurochs, Ralah, meet my personal wish spirit, Reshikhalen. We call him Reshi.”

Reshi craned his body to a bow at Aurochs. “It is not often I see others from my ancestral home. At least not ones bonded to a soul as strong as this. Welcome to the Underworld, Aurochs of Primordial Chaos.”

Aurochs mooed. “Ancient One.”

“And the great painter himself,” Reshi said. “Your honor us by your visit. How long has it been, Ralah?”

“A thousand years at least,” Ralah said.

Reshi closed his eyes and bowed. “I thank you for freeing me from my bondage.”

“Great,” Nerguiin said, turning to the next gate. With Aurochs, Ralah, and Reshi on her side, the rest of the rings had turned from impossible to just apocalyptic. “Now, how do we get the water across?”

The wind made her hair dance and formed vortices on the desert. She watched them fly between the groups of udugs who huddled in conference or crouched, pointing at the sand as they talked in earnest voices.

What does Prison Ring try to teach the Ascended? she thought. Sacrifice? The true meaning of sacrifice?

She landed a palm on the hot sand. Could they somehow cool it, maybe by throwing endless quantities of water on it? But would that even work with Ereshkigal’s magic keeping it hot?

Wait a moment, she thought. “Aurochs, Ralah, Reshi, we need to go back. I think I know how we’re going to do this.”

“A-ha!” Aurochs laughed. “I knew it!”

Aurochs offered his hand and lifted her up to his horns where she rode on his head all the way back to the fourth gate of the Underworld, the one leading to Spirit Ring. There the water foamed at the other side of the gate, and a few eager water mice tiptoed on the edge of the sand where wayward drops hissed and vapor rose in the air.

She slid down Aurochs’ back and landed on the last few golden bricks that littered the desert by the gate. All around her were thousands of udugs, each strong with a powerful flame. Each missing a purpose, which could easily turn to violence on a moment’s notice. She crouched low and scooped a handful of the red sand, then looked at the amulet holding Nanna’s blood. The yellow mingsriya mixed into the clay didn’t glow now, but it was still there. Mingsriya was rare, only made when sand burned so hot it turned white in the strongest kiln.

“We’re going to carry the water over this desert,” she said. “Or that is what the stories about us will say.”

Aurochs crouched low next to her. “How will we carry a liquid?”

“By building a canal, of course. Half a dana long, from here to the next gate.”

Aurochs mooed. “To build that, we would need dirt to mold or stone to shape. But we only have sand, and it burns the water. We have nothing to build with.”

She dug into the sand and dragged her hands across it for half a feet, then pointed at the newly-formed small, V-shaped ditch. “Create lava here. As hot as you can make it.”

“Back away, then.” Aurochs said.

She scampered off, then stood waiting with arms at her hips. Aurochs squeezed his fists tight, burned a violent orange around his chest, then almost white. A single streak of orange lava burst from the ground in middle of the little ditch, then exploded in a shower of sand and brimstone. Slapping a hand over her eyes, Nerguiin screamed and toppled back. When she opened her eyes, a white spot blurred her vision.

In the ditch, hot lava glowed with tall flames. They shrunk in size and twisted to a line that settled to the bottom of the ditch like a man on his back. The sand turned red, then white. It hurt her eyes to look at it.

“That’s enough!” Nerguiin shouted. She spun back to the gate where schools of fish swam through the air. “Water! I need some of you to splash onto this!”

The fishes turned and swam past her with lashes of their tails, then dove headfirst into the sand. A loud hiss took the air, and when the vapor cleared, where once lay sand now cooled an angled canal formed of black crystals, rugged and sharp. Pools of water still bubbled at the bottom, but finally settled without boiling away.

Nerguiin crouched low and poked her finger at the crystals. It felt solid enough to her, and while still hot, wasn’t even close to burning her.

“Yep,” Nerguiin said. “That works. Now we just need to do it for half a dana.” She straightened and addressed Ralah. “I think I know how we’ll keep the udugs from ripping each other to shreds.”

Ralah nodded. “We’ll put them to work.” He straightened and turned to speak louder. “Denizens of Prison Ring! If you wish to rebuild this ring to its past glory and beauty, we have a proposal for how you might begin!”

________




IT TOOK LITTLE convincing to get the udugs to work. The word spread quickly, and while not all participated, enough did. Here was a lumbering statue digging at the bottom of a ten-foot-deep ditch, there a rock-digging udug with its head burrowed into the sand and six segmented legs kicking out a little storm of sand up the sides. In their wake came a fire lizard that leaked lava into pools, and once it passed, Nerguiin commanded the water to vault onto it, solidifying the molten sand to black crystal in a loud hiss and a burst of vapor.

They were already almost halfway across the desert with a steady flow of water safely coursing through their canal. Ralah had started digging from the opposite end of Prison Ring, and on his own had already dug through one tenth the length of the entire desert. While Reshi refused to utilize his powers to help, he floated near Ralah’s head and kept him company. Whatever the two spoke of, the wind refused to carry their words to her.

They worked hard for what had to be an entire day under the black sky, and all this time the gates remained open with a hazy view of Divine Ring in the distance, although from so far Nerguiin couldn’t see anything but flickers and flashes of light. Regardless of a few brawls among the udugs that Aurochs had to pacify, the canal grew. It was deep enough for her to stand in and not see over the edges, and as the water flowed in its safe embrace, none boiled into vapor.

The udugs eyed the water with suspicion, but continued digging. Nerguiin, for her part, tried to prevent the water from touching them.

“This is not what I expected to happen,” Aurochs told her while lifting a human-sized piece of loose crystal from the canal. Veins of lava burned bright across his furry arms.

“What did you expect?” Nerguiin asked.

“That they would kill each other to the last udug.”

A thin, long-legged udug with a bronze body flowing with feminine curves stumbled to the side and rubbed her aching neck, and another like her took her place. Many worked in good spirits, even joking with one another. To Nerguiin, it seemed a huge weight had been lifted from their shoulders.

Somehow I doubt this is what Warden planned for them, Nerguiin thought. Maybe they didn’t want to serve in her army any more than I would.

“The way I see it,” Nerguiin said, “had I been born from Warden’s flame, I would’ve been in their shoes. And so I asked myself: Would I want that?”

Aurochs looked up at a red bat-like creature above as it shouted instructions to the workers below and corrected an error in the direction they were digging. “But they are udugs. This is against their nature.”

She pursed her lips at the sight of udugs working in harmony. “Has anyone ever bothered to ask what they want?”

Aurochs knelt low next to her. “In that case: What do you want, Nerguiin, my feisty udug?”

“Lamb sticks fried over a fire.” She nodded. “Give them to me now. All of them. I’ll take sausages too.”

He sighed. “This is why we don’t ask.”

Reshi floated over. Nerguiin wondered if he had heard, and in that moment might just have been ready to wish for a shower of endless sausages.

“I spoke with Ralah,” Reshi said. “He told me how you sacrificed your flame.”

“And?” she held her aching gut. When had she last eaten, anyway?

“He told me you believe you will never again have another.”

“Yep, as I’m not planning on killing an udug any time soon, and I can’t exactly pull that sky fire back now that it’s the only thing keeping peace here.”

His eyes opened wide. “But there is no need for that! You can make your own.”

Bent over, she frowned. “How am I supposed to create fire? Even Aurochs here told me udugs don’t create.”

Reshi glanced at the canal where a bronze-toothed bird breathed fire at the sand and the water flowed over to crystallize without needing Nerguiin’s prompting. He turned back to her.

“Well, they do,” Nerguiin said. “But a canal is a bit different from a fire. I can’t exactly dig up sand and expect to find a spare fire lying around.”

Aurochs kicked at the sand. “Honestly, in this stuff you just might.”

“Stop trying to prove Reshi right.” She chewed her lip. “Fine, Reshi, tell me how to make fire. And don’t you dare tell me to snap a few twigs and rub them together.”

Reshi bobbed up and down in the air for a few moments. His gaseous body spiraled white around its center but turned orange as it wisped away at the edges. “Making a flame is as long a journey as you might ever take. For you, it might last well into your elder years.”

She cocked her head. “Kind of defeats the point, doesn’t it?”

“The Wanderer dedicated her long years to documenting the trials she faced here, in the hopes others might one day follow in her footsteps. By the time she was done, she was old and wrinkled. So bent over she could no longer read the writing higher up the walls of her temple. Yet she was still content in knowing the writing was there.”

If Nerguiin spent her whole life making a new flame, she wouldn’t enjoy its warmth for long before the True Death came for her. So what would be the point? She chewed the inside of her cheek in thought, and as the answer came to her, she understood what had made her journey so far possible.

The flame she would make wouldn’t be for her.

If she wanted a flame, but refused to kill for it, perhaps the solution would be to make sure someone else could have a flame without the necessity of bloodshed. Someone had to take the first step to pave the way. And here, with these udugs, she had already begun that journey. What if one day no udug would have to be born flameless, and they wouldn’t have to kill their brethren?

“Right,” Nerguiin said. “Thank you, Reshi. I’ll have to think about that.”

“Hmm?” Aurochs said. “Think about what?”

She tapped him on the leg. “Come. It won’t be long before they’ve built us a canal.”
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The North wind is the wind of satisfaction. The South wind overthrows those it strikes. The East wind brings rain. And the West wind is mightier than the man living there. But how does one command the Four Winds?
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In an hour’s time, the exhausted udugs thronged by the fifth gate of the Underworld, which already waited open and revealed Divine Ring and its cracked landscape with thousands of islands over deep canyons. The canal itself flowed full of water as a sharp straight line of reflected green light across the red desert. While the edges of the canal were cracked and rough, it sufficed for now. Nerguiin stood on Aurochs head and crossed her arms as the water surged from Spirit Ring, through Prison Ring, and waited by the next gate.

While what could only be a couple of thousand udugs had already crossed the desert in Spirit Ring’s direction, perhaps fifty remained on the sands near Divine Ring gate. The one with the eloquent voice spoke with Reshi, his ragged gown waving in the gale which encouraged the embers at its hem to fly off in sparks. Behind the human-shaped udug, a giant tortoise breathed fire at the edges of the canal and adjusted its edges, and on its back a bat with human legs and a long gray beard offered him guidance. A vibrating pool of burning brown ooze with a dozen eyes scooted closer to watch the work, and in its wake came a group of mouse-sized mud men with hooks for hands.

“Right!” Nerguiin said while a pack of water goats hopped off the canal and trotted to the fifth gate. “Before anyone walks through, let’s make sure you all understand what’s waiting for us on the other side.”

“This would be Divine Ring,” Ralah said.

“Yes. And no one must absolutely under any circumstances speak the smallest of lies.”

“I’m not prone to lying,” Aurochs said.

“Neither am I,” Ralah said. “In the Mountains of Dawn it is said: ‘Tell a lie, then tell the truth: it will be considered a lie.’”

“But,” Nerguiin said, “over there you must not speak the smallest, tiniest untruths, not even to yourself. The Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes will take the souls of all who lie there. Believe me—I’ve seen it happen. So it’s better if you don’t speak at all if you don’t have to.” She looked at Reshi, who she was sure wouldn’t be a problem, then at Ralah who nodded at her. Aurochs seemed to understand, too, so that left only her. She blinked at the water goats. “Oh yeah, that goes for you too, water. No lying.”

The closest goat nodded.

As Nerguiin made a move to point Aurochs forward, Reshi floated over. “A moment, Nerguiin.”

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Now that we have the udugs working, and Warden is dead, I feel like the current name of this ring is inaccurate. Outdated.” Reshi spun to face the desert where the udugs gathered around the canal, many chatting and laughing. They had already started digging a new fork in the canal to bring water elsewhere as well.

“A new name, huh?” Nerguiin asked. “I don’t know, the Builder’s Ring?”

“A delightful idea!” Reshi said. “And its lesson? Of course, this is up to Ereshkigal, but we can give her suggestions.”

“Lesson…the old one was about sacrifice, but that doesn’t seem appropriate now.”

Aurochs hummed. “See the good in all things?”

Nerguiin grimaced. “Eh…doesn’t quite hit as much as true meaning of sacrifice.”

“How about,” Ralah said, “paint the world you want to live in?”

“Better,” Nerguiin said. “But not quite.” She smiled. “Plant the tree in whose shade you will never sit.”

Aurochs and Ralah shared a glance, then turned to Reshi.

“I will tell Ereshkigal,” Reshi said.

“Then,” she said. “Onward!”

The gate creaked in protest and slammed shut so hard a wave of wind battered Nerguiin in the face and a cloud of dust blew across the desert.

A voice thundered from the skies, “You too, Reshikhalen? Was it not enough to break your pact with Warden, but now you move against me as well?”

Reshi faced the skies. His gaseous body turned to a brilliant blue, and the wind’s tugs at the edges painted him white. “Mistress, we need not face each other in hostility. Allow me to guide you as I once did. What harm could my words have?”

“Would you ally yourself to that creature?” Ereshkigal asked. “She stole from me! She forced you into servitude! She ruined Kur!”

“No I didn’t,” Nerguiin said to the fiery, black sky. “That was you.”

“The gate will not open,” Ereshkigal said. “Its guardian is gone, so I’ll have to take the mantle myself.”

“Then,” Reshi said, “I would ask you to present us your trial, so these pilgrims can demonstrate their wisdom.”

The voice quieted. Nerguiin looked around at the gathered udugs. The closest to her was a bull like Aurochs, but without fur on its fleshy body. It shrugged at her.

“What now?” Nerguiin asked.

“Ereshkigal,” Ralah spoke to the skies. His moss beard swayed as the southern wind blasted sand at the gate. “Let us pass through, or if not, give us your test.”

The goddess refused to answer.

“Reshi?” Nerguiin asked. “Any advice?”

Reshi let out a buzz like a swarm of angered bees. “This is unexpected.”

Ralah sighed. “I fear wisdom is not what awaits us in this place. Perhaps just this once it is my brawn we need. Step aside. This will take but a moment.”

Nerguiin gasped, then clutched tightly to Aurochs’ horns as he stepped away from the gate. Ralah planted his feet a quarter dana away, rested his full weight on them, and leaned against the wall with one hand, the other pressed against the gate. He drew a deep breath that went on and on, so long Nerguiin worried he might suck up all the air in the Underworld.

His stone body tensed and pushed against the gate. It resisted, but based on the force brought to bear upon it, Ereshkigal’s will alone could keep it shut. Ralah pushed harder, and his feet sunk into the sand causing a new dune to rise behind him. He bellowed a cry, and even though Nerguiin pressed hands against her ears, his giant’s shout reverberated inside her skull so loud she worried it might shatter every bone in her body.

The gate shattered.

The two halves burst into pieces and flew into the canyons at the other side. Ralah lost his purchase and rammed against the golden glowing walls, and with his full weight on them, the walls cracked too. The desert burst into a sandstorm. When he stood up from the rubble, the gate and a good hundred feet of the wall beside it had turned into golden glowing debris.

“That—” Nerguiin said, “—was awesome!”

“A giant’s rage,” Aurochs said with a low voice as he started walk. “I hope this is the last time I see it.”

Nerguiin watched from Aurochs’ head as he climbed over the rubble of the fifth gate and stepped onto the first of the thousands of islands in Divine Ring. Bridges of all shapes and sizes crossed pits and gorges over depths so deep light could not escape them. At the edge of the first island, Nerguiin held a hand to the side to stop the water lion on her tail from stepping into the canyon, which would take the water to Kur. She ran a hand on the water lion’s back, and the liquid feline produced a little purr. She shook water from her tingling fingers.

The last time she was here, the air had been murky and foggy, but now it felt so dry it parched her throat to breathe it. A steady stream of black fireflies, ones that ate up light rather than emitting it, flew up from the canyons and headed to Ereshkigal’s spire. Half a dana away past the maze of hundreds of bridges, hidden behind a mound of dirt and stone, the Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes would be listening to every word uttered, ready to ride out in its river of silvern souls to punish the liars.

“All right, buddy,” she said to the water lion. “Here’s what we’re going to do. You’re going to post a guide on every island we defeat, every bridge we cross, and they will stay back to make sure none of the water gets lost.”

The lion turned from her to the chasms.

“Do you understand?” she asked. “No one strays! I don’t want to come rescue you from Kur at the bottom of those pits.”

It roared.

She nodded, then headed over to the first bridge, a shoddy thing of ropes and planks that hung low over the chasms.

The lion stepped gingerly onto the bridge, and after a glance at Nerguiin for encouragement, strode on. As it walked, the rest of the water flowed in its wake, but held itself packed close together.

Wait, she thought. Planks.

Upon the first gap between the wooden planks, the water began to stream down the chasms.

“No!” Nerguiin shouted, waving her arms. “Back back back!”

A water serpent reached down from the cliff and lassoed the falling drops, and as it coiled back, some returned with it. Nerguiin peeked over the edge, but found only cliffs wet with moisture painted green from the sky fire, the rest of the water long disappeared deep below.

“How much did we lose?” Aurochs asked.

“Every drop is too much,” she said, sighing. “Great. What now?”

Reshi floated off the island to peer down at the wet cliffs. More light-eating black fireflies flew past him, and he turned to observe them buzzing toward Ereshkigal’s spire that now dominated the sky behind the sixth gate. Under the green skies, it looked like a swarm of black ribbons wound ever tighter around the tower.

Nerguiin sat down on the ground and leaned against her arms. Her stomach grumbled. Hungry or not, at least she was back to being an adult. Absently, she craned her neck back and watched Ralah raise a finger to his lips as he considered where to set his feet.

The first guardian, she thought, searching the closest island. When she’d been here last, they had seen a golem-like creature in armor, yet now a single arid bush was the only thing visible on the island. As the Wanderer had written, the guardians shifted regularly, and no two journeys across the bridges would be the same.

“We’ve come too far to give up now,” Aurochs said. He thumped down next to her.

“Watch your words. No lying.”

“We’ve escaped Kur, crossed Primordial Chaos, freed a giant from ice, brought the heavens to fire, and defeated five of the rings. This is not the time to give up.”

“I told you, I’m not—”

“We have bridges,” Aurochs interrupted. “But the water can’t cross all of them. What can we do to fix that? Build more? How about we get the udugs to help? Fill these canyons with sand?”

“I doubt there’s enough sand for that. These pits go deep.” She chewed the inside of her cheek.

Ralah apologized to someone on a far-off island, then set a foot down. Rocks and pebbles fell off the sides.

“You do this, you know,” Aurochs said.

“What?” Nerguiin snapped.

Aurochs poked the side of her head with a finger the size of a tree trunk. “This. Something goes wrong, and you start sulking.”

“I don—” she bit off her the rest. The hair on the back of her neck stood up. She had almost lied. “Yes, I curse and spit and bite. But whether I may or may not do other things such as activities commonly referred to as sulking is up to debate and will you please stop trying to make me lie?” She straightened up, then smacked her own hand. “That’s it! Reshi, float your gassy ass over here right now!”

He disappeared into thin air, then reformed right in front of her so suddenly she yelped and fell on her back.

“Yes?” he asked.

“I am going to ask you questions,” Nerguiin said, regaining her feet. “And you will have to answer me truthfully. You once told me it’s better to not speak at all than to speak a half-truth.”

His beady eyes blinked. “That is true.”

“Are you able to help us cross by giving us answers?”

“No, Nerguiin, I cannot, for I have sworn an oath only to guide the Ascended, not give them the answers. Answers must come from within.”

“But advice is fine?”

“Of course.”

Nerguiin pointed to the side. “Do you think it’s a good idea if we walk to the right side of this first island where there clearly isn’t a bridge?”

“I…” Reshi glanced that way, then back. “I would caution against that.”

“Why?”

“You would probably fall off the cliff.”

Nerguiin nodded. “I thought so too. And if we crossed the bridge in front of us?”

Reshi hesitated. “As you have discovered, it is unlikely the water would be able to flow over those planks. I would advise against that course of action too.”

Aurochs frowned. “Nerguiin, what—”

“And—” Nerguiin pointed to the left, “—what do you think of heading left, where we are also likely fall to our deaths?”

He floated in place without replying.

He cannot speak, Nerguiin thought. It’s the oath.

She jogged across the stone island until she faced a sheer drop at its edge. Up ahead, another island waited with no bridge to cross to it. On its sandy top stood a stone wall covered in murals. How had the mural painter gotten there? Nerguiin crouched, grabbed a few pebbles, and threw them into the air.

They bounced from an invisible bridge.

Aurochs, Reshi, and the water followed her. Aurochs tilted his head, then poked at the air next to the ‘floating’ rocks. Nerguiin felt at the surface—stone, no gaps. The water could cross this. The water lion cautiously slid a paw on the bridge, and more water followed, seemingly floating midair.

“How did you know?” Reshi whispered.

“I guessed,” Nerguiin said. “There are invisible bridges elsewhere in this ring. The Wanderer’s Journal spoke of the pilgrimage across the Golden City as a journey with many forks, not as a straight path. The best pilgrimages have forks, even at the beginning. The Wanderer herself wondered if the first choice you make might not be the most important one. So why would Divine Ring have only one correct bridge on the first island?”

“So are there two bridges on the first island?” Aurochs asked.

“I think there might be five. But I’m guessing this is the one for us. While Reshi can’t tell us where to go, he can tell us where not to go.”

Reshi’s buzzed. “I hope you realize you may have just made me break an oath.”

Nerguiin ignored him. “All we need to do now is cross the bridge and ask the guardians for advice. Thanks, Reshi! You were very helpful.”

Aurochs laughed. “You do have the cunning of an udug!”

“Reshi, which bridge on the next island should we take?”

“I refuse to answer,” he said in a defeated voice.

“A-ha!” Nerguiin pointed a finger at him. “So you do know!”

“Stop tormenting him,” Aurochs laughed. “We have our path. The rest we can do ourselves.”

“Ralah!” she shouted in his direction. “We’re going to start crossing the bridges.”

The giant stood on awkwardly small islands with his arms extended for balance. His knees were bent and his back hunched. His moss beard flapped in the wind so hard it looked ready to rip off, and his paint buckets clanked against each other.

“I will assist you with the trials from here,” Ralah said. “I don’t see other islands big enough for me. When you’re ready to cross, I’ll step to the final island, not before. We must obey the rules.”

Nerguiin took a deep breath and blew it out in a puff. “Right then. Let’s defeat Divine Ring.”

The water flowed ahead of them onto the first island and past the stone wall with the murals. The sand absorbed water, but unlike in Prison Ring, this sand didn’t consume everything, but let the rest pass when it had drunk its fill. Nerguiin and Aurochs stopped by the mural, which she was pretty sure hadn’t been there the last time she visited Divine Ring. This island had two bridges of solid stone without gaps so the water could cross. And of course the invisible one behind them.

The stone faces over the wall’s surface looked eerily like the many souls trapped within the Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes, just frozen mid-motion, most in screams of anguish. As far as trials went, Nerguiin wasn’t sure which one this was. She combed through her memories of both the Wanderer’s Journal and temple scripture, but she couldn’t think of one matching a mural of stone faces.

“What are we supposed to do?” Aurochs asked.

“Each island forces us to answer a riddle,” Nerguiin said. “They all make us recall Seeker stories, which were written to make us remember thousands of different sacred lessons.”

A water snake swam out from the sand and lashed its tongue at the mural. There was no writing, no sound, no movement. Just to be sure, Nerguiin tried feeling around the sides of her knee-length dress but found no invisible tablets as she had last time she was on a seemingly empty puzzle island.

“Water,” Nerguiin said. “Search the sand. Can you find anything buried?”

The snake dipped under the sand and rummaged around, then surfaced, shook its head, and hung its tongue low.

“And you there!” she shouted to an insect shaped blob that peeked over the edge. “Don’t go so near the edges!”

The insect backed away and submerged back into the shapelessness of the water.

“Reshi, look after the water while I’m distracted, would you?”

“Certainly,” Reshi said. He floated this way and that to offer whispered words of guidance to the frequent water animals that got too curious about the ledges for their own good.

Nerguiin sat cross-legged on the damp sand and cocked her head. What would a painted image of the Wall of Faces mean? The Wall symbolized speaking the truth. Not only that—when pilgrims got close, it wailed and pried the truth out of them. But what did it mean that this one was incapable of speech?

“Could it be that there is nothing to say?” Ralah offered. “Because Ereshkigal has killed the truth?”

The stone mural crumbled to sand, and the wind picked up the flakes and carried them in a stream across the left bridge. Nerguiin pursed her lips. Did Anu himself show her the path?

“Thank you Ralah,” Aurochs said. “That was a tricky riddle.”

Nerguiin stood up, walked after Aurochs onto the stone bridge at the left, and wondered what else was to come. If Divine Ring itself formed its puzzles against Ereshkigal, that would mean the magic at the city’s foundation rebelled against its creator. But it also meant the riddles wouldn’t be answerable by her own knowledge based on the temple scripture. At least she had some of the wisest friends imaginable to assist her.

Perhaps she’d had a couple of those with her the last time too, but had just refused to admit it.

The stone bridge took them to an elongated, bean-shaped island with arid yellow grass and drooping flowers. With the water’s arrival, the grass gained a greener tone and the flowers straightened like old women finding a sudden spring to their step. The island stretched twice as long as the previous one, and as Nerguiin walked across its increasingly lush meadow, she eyed Ereshkigal’s spire’s black length against the green sky.

One bridge would take them directly to the Wall of Faces, but there were five bridges in all, some wood, some plank, some nothing more than dikes of piled-up soil. Any of them could be the right path, and it might take them around the ring, not toward the Wall of Faces. If they were unlucky, Divine Ring might slow their progress for weeks. If they broke the rules and just took the bridges that headed directly to the sixth gate, Ereshkigal might cast a curse on them. And unlike with Zanyar and the edimmu, this time she wouldn’t pull her punches.

Nerguiin considered Ralah, one foot planted on the first island, another halfway to the next gate. Clearly Divine Ring understood a giant couldn’t walk the path and permitted him to skip ahead. Perhaps Ralah’s intention of solving the puzzles indirectly through Nerguiin and Aurochs was enough to appease the ring’s magic.

Aurochs crouched low and picked up a flower between two of his fingers, but in his hands it looked barely larger than a single strand of his fur. Around the island, Reshi floated this way and that and shepherded the water back from the edges.

“All right,” Nerguiin said. “Let’s have the riddle.”

The flower in Aurochs’ hand rasped in a voice reaped of its youth. “We are as fields abandoned in the times of Meluhha of yore. By wind’s gust, the end comes. But where you tread, old aching backs straighten. Frowns turn to smiles. You bring life like a vernal sun.”

Aurochs mooed. “Thank you, flower.”

“Here is your riddle: Ones who come here know their births. They met their shadows at the bottom of Kur’s morass. But a shadow knows not its truth, and a shadow you are not. But where were you born?”

Nerguiin rubbed her chin. If the previous one was solved by observing what Ereshkigal had done, was this doing the same? Someone who knows their birth was someone who had parents. But that had nothing to do with meeting her own shadow. She grimaced and rubbed at her temples. These were much more difficult riddles than last time.

“I think I understand,” Ralah said high above them. “The meadow speaks of a pilgrimage.”

Nerguiin and Aurochs gave him puzzled looks.

The flower’s petals peeled off into the wind, letting out a last, dying whisper. “Paths close, and one is chosen.”

The wind carried the flower’s petals to the stone bridge supported by columns.

“Well done, Ralah!” Aurochs said as he walked onto the bridge.

The water rose from the meadow, and the grass faded to yellow again.

“Water, wait a bit,” Nerguiin said. “Can some of you remain behind? We don’t need every drop, and this meadow has seen better days.”

A few fishes rose on a wave, then collapsed back into the meadow. The grass turned green once more. Nerguiin nodded, then followed Aurochs across the bridge while Reshi herded the water across the island.

“I have no idea what that trial meant,” Nerguiin said. “Ralah, care to explain that one?”

“Oh, certainly,” he said with an eagerness to his voice. “The way we giants see life is as change. We are akin to mountains, always changing, if slowly. But we find this to be true for all life: Those who look back to their past rarely see their current selves. In a way, the old person has died, and a new person has been created.”

“Uh-huh?” Nerguiin said.

“Therefore,” Ralah continued, “when the trial asked where you were born, the question was: in relation to what? Your current self is like an eye in your mind that is clouded by fine veils of cloth wrapped around your head: the more experiences you have, the more layers of cloth veil your true perception of reality. This is what changes in a person. And since the trial spoke of Kur’s darkness, it referred to your pilgrimage. Your current self was defined by the journey you took.”

Nerguiin stared a moment, then turned to cross the bridge without saying anything.

This bridge landed them on a tiny column of an island, almost like a rod that poked up from the depths of Kur. Aurochs couldn’t even fit on it and remained on the bridge. A wrinkled old man sat on a stool in the middle of the pillar. His gray beard coiled by his feet like a rope. He wore a Seeker’s petaled dress similar to the one on Nerguiin herself. Two bridges, each of bronze, forked in different directions.

The water sloshed on the bridge at Nerguiin’s feet, and she put up a hand to stop it from crossing onto the island, then turned to the old man. He sat with his hands primly on his lap, one leg crossed over the other. The bottoms of his sandals were so worn the soles of his feet showed through.

“Hello,” Nerguiin said. “May we know your trial?”

“My trial is a long one,” he said in the voice of a seasoned orator. “I once made the trek to Meluhha, and there I found the sea wall that crumbled under Ti’Amtum’s wrath. There I watched the sea’s ruthless assault and remembered that in my hurry I had forgotten to kiss my wife goodbye. I journeyed further east still, and so thirsty was I to see the unknown that I walked until the soles of my sandals peeled off. The path took me back to Zagros, where with bloodied feet I took the Stairs of Zagros and sailed across the Primeval Sea before its perils could ensnare me.

“I became an Ascended, and the Golden City and its circles I defeated. It was only when I abandoned Paradise Ring and faced the tribulations of Divine Ring that I understood my mistake. But can you tell me what that was?”

Is he actually an Ascended or just a magical trial? Nerguiin thought with a finger on her nose. The story he told shared a lot with the Wanderer’s own tale, so perhaps he, too, had found the Wanderer’s Journal. The man claimed he was an Ascended, which must have made his journey worthwhile. Perhaps this was a trick, and there was no mistake.

“Would you two like to have a go?” Ralah asked. “Or will I say it?”

“Seriously?” Nerguiin asked. “Already?”

“I can wait. I am not in a hurry.”

Nerguiin stared at him with her mouth open.

“I don’t understand this riddle,” Aurochs said. “Maybe that makes you feel better.”

She ground her teeth. “Go ahead, Ralah.”

“My advice to you is this,” Ralah told the man. “Don't rush to live. If you don't hurry, you won't miss your life.”

The man nodded. “Here, when I faced Ereshkigal spire, I understood this myself. I had rushed to get here and in doing so forgot to live. All the rushed paths only lead down. And your path, taken slower, goes to the left.”

Nerguiin sighed, but stepped onto the island, passed the man, and took the left bronze bridge. When the water flowed past him, and Aurochs was done carefully easing himself over the tiny island, Nerguiin raised her arms in placation at Ralah. “I admit it. Ralah, you’re far better at riddles than I.”

“Do not feel bad,” he said. “I have lived far longer than you. Most riddles become easier the older you are. But there are also those only a child can solve. People who grow too tall may not see the ground beneath their feet.”

The next island was overgrown with completely straight vertical trees with bushy leaves, like natural pipes. Aurochs grabbed a few shrubs and chewed on them. The plants were so dense they blocked the view of the other islands, and Aurochs had to trample his way through. The water lion padded alongside Nerguiin while the waves in their wake made the forest sway.

The guardian of the island stepped to block their path from behind one of the trees.

Nerguiin jumped. “Gah! It’s you!”

“Hello,” the Aizi udug that took the forms of those it observed said with a grin. This time she appeared as Nerguiin’s adult body instead of the ghostly child appearance she had worn the last time she was here.

Nerguiin looked at her companions. Last time she had prepared Sokhatai and Zanyar to face their own images and told them never to speak a word to the Aizi. It would try either to trick them into lying, or force them to submit to a one-sided deal with its mind-reading powers. It would tear at their deepest insecurities, open their sorest wounds, and use their most powerful fears to turn their minds against themselves.

This time the Aizi would be seeing the minds of Aurochs, Reshi, and Ralah.

Nerguiin couldn’t help it. She bent over laughing.

“Laugh,” the Aizi said. “Go on, let it out.”

She laughed some more. “Good luck trying to defeat those three!”

The Aizi looked to one side and crossed her arms. “Right, let’s get this over with. Go through the forest. The center bridge is the one you want.”

“Oh wait, there’s the water too. Maybe you can find some way to trick the water. Would you like my help?”

“Just…go.”

“I’m curious,” Nerguiin said, wiping tears from her eyes. “What are you saying to others? Oh wait, you can’t tell me. Damn. How would you even go about breaking the wisest wish spirit in this world or any other, the painter of the skies, or a primordial fiend who is the spawn of Ti’Amtum?”

The Aizi walked up to her, grabbed her by the wrist, and pulled her along through the forest. Aurochs followed, munching branches and looking around with interest at their surroundings.

“Maybe you’ll learn something,” Nerguiin gasped while trying to breathe between bouts of laughter. “Ralah and Reshi are pretty smart, you know? And Aurochs might surprise you.”

“Yes, yes. Just go to the Center and fix the sky and all that. Yes, I live in this world too. Ereshkigal needs a beating. Go give it to her.”

That sobered Nerguiin up. She let her double pull her through the forest.

“That’s brave,” Nerguiin said. “I didn’t imagine you would have it in you to speak against Ereshkigal in her own city.”

“This may be the safest place to speak against her.”

She frowned. “Why?”

“That one you can solve yourself.”

They came out from the forest, and the Aizi shoved her onto what seemed empty air. Nerguiin’s stomach flipped and her eyes widened, but her feet landed on another invisible path that left her staring down at a fall below her feet. The water hugged its corner and revealed the bridge’s true shape as a cylindrical, canal-like passage. Nerguiin turned around, but the Aizi simply waved her hand and walked off into the trees.

________




WHILE THE PATH they took across Divine Ring curved and swayed more than Nerguiin would have liked, it did take them ever closer to the Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes. For several hours Ralah humbled Nerguiin on riddle solving until they reached the final island and its piles of rubble of gravel and stone. Ralah waited behind the hill while Nerguiin, Aurochs, Reshi, and the water fought their way up to its summit. The high vantage point showed the many hundreds of islands that stood within the canyons, all the way to the glowing golden wall, which now featured a noticeable hole around the fifth gate of the Underworld.

For a moment, Nerguiin thought of the water that pooled outside the Golden City, entered Ascended Ring through the open gate, then passed all the way through Forest Ring, flowed through the canal from Spirit Ring to…Builders Ring, and finally navigated the islands of Divine Ring. In all the history of those gates, this might be the first time they had all waited open for such a long time.

Atop the hill, Nerguiin faced a flat plateau of dark, mirror-sheen stone that filled the terrain all the way to the sixth gate of the Underworld: the Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes. Its black surface flowed with faces that never settled to one, like countless souls desperately trying to claw their way out from their imprisonment inside the gate. So far away, she and the others couldn’t yet hear their moaning.

“Aren’t you going to gloat, Ereshkigal?” Nerguiin asked at the skies. “No threats or curses for us?

“She does not speak,” Ralah said. “Not here where her lies would doom her. There is some wisdom left to her, after all.”

That’s what the Aizi meant, Nerguiin thought. This is the last place where truth survives in the Golden City.

Winded, she slid down the hill of gravel until her boots landed on the reflective stone. The water made its way up the hill, then came down as a waterfall and rushed toward the Wall of Faces.

Oh, right, she thought. The gate will make me speak truths.

As they approached, the gate opened on its own. The two halves parted to reveal the Center of the Golden City where the golden road pushed straight as an arrow toward Ereshkigal’s black spire half a dana away.

“Even the gate opened for us,” Nerguiin said. “And we didn’t even complete the pilgrimage around the ring. The Wall of Faces must really want us to proceed. Last time we had to scale it.”

Ralah landed a foot on the plateau near them, and the earth shook from the impact. “We will each do this alone. This is the true trial of the ring, and we must not, at all costs, try to evade or deceive it.”

“I’ll…I’ll go first,” Aurochs said with a tremor in his voice. He puffed air, rolled his shoulders, and planted his feet and hands on the ground. The flame in his gut blossomed bright. Grunting, he leaped to sprint and stomped down the flat ground that reflected the orange fire in his belly. He dashed through the gate’s two halves where, even at the rear sides now visible to them, countless moaning faces appeared and disappeared.

“I lost myself to fire!” Aurochs bellowed as he ran. “As Primordial Chaos flooded, I sought comfort from my flame! It drove me to act, to help my home, and so I challenged the Golden City! In my madness, I burned the walls and the gates, and Ereshkigal cast me to Kur! It was only when her chains sealed my flame that I understood the depth of my madness! If not for Nerguiin, I would not have found my way back from that darkness!”

In haste, he passed through without further words. He leaned against his knees, then looked back at Nerguiin with a hint of guilt on his face.

No wonder he’s been warning me, she thought.

Ralah slid a single finger through the gate’s opening. “I have lied,” he said, surprising Nerguiin. “For I could easily withdraw the fires of the heaven and return them to my udug companion.”

“Hey!” Nerguiin shouted at him with arms at her hips.

“I told her it could not be done, for I so longed to see the skies painted in the ancestral hues once more. And for that, I too, lack wisdom.” As the gates didn’t compel more truth from him, he straightened, turned to Nerguiin, craned his neck. “It is true,” he said. “I was selfish and I stole your flame.” His blue eyes shone on her, and in the heavens behind him, the fires spiraled around Ereshkigal’s spire. “Do you want me to return it? Perhaps the udugs in Builders Ring have calmed enough to not need it.”

She wanted to say yes, but she felt a dozen different feelings at the same time, and worried saying anything in her current state might be counted as a lie. Yes, she wanted her flame back, but a part of her was terrified of having seen even Aurochs lose himself to madness. The image returned of Warden’s flesh burning off her bones, and contrasted with the painting Ralah had made for them…she wasn’t sure if she wanted to be anywhere close to that flame again.

Besides, the sky looked pretty.

“I…” Nerguiin said. “I will think about that.”

Ralah bowed, then stepped over the wall.

That left just Reshi and Nerguiin. She pursed her lips. What would it make her say now? Nothing she could say could really harm her relationship with any of her companions. She hadn’t betrayed anyone, not this time at least. Strangely, that made her feel more afraid. What if she did say something that would make Aurochs or Ralah mad?

“You are wise to be afraid,” Reshi said.

“How did you know I was afraid?” Nerguiin asked, taking care in her words.

“It may surprise you, but this is the trial that has defeated most of the Ascended who made it this far. Opening hearts is dangerous. And you udugs have such strange hearts.” He floated to block her view of the Wall. “Would you like me to tell you the truth the Wanderer spoke here?”

She perked up at this and almost nodded, then realized the meaning of what she was about to say. Reshi hadn’t asked her if she wanted to know, but whether she wanted Reshi to reveal the Wanderer’s deepest, most painful truth. Yes, she wanted to know, of course she did. But she did not want him to reveal it. After all, she wouldn’t have wanted him to reveal her secrets to anyone.

“I want to know,” she said. “But I don’t want you to tell me.”

Reshi’s eyes squinted in a smile. “And you once so resolutely denied being on a pilgrimage. Look at you now!”

“Shut up. Stop saying these things here where I can’t lie to you.”

He laughed at this, then floated between the two open halves of Wall of Faces, then paused to look at the faces up close.

“I waited too long,” Reshi said to the gates, and Nerguiin wasn’t sure if it was the gate compelling him to speak, or if he chose to share this. “I should have seen Ereshkigal’s grief long ago. Part of this tragedy is mine to blame. I now act because I must.”

He craned his body in a bow at the gate, remained silent for a moment, and passed through to the Center.

The water went next, the proud lion leading the slushing procession of oxen, goats, snakes, monkeys, and even men. But the water said nothing as it passed. After all, water would not lie, and each twist of a river and each drop of rain came with the heavy, inevitable raw truth that water alone possessed.

She pursed her lips and breathed out a pained sigh over the butterflies in her stomach. Whatever Reshi said about opening hearts, the Wall would only be a slight obstacle before their true encounter with Ereshkigal. She didn’t have the time to worry about a little truth.

Head held high, she strolled toward the gate. Each step felt heavier than the one before.

Get your nerves under control, she told herself. There’s nothing to be afraid of.

The gate approached. Its moans came louder. The faces ahead appeared to focus on her, but she didn’t know if that was her imagination. They appeared and disappeared like ripples of rain on liquid stone. She walked faster.

The truth threatened to come out. Last time she was here, she resisted the truth for but moment before the Wall of Faces tore the betrayal of Miri out of her lips and set her on the path where her friends shouldn’t have forgiven her. But this time, as the magic combed through her mind for its secrets like a spider’s caress, she knew which one it wanted. For a brief moment, she understood the Wall’s thoughts.

Words live in different places in the body. Secrets live in the whispers to the ear of a loved one, only spoken during the quiet, soft hours of the night. Lies are like flying birds—they never find a place to settle. The smallest of truths live in the mouth. Some escape to the nose. A few hide in the head, and others still in the throat.

But the biggest truths live in the gut.

With tiny pinpricks the Wall of Faces searched her lips and found the many lies she whispered, but it seemed not to want those. It tickled her ears, and to Nerguiin’s surprise, found a secret, too. It flowed as wind into her nose and there too found a thousand little lies and truths that cowered in fear.

But the Wall was not settled. It tried to pry her jaw open, and as she resisted, flowed through her nose like a stream of tiny needles until she gasped. They pushed their way down the back of her mouth and stopped in her throat.

Yes, take them, she thought.

But the Wall heard this, and it was not content. It knew there was a bigger revelation.

So it went to her gut where she buried her greatest secret, lie, and truth, all as one, swallowed those many years ago, forgotten, ignored, and betrayed. The secret she refused to whisper. The lie she told herself. And the truth she would never accept.

This was the truth the Wall wanted.

A vertigo took her, and she tried to run, but stumbled, barely righting herself, arms flung out for balance. Something tried to pry her jaw open. She tried to clamp her teeth together to no avail. Her vision swam with dots, and tears spilled out from the corners of her eyes.

And so the truth crawled up, and she pushed it back down. She tossed her head left and right. She ran, almost to the gate, and swallowed the truth deeper. She only needed to cross a few feet more.

But still the truth poured out.

“I hear the wind!” Nerguiin cried as she ran. “I say I don't, but by the heavens, I hear you, Anu! I feel you! I always have!”

And she knew it was the truth.

Through the gate, she collapsed onto her knees on the intersection of the flooded golden road and the silver Pilgrim’s Path. She let her head hang. The wind stilled, and her hair drooped limp to cover her face. Cautiously, as though not to startle her, the wind shifted her hair. She looked up at the green skies.

Yes, she heard Anu. She always had. She knew he had created sandstorms to protect her from Ninurta, the bronze warrior who had killed Miri. She knew the wind had chided her when she lied. She knew the wind broke into Kur and guided her away from the deepest reaches of despair, then held her hand through her pilgrimage. It was the wind that warned her of the brigands who once abducted her, guided Aurochs to the scent of food in Forest Ring, and spoke the language of the trees on her behalf to make Reshi into her friend and ally.

And all those other times too many to count.

“I know that,” she whispered. “I know you are there, Anu. I know why you blow as the evil southern wind. I know why your eastern wind brings no rain. I know why your western gales topple trees, and why I forget the times when you grant us a pleasant northern breeze.”

The wind stilled. She closed her eyes. Behind her the Wall of Faces shut, its faces faded, and its surface turned golden.

“It’s because you must. There are days when the skies must darken. There are days when the old must die, when the sick must perish. But there are also the days when the sun shines, when two fall in love, and when a child is born.” She sighed, opening her eyes. “All this must come to pass, because this is what we call life. I refused to answer the Riddle of the Four Winds because I would have to admit that I, too, will die. And Anu, I’m afraid. By the heavens, I’m afraid.”

Anu shifted and wheeled around to a pleasant northern breeze.

“The Riddle of the Four Winds asks how one can command the wind,” She said. “I said it cannot be done when I knew many who did. Pazuza commands all four. Reshi, too, protected us from the nishakai by your will. So why couldn’t I?”

She stood up. The golden bricks ahead of her ran as a line of brilliant light toward Ereshkigal’s spire standing like a black rod at the center of the city. Reshi bobbed up and down with his white and black cloud reflecting from the submerged golden bricks, but he did so in silence. Ralah craned his head at her, and for once the wind left his beard listing motionless.

“I’m happy for you,” Aurochs said. “I knew you didn’t really hate the wind.”

“I suppose I never did,” Nerguiin said. The wind spiraled, making her hair dance. “I wondered why Anu never replied to me. Could it be that before now I’ve just never said anything worth hearing?”

In a sudden shift, the winds paused, leaving her in absolute silence. She laughed, and the wind returned as a gentle breeze, wrapping around her.

“Yes,” she said. “You always heard, didn’t you? So you must already know what I’m going to ask, don’t you? Will you help me, Anu?”








CHAPTER TWENTY










Many have entered the Golden City in search of eternal life, yet all have returned lacking. While my own quest proved fruitless, perhaps this journal gives me immortality of a kind.
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The water assaulted the center of Ereshkigal’s city, and the wind howled over its waves. For the first time in her life, Nerguiin listened.

The harshest, most agonizing scorching gale rose in fury from the east. It tore off the flowers on the rolling meadows to the right and ripped their petals to pieces, sending them flying at Ereshkigal’s spire where the light-consuming fireflies swarmed by the thousands. The wind bent to their left, down the silver Pilgrim’s Path by the golden walls, through the flooded Canyons of Disease and their sharp rocky ledges, and sent the many-eyed, rodent-like rock-digging udugs burrowing into their holes. The smallest, fist-sized udug blinked its six eyes in turn at the wind as though it didn’t understand this new hostile gale, then skittered into its home in the orange stone.

Even the green fires of heaven flowed with the wind like a herd driven before the hunt, then coiled into a whirlpool centered above Ereshkigal’s spire. Ralah, taller than the tower, cowered with one hand over his face, the other securing the paint brush and clanking paint buckets to his waist. Aurochs’ uneasy pacing only calmed when Nerguiin landed a hand on his furry leg.

Wind in her eyes, she looked at Ereshkigal’s spire—and it was the look of death. “Let’s go get the rain back.”

She climbed up Aurochs’ leg and sat on his head, then tapped him on the horn until he broke into a trot. They approached the spire—Aurochs with the rhythmic stomps of his great feet, Ralah with the ponderous inevitability of a single footstep. Reshi huffed and puffed as he flew in a jagged, uneven stagger through the maelstrom of the four angered winds.

Following the golden road and its brilliant glow, they approached the seventh gate of the Underworld. Further away, the innermost walls of the city shone golden. Above, the wind corralled the green fires of heaven around the Tower of Death. Far to the left, the City of Lesser Divines, which was supposed to mirror the mortal world, remained veiled in mist, so that only the tallest peaks of its towers and palaces poked through the gray haze. The Lake of Song reflected green under the skies, and somewhere beyond its banks, the goddess Mamkhal would be reading destiny in her cabin nestled in the forest.

“Nerguiin,” Ralah said as he finished taking his last footstep through the Golden City and stood next to the spire and its black, sky-rivaling reaches. “Are you certain the plan you spoke of will work? The one you refused to share.”

“No,” she admitted, and now that she faced the oppressive mass Ereshkigal’s spire, its width as wide as the ziggurat of Uruk, she felt less sure about herself. “But it will be the right thing to do.”

When the last golden bricks swerved to the side and wandered off in the direction of the City of Lesser Divines, the water lion leading their procession sat on its haunches and waited at the edge of the arid earth at the base of the Tower of Death. The rest of the water flowed around the tower, hugging the edge of the dry land, but not crossing onto it, as though an invisible canal forced its passage.

Nerguiin hopped down from Aurochs’ head and lowered her palm onto the ground. As on her last visit, crimson light like voiceless lightning hid within the soil. It glowed from the small cracks between the flakes of dirt, and when it flashed, Nerguiin closed her eyes and listened to its earsplitting snaps of thunder. Lightning, too, was Anu’s domain, and in the language of the wind, each flash of light demanded her death.

No, she thought, pressing her ear against the hot dirt. It’s not me it wants to kill.

The dry earth wanted to kill the water on its banks.

This is the curse of drought, she thought. This is where Ereshkigal keeps it.

“Water,” she said. “Can you not cross this?”

The lion let out a growl.

“That’s fine. Wait here. We won’t be gone long.”

“So you made it,” a boy’s high-pitched voice came from the pair of black wooden doors at the base of the spire. Neti the Gatekeeper stood above the staircase that led up to the seventh gate, which reached tall enough to allow even Aurochs through, even though the gate couldn’t hope to permit Ralah’s frame. Bags hung under Neti’s eyes, his messy hair tangled like a crow’s nest, and his ripped shirt revealed the top half of his scrawny torso. The wind made his knee-length skirt flutter.

“Enter, pilgrims,” Neti said in a voice both relieved and tired. “A god has granted you patronage, and under the laws of the Golden City, my Mistress must grant you an audience.”

“I think I know which god it is.” Nerguiin glanced in the direction of Mamkhal’s home beyond the Lake of Song. “Or should I say, a goddess?”

Ralah remained waiting outside with the water while Nerguiin, Aurochs, and Reshi followed Neti up the steps to the seventh gate. When the gate clicked open, Nerguiin grabbed both of its faces and pulled them open as easily as moving her hand. She pursed her lips at the thick panels of black wood which had to weigh more than a hundred men combined. Last time she’d been here she couldn’t nudge it a finger’s length, while Sokhatai moved it with ease.

“It’s light,” she said to Reshi.

“Do you want to know why?” he asked.

It’s not that the gate got lighter, she thought. It’s that I got stronger.

She smiled, then continued further into the antechamber. Here, without any illumination from the celestial bodies, the already black floor tiles swallowed the light so the air felt as heavy as the solitary reaches of Kur filled with the True Death. Aurochs’ chest puffed out, and he birthed a warm, glowing orange light that challenged the darkness.

The blue translucent doors leading to the Hall of Judgment opened on their own as Neti walked toward them. Ereshkigal sat on her throne of mineral-adorned stone, her cheek propped against her fist. She wore a dress of vibrant blue and transparent silk that suggested her form beneath, and her black hair danced above her like a spiked crown. On the table beside her, the Book of the Dead waited open to the last page.

Behind Ereshkigal’s throne, dust particles floated in the air, only visible from the green light burning harshly at the other side of the translucent ceiling through which Ralah observed them, the fires of the heavens gathered like a canvas behind his head. Of the seven columns which had held statues of the gate guardians of the Underworld, only Neti’s remained standing. The black chunks of stone littering the floor were scratched and damaged pieces of Pazuza, Siriwa, Dioneh, Warden, and even the Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes.

Neti took a spot at the right side of the throne and crossed his arms. To the throne’s left embroidered blankets could not quite hide the instruments beneath, the Celestial Harp the tallest mound beneath the red cloth.

Nerguiin, Aurochs, and Reshi came to a stop a dozen paces away from the throne. Ereshkigal narrowed her eyes at Nerguiin, glanced at Aurochs and Reshi, and finally turned to look up at Ralah. He made an awkward bow, and his moss beard brushed the ceiling.

“Great and glorious Ereshkigal,” Ralah said. “I bring greetings from the Mountains of Dawn.”

“Ralah the Painter,” Ereshkigal said, palm against her cheek. “You know the treaties forbid any of your tribe to enter my city. Yet here you stand by my hall, so defiant and full of violence.”

“I have no grievance with you, Ereshkigal, and all the violence I did was against the wall of Divine Ring. Give me the tools and I will repair it to a luster befitting your city’s beauty.”

“I have no need of your masonry. Begone.”

“I am here to plead on behalf of all the residents of the eastern Underworld. Grant Utu and Nanna passage and restore the rain to its rightful place.”

Hoping her legs didn’t tremble, Nerguiin stepped forward. When the goddess showed no sign of noticing her, she took another cautious step. Finally Ereshkigal sighed and looked at Nerguiin down her nose. The stare produced a lump of ice in Nerguiin’s stomach.

“Why do you do this?” Nerguiin asked her. “Why not let the rains return? Why do you punish mortals and gods alike? Your sister has suffered and repented.”

“I have no time for you,” Ereshkigal said. “Your sentence was one hundred years and one hundred days. When we’re done here, you’ll be sent back. You have also reversed your Ascension, and as such have no place within the Golden City. That is my decision.”

“I plead as well, death god,” Aurochs said. “Let us end this drought. Grant water its rightful passage.”

“You think to make chaos your ally?” Ereshkigal said. “Have you not insulted me enough?”

“Reshi,” Nerguiin whispered, holding her eyes on Ereshkigal. “I think I’m ready to say my wish.”

“Name it,” Reshi said.

With a flick of her hand, Ereshkigal killed Nerguiin’s voice. “I think not. One wish was already granted.”

Confident, Nerguiin met Reshi’s gaze. He floated before her for a moment, then craned his neck, and a tension in her throat eased.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Reshikhalen,” Ereshkigal said, sitting straighter. “Has it truly come to this?”

Reshi bowed. “So it seems.”

“Then, were I to raise my hand against these intruders, you would stop me?”

“I see we understand each other. This has gone too far. It is time to let the gods continue their journey across the skies.”

Two heavy thumps came from the closed seventh gate of the Underworld, a pounding so loud it killed Ereshkigal’s response on her lips and echoed through the hall.

“Don’t let them in,” Ereshkigal said to Neti, who gave her a pained look.

The blows rang once more, and more demanding.

“You are not welcome,” Ereshkigal shouted in the direction of the gates.

With a sickening crack of splintering wood, the gates burst open. Ereshkigal leaped up from her throne. Neti took a few steps down from the throne podium, his hand raised.

Two gods marched into the Hall of Judgment.

Mamkhal, whom Nerguiin had last seen in her home in Divine Ring, walked in wearing an apron and a motherly smile. The tall god on her right, Ninurta, Utu’s champion, whom Nerguiin had once known as Usun, wore dented and scratched sheets of bronze armor over his torso, and his layered dress of bronze petals chimed over his ankles. This time he came without a spear or a helmet, the better to display the full intensity of his godly frown. Golden chains decorated the braided beard that hung over his chest.

“You think to break open my gates?” Ereshkigal shouted. “The Underworld does not welcome you! Do you want me to cast you out as well?”

“Come now, Ere,” Mamkhal said. She came to a stop next to Nerguiin. “We just want to have a chat.”

Ninurta stopped on Nerguiin’s right and spoke in flowery High Tongue. “Ereshkigal, I come as an emissary of Utu, whom you have denied entrance to your world. I request you to grant the skies their light once more, and to undo the curse of drought.”

Ereshkigal looked from one god to another, rage contorting her face. “Do you think a coalition of two gods is enough to command death?”

“No,” Mamkhal said. “But seven is.”

“Seven of Anu’s children…” Her eyes narrowed. “Yet I only see two.”

Mamkhal turned to Nerguiin with a wide smile. “Come now, Nerguiin, name your wish. Reshikhalen has waited long enough.”

Trembling, Nerguiin looked at Ereshkigal, then at the two other gods. She swallowed, wet her lips, and faced Reshi.

“My wish is this,” Nerguiin said. “Miri, Inanna, the Goddess of Love, was killed for her crimes, but now she has suffered enough. I have forgiven her, and I ask the gods gathered here to do so as well. Reshi, I wish to bring Inanna back to life.”

“I do not allow this!” Ereshkigal cried. Her hand landed on the Book of the Dead.

Reshi closed his eyes. “One wish granted.”

A stream of white light coursed through the tiled floor, and at the first sight of it, Nerguiin let out a sound between a sob and laugh. As the light danced in the air, it took Miri’s form wearing a frilly, sky-blue dress, all her braids restored, and something held against her chest. Miri took a deep breath, opened her eyes, and smiled like a sun peeking from behind a cloud.

“Hi,” Miri said.

Nerguiin’s voice caught in her throat.

“Thank you.”

“I…” Nerguiin couldn’t say the rest.

Miri pulled her into an embrace, and as they met, Nerguiin sobbed against her shoulder. “I’m sorry you had to go through all this because of me,” Miri said. “It was hard, wasn’t it?”

Nerguiin nodded, unable to speak.

While they were pressed close, Miri handed her a hard object, and Nerguiin’s fingers closed around it. When Miri leaned back, smiling, she turned to Ereshkigal.

“Sister,” Miri said. She knelt before the throne. “I ask you to restore the skies and help us end this drought in the mortal world.”

Nerguiin looked at the thing Miri had given her. It was a carved wooden goat with expressive eyes and a smiling face and a tiny child riding its back. The wooden toy Nerguiin had found among the offerings in Kur.

“And why should I listen to you?” Ereshkigal said. “Because of you, tens of thousands have died. Your actions have shown you are not fit to speak in these halls.”

“Yet three gods stand here,” Mamkhal said, kneeling as well so her apron bent over her knees. “And we all ask the same. See reason, Ere.”

Ninurta knelt with a shuffle and chiming of his metal dress, his beard touching the floor. “At this time, while we are trapped in eternal night, Utu burns in the skies of the mortal world. If you do not grant the mortals the relief of night, more will have died by your hand than by all Inanna’s actions combined. I speak on behalf of Utu, who also pleads for your mercy.”

“So we are four,” Mamkhal said. “And I speak on behalf of Nanna, and we are five.”

Ereshkigal’s scowl turned to Nerguiin. “The two who escaped Kur will return to their imprisonment, as will my sister. Once that is done, the gods may pass. The drought continues. My sister must suffer a thousand years.”

Mamkhal smiled. “What if seven gods asked you to forgive her?”

“It would take seven, and I see only five.”

“Patience, Ere.” She turned to Nerguiin. “Well, Nerguiin, what are you waiting for?”

Oh gods, Nerguiin thought. It felt like some kind of animal was trying to claw its way out of her stomach. Her finger closed tight around the toy goat as she stood before throne. Here we go…

“Ereshkigal.” Nerguiin’s voice was steadier than she thought possible, and it surprised her. “You have not followed the seven sacred lessons of the Underworld, and so I argue you yourself are a lawbreaker.”

“A bold claim, mortal. And which one of the seven have I, a god, broken?”

“…all seven.”

Ereshkigal chuckled. “Very well. I’ll humor you. You may present your case.”

She swallowed. “And there’s, uh, one more thing. Surely you shouldn’t be the one to decide on a legal case against yourself?” Nerguiin gestured at Ninurta with the goat. While she hadn’t expected him to be here, she would be a fool to let Ereshkigal decide on her own fate. “We have Utu’s first judge here. Let him arbitrate.”

The first hint of concern crossed Ereshkigal’s face. She tapped a finger on her mineral-adorned throne. “Fine. I know Ninurta to rule fairly. He is the most impartial of us.”

Ereshkigal stood up from her throne, walked down the steps to the floor, then extended her arm to point at the seat she had just vacated.

“Very well,” Ninurta said. “So you know, mortal, I must be neutral in my judgment and consider both your and Ereshkigal’s words as impartially as I can.”

Nerguiin thought for a moment. “Fair enough.”

Ninurta nodded, walked up the steps to Ereshkigal’s throne, spun around, and seated himself with his hands resting on the armrests. “You may present your case.”

Nerguiin began, in High Tongue, to deliver the speech she had prepared in her mind for the whole day, and as the first words poured out, the next came easier. “Through her actions, Ereshkigal has shown she does not understand the seven sacred lessons of the Underworld. Not only that, but she has distorted their meaning far from their original purpose of guiding pilgrims.”

“How do I not understand them?” Ereshkigal asked. “Tell me, and I will explain every lesson to you.”

“I will,” she said. “First, you have not demonstrated an understanding of the limits of your own wisdom. Gathered before you, honored judge, stand gods, giants, beings of Primordial Chaos, wish spirits, and mortals so desperate as to challenge death. Great and glorious Ereshkigal, we have given you counsel and offered our wisdom. We all speak of the suffering you cause, yet you refuse to heed our word. So rather than embodying the lesson of wisdom, you refuse to heed the wisdom of those wiser than you.” She pointed the toy goat at the destroyed seventh gate behind her. “In Divine Ring on our way here, the trials themselves acted against you. Even the Golden City knows you no longer listen.”

Ereshkigal smiled. She stood at the base of the podium at Ninurta’s feet, but her bearing made it clear that while she did not occupy her throne, everyone in this hall still breathed because she chose it. “Unwise? I, who have designed this pilgrimage that guides so many to my tower. I who have overseen the dead for thousands upon thousands of years.” She gestured at Aurochs, who took an involuntary step back. “This fiend was maddened by flame when he assaulted my city,” she intoned, “and look at him now. I cast him down to Kur, chained his flame, and through my wisdom he has found his senses once more. Dare you still call me unwise?”

“I dare more,” Nerguiin continued, and her voice rang louder in the hall. “As regards the lesson that teaches us to act in the best interests of all, I ask you: can you claim to have the good of community in your heart when the denizens of the Underworld all gather before your throne to plead their cases unheard? While the mortal world burns, Primordial Chaos floods. Kur has frozen over once more, and the celestial bodies themselves are trapped in time. How does this promote good for anyone?”

“It is because my sister needs to learn,” Ereshkigal said. She looked at Miri who lowered her gaze. “Were I to let her go, she would only repeat her error. When a god commits a mistake, the punishment must be harsh if the lesson is to be learned.”

On the throne, Ninurta ran a hand through his braided beard. “Your answer, mortal?”

Nerguiin’s heart raced, but she had predicted this response. “Which brings us to another lesson which you have forgotten—that of acceptance, the lesson you yourself teach in this spire to those Ascended who earn an audience with you and whom you then send back home to their mortality. In pursuing this mad vendetta on your sister, you have forgotten how to accept, to let go, to endure, though you exhort others to do so. On our way here, Ralah told me of a saying in the Mountains of Dawn: ‘As if it were a fertile spot, the heart does not abandon the good.’ This is where you must seek, Ereshkigal, for good must still hide in your saddened heart.”

At this, Ereshkigal’s expression shifted between anger and confusion. “You do not understand. Letting my sister go would prove ruinous to all worlds.”

Perfect, Nerguiin thought. “And is it not the lesson of Forest Ring to watch where you step rather than where you are headed?”

Ereshkigal narrowed her eyes and appeared to give it some thought for a moment. “It is.”

Ninurta tented his fingers. “How has Ereshkigal failed to understand this lesson?”

“Why, this lesson she has learned too well! On the way here, Forest Ring blinded us to force that lesson on us! For watching only where one steps, we discovered, one loses all sight of where they are headed! In real life, there is no silver Pilgrim’s Path to guide us. Real life is akin to a forest, and without a destination, we are doomed to be lost forever. Perhaps Ereshkigal would do well to sometimes look at what is outside her spire?”

“Insolence!” Ereshkigal snapped. “You will guard your words or I’ll send you to Kur for a thousand years!”

Mamkhal cleared her throat. “You did say Nerguiin can present her case. Are you going back on your word?”

“And what of sacrifice?” Ereshkigal demanded. “Can you claim I have not sacrificed more than anyone could possibly do?”

“Oh, yes!” Nerguiin approached the throne and spread her arms wide, spinning. “As you so eloquently put it, you have sacrificed more than any god ever before. In Prison Ring we found the beauty of the past ground to sand. Warden had built an army of udugs made for war and conquest. You sacrificed all of those people, but in doing so you lost the purpose of sacrifice. To whose benefit was all this? Why did so many have to die? Why do we suffer? In not asking those questions, you have forgotten what sacrifice means.”

Ereshkigal opened her mouth to speak, then closed it and crossed her arms and faced Ninurta. “This does not prove anything. I have acted exactly according to the laws of the Underworld.”

“What of understanding yourself?” Nerguiin continued while wagging the toy goat at the goddess. “You know what you do is wrong, but you refuse to admit it. I argue that you understand yourself all too well, but in your hubris, you lie to yourself. And do you not know what they do to liars in the Underworld?”

Nerguiin actually didn’t know the answer to that one, but she didn’t have to say that.

“I have not spoken a single lie!” Ereshkigal shouted. She took a step toward Nerguiin and pointed a finger at her. “I…I have not lied! Do not dare to say so! Name one time where my words were not the truth!”

The outburst made Nerguiin feel both tense and more at ease. Ereshkigal knew she was going to lose. But what could she say that proved Ereshkigal had actually spoken a lie? She had absolutely no idea.

Ninurta banged his hand on the arm of the throne. The sound echoed in the audience chamber, and all eyes turned to him.

“I have heard enough,” Ninurta said, and Nerguiin sighed in relief. “Ereshkigal is accused of breaking the seven sacred lessons of the Underworld, which she herself enforces. I have heard both sides, and as your judge, this is my ruling.”

At this Ereshkigal looked up with her eyes wide. She clutched her dress and swallowed. Nerguiin held her breath, commanding her lips not to grin.

I did it, Nerguiin thought in amazement. I actually outwitted the goddess of death!

Ninurta banged his hand against the armrest and spoke his verdict. 

“Innocent.”








CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE










I expressed my fear of death to Ereshkigal. She understood all too well, and offered to show me what waited for me when my time came.

I no longer fear death.
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“What?!” Nerguiin shouted as the sound of Ninurta’s fist striking against the armrest faded in the hall of death. “How can you say she’s innocent?”

“You presented your case well,” Ninurta said, standing up. “But at no point could you show she has broken the letter of law as it is written. I cannot rule against her on legal grounds when the law is objectively on her side. Ereshkigal is innocent.”

Ereshkigal lowered her gaze with pursed lips. She glanced at Nerguiin, but none of the mockery she expected to appear manifested. She seemed troubled.

Nerguiin looked at Miri, who sighed and shook her head. Aurochs let out a disappointed moo, Reshi buzzed, and outside the window, Ralah frowned at the throne.

Quickly, Nerguiin thought, tapping her nose with the toy goat. Prove she’s lying to herself. How?

She searched around the Hall of Judgment where everyone seemed to be waiting for her reply. Aurochs rubbed his snout in thought, and Miri reached out to squeeze Nerguiin’s hand. Looking around the hall, she imagined the Golden City, all its lessons, all she had seen, and tried to come up with a single, absolute fact that would prove Ereshkigal had lied.

Ninurta walked down the steps from the throne. “If you have no more to say, my duty is done.”

The wind swayed Ralah’s beard.

Anu, she thought. What can I do with him?

And as Ralah’s beard waved and danced, Nerguiin’s eyes returned to the toy goat Miri had brought to her from Kur. And in that she saw Ereshkigal’s greatest lie.

“But I can prove it,” Nerguiin said, spinning to Ninurta who was already passing her. She grabbed him by his muscular arm, and he looked down at her hand. She let go. “Judge, I request we continue this trial in the City of the Lesser Divines.”

“This is foolishness,” Ereshkigal said, and her voice shook just a little. “The trial is done.”

“Will you present evidence that will change my mind?” Ninurta asked.

“Yes!”

“Then let us proceed.”

“Ralah,” Nerguiin said, looking up, “would you be kind enough to lift me up?”

Ralah reached his hand through the ceiling which parted like mist before his hand. Nerguiin latched onto his stone fingers for support, and Ralah lifted her her up into the open air above the Hall of Judgment. The Golden City with all its rings opened below her as an ocean of lights in the darkness. Above her, the gathered fires of heaven roared so close she felt their heat.

The City of Lesser Divines, a mirror of the mortal world, remained veiled in mist like a child who hid in embarrassment, afraid of its parent’s wrath.

And that wasn’t how it was supposed to be.

“There.” Nerguiin pointed at the misty silhouette at the far side of the city’s innermost ring.

The hand moved so fast her eyes watered, and she held onto his stone finger for support and glanced down. The vertigo made her stomach twist, and she decided to keep her eyes on the horizon. Ralah’s giant hand slid over the mist so she seemed to float above the clouds, although a few of the tallest peaks of the buildings beneath poked up as black spikes.

He took her to the silver Pilgrim’s Path, its light almost fading under the stronger glow of the golden walls. White mist seeped out through the open gates to the city, and at the other side of the stone walls, the closest mudbrick homes rose up as dreamlike images rather than solid structures.

Toy goat in hand, she walked into the haze, the mist cold and wet against her skin. The Pilgrim’s Path lost its light under the fog. Here gods once lived in reflection of mortals, and the streets were peopled with the wisest beings in creation.

Last time she had seen the city, forms like ghosts walked the streets, but now even they were gone. Nerguiin walked deeper. Her boots clacked against the tiles, and the wind whistled further away.

“Ereshkigal! Ninurta!” she shouted. Like colliding against a wall, her words disappeared against the mist. “Join me here!”

Ereshkigal appeared next to her, stepping down from a black hole in the air that closed after her. Her opulent blue dress whipped in the wind, then settled motionless against her skin. Ninurta followed, crossing his arms over his braided beard and glancing at the mists he once guarded.

“This has gone long enough,” Ereshkigal said in a voice as soft as a whisper, as though as she too feared to disturb the silence. “It is time I send you to Kur for a very long time.”

“Ereshkigal,” Nerguiin said. “You built the City of Lesser Divines to help mortals remember what they leave behind when they pass on to the True Death. So remember!” She swung her arm with the toy goat like a spear. “Hear me, Anu, and lift this mist!”

Ereshkigal smiled. “To think Anu would obey your—”

A slow but steady wind blew from the west and pushed back the gray mist, and Ereshkigal’s eyes widened. The mist resisted like a child grasping for its mother’s arms, but nudged by another gust from the west, it shifted. One spire and rooftop at a time, the City of Lesser Divines rose to its true form like a man shy of his nakedness uncertainly sliding a cape down his back.

The gates of the city rattled in the wind. Roofs had caved in, and drifts of sand filled the streets. Bodies littered the marketplace where a spire lay on its side, a gaping hole leaking bricks like entrails. A stench of death and decay rose from its husk.

The great silvered palace of Gugalanna, whose brilliance once rivaled the sun, crumbled to dust before their eyes. The canal that once carried the Lake of Song to the orchards of Er now fell into a chasm that plummeted to depths unknown, perhaps all the way to Kur. The wind, too, in its passage through the streets, surrendered its youth and passed out of the city as an old man.

“Ereshkigal,” Nerguiin said, turning to face her. “See what you have done.”

The goddess stared with mouth open, fixated on the ruination before her. On the toppled walls like a giant’s carcass, on the field where once grain grew but now red lightning spasmed in the bowels of earth. She listened as the wind carried not the laughter of happy children, not the fearful cries of desperate people, and not even the lamentations of priests performing burial rites, but nothing at all.

In its silence, the wind spoke the language of death, and this Ereshkigal understood.

Nerguiin offered the wooden toy goat to Ereshkigal, and the goddess accepted it with a trembling hand.

Once, not so very long ago, she and her friends had stood in this city and sung Ereshkigal a song of heartbreak and loss to win their freedom. This time they needed no lamentations to coax tears out of her eyes, for tears the color of the blackest midnight slid down her cheeks and stained her dress like splashes of ink. In the wind’s absence, Ereshkigal’s unsteady, trembling breaths filled the air. She collapsed onto her knees and bowed her head before Nerguiin. Her hair, suddenly lank, settled against her neck and shoulders, hanging limp.

“Ninurta,” Nerguiin said, turning to him. 

The god turned to her. 

“Ereshkigal has lied to herself by hiding the City of Lesser Divines from her view. By not having to look at what is happening to the mortal world, she has avoided facing the truth.”

Ninurta crossed his arms. “This does not mean she has lied.”

“But look!” Nerguiin said, pointing. “This is what she has done!”

“Yes,” he said in a calm voice. “But she did not break the law.”

“I did,” Ereshkigal said.

They turned to her. The goddess of death knelt on the ground among the destroyed city, her extravagant dress flowing out onto the silver Pilgrim’s Path beneath her. She rotated the wooden toy goat in her hands.

“I have not broken the letter of the law,” she continued. “But I am guilty.”

Ninurta’s lips twitched to a fleeting smile. “If you understand that much, then you have no more need of a judge.”

A flick of Ereshkigal’s wrist, and Nerguiin appeared before the throne in the Hall of Judgment, and the gods followed, entering through black portals in the air. Ereshkigal reached a trembling hand to grasp her throne’s armrest, then collapsed onto it, while Ninurta stood beside the throne with Neti the gatekeeper.

“And now six have gathered,“ Mamkhal said, approaching. “Do you deny this, Ere?”

“No.” Ereshkigal said without looking away from the toy goat. “Against me speak my sister Inanna, my siblings Utu and Nanna whom I have not welcomed here, Ninurta the first judge, my friend Mamkhal, and finally Anu of the heavens themselves. And faced with this, I have understood I must also stand against myself, which makes us seven.”

“And therefore?” Mamkhal asked while raising her eyebrows.

“Therefore it is time for us to return the rain.”

Neti sighed and his shoulders sagged, then whispered something Nerguiin couldn’t hear. She let out a shuddering, hysterical half cry, half laugh. Miri wrapped her arms around her, and Aurochs mooed and put one furry hand on them.

“But,” Ereshkigal said, “the curse has grown too strong for any of us to defeat. My sister tried and failed, for we didn’t listen to her.”

Miri walked up the steps to the throne and took Ereshkigal’s hands in her own.

“Then help me,” Miri said.

Sighing, Ereshkigal closed her eyes, and the tower began to shake. The sisters chanted a series of harsh syllables as loud as thunder in a language Nerguiin couldn’t understand. Above the throne room, Ralah held his hands over his ears and squeezed his eyes shut. The words echoed around the walls of the throne room, growing in volume, and Nerguiin grabbed Aurochs’ furry leg for support. It sounded like the Underworld itself shouted threats, then screamed in rage. The hall shook, and dust fell from the ceiling.

The voices died, and Miri let go of her sister’s hands. Mamkhal reached down to gather the hem of her dress and lifted it up above her ankles. Stones cracked outside, and in a burst of waves, the water leaped through the broken seventh gate. It covered the black tiles, swirled past Mamkhal’s ankles, and Nerguiin yelped as it soaked her feet. It coursed around the hall in mad circles until it surrounded Ereshkigal and Miri.

The water lion rose from the churning pool and trotted up the steps to the throne. Ereshkigal put a hand on its head.

“You are free,” she said, “and may return to the mortal world.”

The lion let out a deep, rattling growl.

“Are you certain?”

It tossed its head and growled again.

“Very well.” Ereshkigal looked up at Nerguiin. “Approach, mortal.”

The lion dissolved, then reformed next to Nerguiin. Ereshkigal beckoned her with a wave of her hand. Swallowing, Nerguiin took the steps up to stand beside Miri.

“Give me your hand,” Ereshkigal commanded.

The touch of Ereshkigal’s fingers turned Nerguiin’s arm a ghostly blue. Ereshkigal maintained her grip on Nerguiin’s arm and with her other hand produced a translucent gnarled edimmu finger and offered it to Nerguiin, who took it with her ghostly hand and turned to the Book of the Dead.

The pages began to leaf back until her name appeared as glyphs written in different handwriting from the others. Her own handwriting, put there when she used the dead finger to assure herself a place in the Golden City, and doomed her friends’ quest to failure and the mortal world to continued suffering. Before the goddess could change her mind, Nerguiin pressed the sharp end of the finger onto the sheet and made several long strokes, scratching over her own name until it was unreadable. Each motion sent a jolt of pain up her arm. With the name destroyed, she sighed in relief and offered the finger back to Ereshkigal. As soon as the god of death withdrew her hand, the ghostly arm returned to its mortal state, and Nerguiin backed down the steps into the ankle-deep water.

“By removing your name,” Ereshkigal said, “you are no longer a resident of the Underworld, and this realm can hold you no more. Reshikhalen, approach.”

The wish spirit floated over, his body now pure white.

“My command to you is this: you once counseled me, and there was a time when I accepted your wisdom. I ask you to do so again, from now until the end of time.”

“I offer you what little wisdom I possess,” Reshi said.

“Then I will ask for it: the curse is lifted, but the water has informed me it lacks the power to return on its own. What would you have me do?”

Reshi turned to face the hall. “The rains must return to the mortal world, and there is already someone who Inanna long ago prepared for the task. An udug who both fears and respects water.”

“Eh?” Nerguiin asked, standing straight.

“Nerguiin,” Ereshkigal said. “I have granted you pardon. But you have also committed many crimes. So I have a final request to you: to return this water to the mortal world. You may borrow the Celestial Harp. But you must not play it three times within a single week.”

Nerguiin paled. “I…I’ll do my best.”

“Aurochs of Primordial Chaos,” Ereshkigal continued, and Aurochs stomped closer. “You who also have committed many crimes I task to join her, and to ensure the harp is returned to me when the rains have normalized. This will take many months.”

He bowed. “I will defend her and the water with my own life. The harp will not be misused.”

Ereshkigal pointed to the embroidered blankets hiding the instruments, and Nerguiin approached them. She tugged at the red blanket, which fell aside to reveal the rich wooden triangle of the Celestial Harp. Dozens of strings crossed a distance taller than a man. At the sight of it, the water animals gathered around the instrument as though answering the call of their master.

“Aurochs,” Nerguiin said. “Will you carry this for me?”

He splashed over and lifted the instrument. In his huge hands, it looked more like a bard’s lyre.

“So be it then,” Ereshkigal said. “Utu, Nanna, I grant you passage into the Underworld.”

Light poured through the throne room ceiling, first blue, then golden as the moon and sun appeared on the black sky among the green fire. Nerguiin gaped as the two celestial bodies glowed side-by-side, equally powerful against a black canvas. She stood tall, a surprised grin on her face.

Outside the hall, Ralah laughed. “I will paint you a sky the likes of which the world has never seen!”

“Come,” Miri said to Nerguiin. “You will want to see him paint.”

Nerguiin cast one more glance at Ereshkigal, who simply flicked a dismissive hand at her, and she ran out of the hall after Miri and Aurochs. Outside, the arid earth that once surrounded Ereshkigal’s spire had become a lush green field where buzzing insects darted between flowers. Mamkhal, Ninurta, and Reshi followed and joined them in looking up as Ralah reached for his giant paintbrush.

He dipped it into one of the buckets at his belt, their contents sloshing and spilling golden and blue paint. He swung his brush in a wide arc, scattering paint drops and spatters across the air. Where his brush moved, the sky reappeared in streaks of blue and white. He brushed faster, creating green streaks that danced in the sky, then a glowing purple that rose above the horizon. In the west, he painted crimson turning cyan, and added gray storms. All at the same time, he painted the beauty of dawn and dusk, day and night, and finally, the everlasting stars.

Over it all, the green fires of heaven burned where they belonged.

Mouth open, Nerguiin stared as color returned to the skies. Miri pulled close to her, twining their fingers together. Ereshkigal stepped through the air from another black door and took in the sight.

“It’s beautiful, Ralah,” Nerguiin said.

“This is my greatest work yet!” Ralah laughed. “I am glad to share it with you.”

“Yes,” Ereshkigal said with an icy voice. “Please, be on your way before I change my mind.”

Nerguiin swallowed. “Well, I guess this is farewell, Ralah.”

“It was a pleasure,” Ralah said. His two buckets overflowed with pigment and spilled onto the ground like colorful rain. His moss beard bore streaks of paint. “I will call this painting ‘the sky that was not named’ in your honor.”

She smiled. “I’d like that. And I’ll ask my friend to compose a song about you—maybe you’ll hear it in the Underworld one day.”

“Then,” Ereshkigal said, “until we meet again, Nerguiin. And I guarantee, we will meet again.”

“I…hope that won’t happen too soon.”

Ereshkigal sighed. “So do I.”

In a burst of white light, Ereshkigal flung her out of the Underworld.

________




WHEN LIGHT RETURNED once more, Nerguiin let out a sigh of relief. It felt like she had bottled up that one sigh for months, carried it with her like a burden, and finally set it down to rest.

Aurochs, Nerguiin, Miri, and the Celestial Harp stood at the base of the ziggurat of Uruk, which rose to perhaps five times Aurochs’ height. The brown mud walls of Uruk—sometimes called “great”—rose in the distance, but their meager height almost made Nerguiin laugh. The stars dotted the dark sky above, but even without the moon and the sun, the air felt hot, as did the dirt path. The cubical two-story houses at the other of the thorny bushes appeared so dark Nerguiin could barely see their forms.

A shriek shrilled down the street, and Nerguiin turned to find a woman in priest’s whites pointing at Aurochs. The priestess flung aside her laundry basket and ran down the side of the temple grounds toward a group of guards who gaped at the gigantic bull. One’s spear slipped from his fingers and clattered onto the bricks.

Aurochs turned to face the guards and raised his hand to them. “Hello.”

The guards screamed in unison and disappeared around the corner of the ziggurat.

Miri brushed her hand at the harp. “Shall we play it now?”

“No,” Nerguiin said. “I know a better place. Come on, let’s see if Temmen is home. I want her to see Aurochs too.”

“Who?” Aurochs asked.

She led them around the corner of the ziggurat’s sloped sides. At the steady stomping of Aurochs’ feet, people peeked out from nearby doors and windows, although many pulled their children close and broke into a run.

Nerguiin and her companions approached the ziggurat’s main staircase where animated guards all spoke at the same time to the captain of the guard, who stood out from the rest by the bronze discs around his helmet. The captain’s mouth fell open as he took in Aurochs. He gulped and darted up the temple stairs.

A hole in the thorned bushes provided the only entrance to the temple compound, and there a group of people who had likely been on their way to visit the temple stared from the wide street between the two-story houses. Someone held his increasingly anxious goat by a leash as the animal tried to escape the sight of a twenty-foot-tall primordial fiend. A part of Nerguiin wanted to ask Aurochs to summon his fire to see what would happen, but considering the throng before them had to number at least two hundred, she wasn’t sure if a stampede was a great idea.

Instead, she turned and walked onto the first step of the ziggurat’s expansive main staircase, and Aurochs followed her, although he had to land his three-toed feet at awkward angles on the too small steps. Miri pursed her lips and clenched her fists, her gaze lowered at the base of the stairs.

“What’s wrong?” Nerguiin asked.

“I…” she said. “I abandoned this world twenty years ago. It feels wrong for me to walk these stairs now. I have no right to be here. It was never my city in the first place. What if I repeat what I did before? What if I—”

“Miri?” Nerguiin asked. “Step on the bloody stairs.”

She still hesitated, so Nerguiin took her by the arm and pulled her onto the first step. She stumbled, but the momentum carried her up, and she had no choice but to follow Nerguiin.

Atop the stairs, a double-ranked formation of thirty guardsmen stood with their helmets in place and spears pointed. Behind them, on the ziggurat’s flat roof, the White Temple rose before the night sky, its brilliant carved stone lit by torches along its walls. Nerguiin’s gaze glided up the walls until she found the staircase hugging the sides of the White Temple. It curved around the edge and headed to the roof.

“Halt, you monster!” the captain shouted in High Tongue, perhaps guessing Aurochs to be of divine origin. “Intrude upon this holy ground and we will be forced to slay you!”

“Lower your spears,” Nerguiin commanded in High Tongue and walked on until the spears almost touched her chest. “It is I.”

The captain’s eyes shifted to her, then back to Aurochs. Then they slowly returned to Nerguiin. They widened.

“The Seeress!” the captain gasped. “Get away from that monster!”

“This is Aurochs,” Nerguiin said. “You have nothing to fear from him. Stand down, captain.”

Aurochs, still cradling the Celestial Harp, knelt on the stairs so that his head was only slightly above theirs. “You must be a brave man to protect your home against a creature as large as I. Would you be as kind as to escort us to your temple?”

“It speaks…” one of the guardsmen at the front whispered.

Nerguiin sighed, then stood straight and spoke with the full gravitas of High Tongue. “In the name of Anu, I command you to step aside.”

The wind rose from the east, and the guards all turned their gaze to the sky. The captain gulped, and with a whispered a command, the men opened a spiked passage for them. Nerguiin decided to take it as an honor guard and marched through it with her chin held high.

The front gate of the White Temple cracked open, and Head Priest Temmen peeked out. Temmen recognized Nerguiin, and the gates opened in full to reveal a group of twenty more white-clad priests huddling inside. Temmen gasped and walked out, then broke to a run across the mudbrick until she came to her knees before Nerguiin, with her braided hair swaying.

“Seeress!” Temmen cried. “You are back! Where have you been? Do you not realize how worried you kept us?”

Nerguiin pursed her lips and looked down at the woman’s wrinkled face. How worried she had kept them? After all this time, Temmen only showed concern for her own feelings. Her fingers closed into fists, and an anger ignited inside her, and in that moment Nerguiin was happy she didn’t have a fire.

In her darkest moments in Kur, what had kept her going was the knowledge that her life had once been even worse, and this woman had been at the center of it all. She had scoured Nerguiin’s mouth with salt. She had beaten her. She had starved her of meals, sleep, friends, and love. She had stolen Nerguiin’s entire life from her.

For the first time in her life, she held power. If she so wanted, she could throw Temmen down from the walls of the ziggurat, and no one would stop her, not with Aurochs on her side. She could command the wind. She had the goddess Inanna on her side. She could do anything to Temmen.

And she wanted to hurt her so much.

Nerguiin walked past Temmen without a word.

“Miri, Aurochs,” Nerguiin said. “Come. It’s time to restore the rains.”

She walked through the front gate of the White Temple into the main ritual chamber where a fire burned by the altar at the far end, and a few bowls of offerings were already prepared beside the lyres, drums, and flutes. A long line of corpses wrapped in linen and flax waited at the sides of the room. At first Nerguiin thought the priests had used more flax than normal, but then she noticed the bodies were stacked on top of one another. So many waited for burial they didn’t all fit in the temple without piling them up. The air inside smelled of incense, strongly aromatic, but unable to hide the smell of death.

Regardless of her powerful allies, a tenseness took Nerguiin’s shoulders. She almost expected the doors to slam shut her behind her, to trap her inside once again.

She walked further in. The entrance was too small for Aurochs, so he offered the harp to the priests at the entrance. “Please,” he said. “Would you be so kind as to carry this for her?”

Temmen was the first to find her voice, and half-ran after them, then corralled several priests to lift up the Celestial Harp and carry it in Nerguiin’s and Miri’s wake. They took a side hallway to a staircase that went to the floor above the ritual chamber, and from there into Nerguiin’s—and before that, Inanna’s—old chambers where everything looked exactly as she had left it. Even the treat jar was filled with fresh honeyed pastries, and the Inanna mural on the wall above her bed had its lapis eyes polished to perfection.

Nerguiin paused to take a better look at the mural.

“You were right, you know,” Nerguiin said to Miri. “This is a lousy mural.”

“Told you,” Miri said. “If you squint, though, it does kind of look like my sister.”

They continued across her chambers, out the opposite exit, and onto the staircase hugging the walls of the White Temple. There they climbed its length up around the corner. Uruk expanded below them, its walls lit by frequent torches. The encampment of nomads outside the walls, which had once reached as wide as the city, now included only a few pitiful campfires peppering the dark landscape.

The stairs took them to the roof of the White Temple, where Nerguiin removed her boots and continued with bare feet. The stone felt warm to her skin. Miri tried to follow, but Temmen grabbed her by the hand and shook her head. The column carrying the Celestial Harp came to a stop at the edge of the roof.

“Only the gods and the Seeress are allowed on the roof,” Temmen explained.

Miri raised a hand to her lips. “Oh! My apologies.”

“Seeress, what do you wish of us?”

“Lower the harp,” Nerguiin said. “Inanna, bring it over, would you?”

A gasp went though the priests. Miri looked at the sky, then at the gathered priests kneeling on the stairs. Temmen reached a hand for Miri as if to grab her dress, but at a look from Nerguiin, brought her hand to a stop.

With considerable effort, Miri dragged the Celestial Harp across the roof. Nerguiin leaned a hand against it, sighed, and looked at the sky.

“Nerguiin?” Miri asked gently. “What’s wrong?”

“I was trapped here for twenty years. I was told to do exactly this. When I left, I promised to never return. Now I’m here, doing everything they wanted me to do. It makes me sick. Playing the harp feels like I’m letting them win.”

Miri nodded.

“Is that what it was like for you?” Nerguiin glanced at her. “When you summoned the drought. You didn’t want to go back on your word, even if the world died for it.”

“Perhaps,” Miri said. “And here I am now. As are you. Does it matter who wins?”

Nerguiin sighed, then reached for the strings. She wasn’t much of a harpist, but Zanyar had shown her a few simple pieces on his lyre. She doubted Anu cared what song she played.

“Anu,” she said. “East.”

The wind rose from the east. The priests huddling by the stairs turned their attention to the eastern sky. Their robes fluttered. The wind blew hot and brought with it sand which made the priests gasp and raise the hoods of their robes, then turn their backs to the gale.

Nerguiin plucked the strings in the cheery opening chord of the Harvest Dance, a simple farmer’s song played to celebrate a fully stocked larder, and the wind cooled.

She played another chord, and the entire harp resonated with power, and the air weighed heavier around them. The eastern sky darkened as it filled with fat purple clouds. Miri stepped beside her and began to coax an upbeat melody out of the harp on the higher strings while Nerguiin moved between the chords. The song wasn’t even composed for two players, but every note Miri plucked added to the chords as though it was meant to be played that way.

Together they played the cheery tune, and as Miri’s fingers struck one of the highest strings, which emitted a resonant chirrup, rain flooded from the sky as though Anu had upended a bucket over all of Uruk. In a single moment, Nerguiin’s robes were drenched. A scent of wet dust rose up to the top of the White Temple. The priests yelled, an acolyte slipped down the stairs, and the wind blew full of vigor and youth. The water in her dress made Nerguiin’s arms heavy, and she missed the next chord, but Miri waited for her to catch up before she continued the melody. Water flowed down the harp’s strings, but only amplified its tone.

The rain poured without any sign of slowing. It was as though it had waited unwilling on the threshold of the two worlds, and now came all at once in its full strength as a celestial waterfall that had found its way to Uruk. On the streets below, mud flowed between the homes. A man helped a child up onto a roof where a woman sobbed in either sorrow or relief and hugged a goat.

Nerguiin played the last lingering chord, and Miri added one more bright, flourishing note. The rain kept coming. Smells of wet soil and hopeful grass filled the air.

“Do you think this is enough?” Nerguiin shouted over the roaring rain. “Playing a second song would risk Ti’Amtum entering the world.”

“It is,” Miri said. “The rain only needed some encouragement. Now it knows the way home!”

People came out from their homes to look at the muddy river that now replaced Uruk’s streets. None of the priests on the stairs retreated inside, but stood watching the water they had feared might never return. The torches on the walls blinked out, one at a time, and the campfires outside the walls guttered and disappeared. The clouds—now deepened to black—flowed at the bidding of the howling winds.

Nerguiin rested her cheek against the harp. “I think I’m ready to sleep for a hundred years. Why did Anu have to force us to go through this? He could have returned the rains himself all this time, couldn’t he?”

“Probably,” Miri said.

Nerguiin let out a tired chuckle.

“Do you want to know why he didn’t?”

“Please.”

“Had Anu moved against Ereshkigal, she would have been forced to bend to his will. After all, my sister couldn’t hope to resist Anu, who is the mightiest of us. And if he had forced his will upon her, Ereshkigal would not have learned anything. But if it was a mortal who ground her pride to dust? That is a lesson that will stay with her for a very long time.”

Nerguiin yawned. “I still owe her one meeting when I die, and I sort of would like her to forget me by that time. But what of you?”

“Me?” Miri blinked at her.

“Yes. You, Inanna, the god who caused all this. You’re the reason this happened in the first place. What have you to say for yourself?”

Miri looked down. “I apologize.”

Nerguiin laughed while leaning against the harp. “Sure you do.”

“Great Inanna!” Temmen hurried up the stairs and stopped herself just before she stepped onto the roof. “You’ve done it! You’ve brought the rains back!”

Nerguiin’s laughter died and a vile taste rose up into her mouth. Miri turned to Temmen with her hands folded below her stomach. Her water-soaked sky-blue dress clung to her skin.

“Now that you are back,” Temmen said, wiping water from her eyes, “we would ask you to play the harp as often as needed. We will prepare your old chambers for you. We will sing praises to your name. We will arrange a year of festivals and invite all to come witness your divine grace.”

Miri shook her head. “No. The Celestial Harp must not stay here. I forbid that. And no, Head Priestess, you will not have my grace upon this holy ground. My journey continues elsewhere.” As Temmen opened her mouth, Miri held up a hand. “You will not convince me in this.”

Temmen hesitated but lowered her gaze. Nerguiin beckoned Miri to help her, and together they pulled the harp back to the stairs and commanded two priests to carry it back down through the ritual chamber to the main entrance. Aurochs, his soggy fur hanging heavy, peeked in from the open door, and Nerguiin gestured for the priests to return the harp to him. For a moment Nerguiin worried the water might damage the instrument, but surely a rain-making harp could shrug off some moisture. It would be fine as long as Zanyar didn’t find out.

“That’s it,” Nerguiin said. “Our business with the temple is concluded.”

She walked out the doors and headed for the ziggurat’s main staircase where the soldiers waited in the downpour. Several held helmets upside down to gather water.

“Seeress! Seeress!” Temmen ran after her, her feet slipping on the wet stone. “Please, come back to us. You mean so much to us. To me.”

Nerguiin paused and ground her teeth.

“We have kept your chambers ready. Already the acolytes are preparing a meal for you, and—”

Nerguiin turned, and her gaze silenced Temmen.

“I hate you,” Nerguiin said, her voice breaking. Water dripped from her chin.

“But I only wanted to—”

“Temmen, I am an udug. Do not test my wrath.” She stepped closer. “Yes, you brought an udug to your temple and made her one of your own. How does it feel?”

Temmen’s mouth opened and closed, rather like a landed fish.

“The next time you speak to me, I will kill you. I will eat your soul. I will coax a fire out of your body. I will destroy the temple of Uruk, salt the ground, and make lyres from your bones. I will summon the Four Winds and cover your homes in a flood. I will command lightning. All this I will do if you ever speak to me again!”

With each word, the priests backed away until Temmen alone stood on trembling feet atop the ziggurat. But soon she, too lowered her gaze and backed away. A tear pushed its way out of the corner of her eyes and slid down her cheek. Or was it just the rain?

Nerguiin turned her back to Temmen and walked down the stairs, away from the temple.

________
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CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO










SOKHATAI SAT BY a rickety round table and etched letters into wet clay with a stylus and listened to the rain hammer against the roof. The smell of damp soil still seemed odd, even though it had already rained for almost two days. Their hideout lay in the back room of a tavern in the less reputable corners of Uruk, which the flood had turned into the busiest district in the city due to destroying almost half the dry buildings in the other districts. They slept between sacks of grain and barrels of ale, occasionally disturbed by the tavern staff fetching something they needed in their trade. Opposite her, Zanyar whittled a piece of wood that ever so slowly began to resemble the triangle shape of his new lyre. He blew strips of wood off and squinted at the thing up close. Some sawdust hid in the braids of his beard.

“You could buy one,” Sokhatai said.

“I could,” Zanyar replied, resuming his whittling.

“I could steal one for you.”

“I’m sure you could.”

Sokhatai pressed her reed stylus into the clay once more to finish the last characters of the contract. The document detailed the sale of land already once sold, one of the many complicated pieces forming their latest con. If only Zanyar would cease being childish and get a new instrument, they could get started right away, but no, the instrument had to be perfect. Not any lump of wood would do.

She crossed to the northern wall where she had stacked flax sacks, then took out three of the daggers concealed around her person. She threw them in turn at the sacks, each flying true and sticking into the flax at their pointy ends.

A commotion came from the hallway. On instinct, Sokhatai bounced to the rear exit of their hideout. Zanyar noticed her alarm and followed, but not before grabbing his unfinished lyre.

“Are you sure these are the people you want?” Manma, the tavern keeper’s wife, asked almost outside the door.

Sokhatai escaped through the back door. As soon as Zanyar came after her, she pressed the door shut with as little noise as possible, then turned to sneak through the muddy garden to the stone walls surrounding the tavern compound. She grabbed one of the previously prepared ropes and vaulted over the wall, then reached down for Zanyar’s lyre and helped the man himself climb over to the soaked morning alley where brown water flowed through buildings destroyed by the flood.

She hung from the wet wall, listening. If this was the temple guard, someone she trusted had betrayed them. That list wasn’t long. Before they made their escape, she wanted to know who on her list deserved a night-time visit.

“Well, this is where they usually spend their time,” Manma said inside the storage. “They must be out. Do you want me to deliver a message?”

“Yeah, that’s fine,” Nerguiin said. “I’ll come back tomorrow.”

Sokhatai’s hand slipped and she plummeted into the water, still staring at the stone wall.

No way.

She leaped up the wall like a squirrel, jumped back to the tavern side, and kicked the door open.

Nerguiin, once more an adult, stood in the middle of the room with hands on her hips, facing the flax sacks with Sokhatai’s daggers still poking from them. Nerguiin turned, then flashed Sokhatai a cocky grin.

“Nerguiin!” Sokhatai both laughed and cried. She rushed over to embrace her. “You’re alive!”

“Yes,” Nerguiin said. She met her hug with equal energy. “At least I think so. Things got a bit weird at some point.”

Sokhatai withdrew and examined Nerguiin’s face up close, not sure what to do to her first.

“You’re turned back to your normal self,” Sokhatai said.

“Yep,” Nerguiin said. “You won’t believe where I had to go to manage that.” She looked Sokhatai up and down. “You’ve lost weight.”

Zanyar entered the hideout through a back door, gasped, and let out a stunned cry. He rammed against Nerguiin and smacked her on the back while dancing on his feet.

“You’re alive,” he laughed and cried.

Nerguiin sniffed. “So I’ve been told.”

“Where have you been all this time? Did Ereshkigal allow you to stay in the Golden City? Was it you who returned the rain? Do you have the harp?”

“Yeah, about that,” Nerguiin said. “Things didn’t go great for a while, but in the end it all worked, somehow. Boy do I have a story to tell. But what about you? Where did Ereshkigal send you?”

“To the outskirts of Uruk,” Sokhatai said. “We tried to think of a way to return for you, but all we could have done was head all the way to Zagros again, and we didn’t think Ereshkigal would allow us back.”

“Smart thinking. I think we should lay low for a while before we rob her again.” She nodded at Manma waiting by the door. “That will be all. Thanks for the help.”

Manma headed off into the hallway but whispered to someone else before withdrawing.

Nerguiin faced them with a smug smile. “And now the big surprise.”

Footsteps tapped in the hallway outside, and a fourth person entered, her face concealed by a hood. Sokhatai flexed her wrist, ready to pull out a hidden dagger. Then her fingers opened, and the dagger clattered to the ground.

Miri lifted the hood and leaned against the door frame, all smiles. “Hi.”

Pain twisted Zanyar’s face. He let out an incomprehensible mumble, and with his eyes pressed shut, walked to her. Miri pulled him close, letting him rest his head against her chest as he cried.

“I thought we lost you,” Zanyar said. “Is it really you?”

“It’s me,” Miri said. “I’m all good now, thanks to you.”

Stunned, Sokhatai reached to touch Miri just to see if she was real.

“And now the big surprise,” Nerguiin said.

“This wasn’t the big surprise?” Sokhatai asked.

“Let me introduce you to Aurochs.”

________




NETI THE GATEKEEPER leaned his back against the first gate of the Underworld. Even here, rain now drizzled from the sky and made rivers of mud flow down the slopes of Zagros Mountains. The arid bushes still lacked much green, but in a week or two they would be back to their usual selves. Against the sky, Utu glowed bright and warm behind a gray rain cloud, which Anu’s wind blew to the west.

A hooded figure appeared from the hills between the soggy trees and bushes, and Neti straightened his pose and cleared his throat. Whoever this was, they must have ascended, and therefore deserved full praise for it. In these days only a few walked down the foothills of Zagros as most turned to spirits and flew through the gates. But this stranger had walked all the way to the Golden City.

The figure approached, the white cloak wet and her face veiled. Curls of black hair hung over her chest.

“You have reached the first gate of the Underworld,” Neti intoned, and with a mental command, the first gate rumbled open. “Enter and begin your pilgrimage.”

The figure raised her head, then lowered her hood.

Neti gasped. “Mistress?!”

“Thank you,” Ereshkigal said with a smile, looking through the gate to Ascended Ring. “I have lots of walking to do. This is going to be a long pilgrimage.”

________




The Wanderer said a pilgrimage is never a straight line. There is no golden road, no absolute guide to wisdom. There are only a hundred stumbling steps that almost by accident teach us lessons we needed to learn. My own journey is best described as a drunken brawl.

Of all the lessons I learned in the Golden City, the one I found most important was that of knowing the limits of one’s own wisdom. So when it comes to my own journal and the tale of the rain, I will first name those who helped me learn that.

Of course we have Sokhatai the Brave, who might have saved the world all on her own, had the wind been on her side.

Zanyar the Bard, who loved a woman enough to enter the Underworld still wearing his flesh and cross the Primeval Sea against Ti’Amtum’s wrath, and who sang the goddess of death to tears.

There’s Ralah the Painter who carried a lake over a scorching desert.

There’s Aurochs of Primordial Chaos who bested Pazuza, the king of udugs, and spared his life.

Reshikhalen, the ancient wish spirit, who needs no introduction.

The gods, of course, played a role too, but we need not narrate their legends at this time.

Am I forgetting someone? They say there was a final person, but time has erased their name from history. Or perhaps that person never had a name to begin with?

But there is one whose name we must not forget. After all, the story is hers. 

This is the Descent of Inanna to the Underworld.








BLOOPERS







Nerguiin hid in the crawlspace beneath Sul’s lighthouse and peeked at the cocoon. There was a crack on its white side. Hair on her skin stood up as cold panic flushed through her.

“Oh no,” she whispered. “Are you hurt? Please don’t die! I need you alive!”

The crack on its side gave view to the wet insides where something pulsed and shivered. One of the rats must have managed to bite it when they ambushed her in her sleep earlier. The cut was wide, almost half the cocoon’s length.

Aurochs was going to kill her after all.

What do I do? she thought, looking around for something to help her. Could someone in Kur heal a wounded caterpillar cocoon? Maybe if she took the cocoon to Miri or Silt, they could—

The cocoon spread open in full and the creature inside emerged and opened its wings.

It was a bright blue butterfly with a body as thick her thumb and antennae that glowed red from streaks at their sides. The six legs shook for a moment before extending out and supporting the insect’s weight, then the wings opened and closed a few times, as though flexing.

“You’re a butterfly!” Nerguiin said, then slapped a mitten over her mouth. “And a pretty one too.”

On the blue wings, a pair of human-like eyes blinked at her. Nerguiin blinked back at them. The antennae tapped against her mittens, and the butterfly turned around to look at her with the eyes around its main body, both like gray spheres.

“What do we do now?” Nerguiin asked. “It’s too cold for you to leave this crawlspace, but if you stay—”

The butterfly flapped its wings, took flight, and flew up between the cracks of the floor boards above her into the fire chamber. She peeked up through the boards just in time to hear a hiss as the butterfly flew into the white, corrupted flame of Utu and burned to crisp.





“We giants rarely leave the Mountains of Dawn,” Ralah explained as they walked from the Stairs of Zagros to the Golden City. “We have received complaints.”

“Oh?” Nerguiin asked while the wind battered at her. “From whom?”

“Cartographers, mostly. Every time one of us has to go, they have to redraw the maps.”





“Court is in now session,” Ninurta said and hammered the armrest of Ereshkigal’s mineral-adorned throne. “Accused: Nerguiin, Sokhatai, and Zanyar. The charge is the murder of the nishakai Mercy. Prosecutor, the floor is yours.”

Ereshkigal bowed and addressed the judge occupying her throne. “Thank you, your honor. The prosecution presses the charge of murder on all three defendants and—”

“Objection!” Nerguiin shouted. “This was self-defense. Murder charge cannot be applied to that. We submit for udugslaughter at worst.”

Ereshkigal spun to her, pointing. “The accused have already been sentenced for breaking & entering into the Golden City, and by the time of this murder, were already known to have murdered an edimmu in cold blood. In Divine Ring, the city mobilized its most decorated and respected law enforcement officer to deal with known murderers. Self-defense does not apply in this case.”

“Objection overruled,” Ninurta said.

“Shit,” Nerguiin cussed. “I mean, darn, your honor.”

“Prosecution may continue.”

Ereshkigal bowed at Ninurta. “The nishakai Mercy was mutilated and humiliated, with planned intent, by the accused. The three accused murdered him after a grueling, one-sided, and unfair, three-on-one brawl.”

“Objection!” Nerguiin shouted. “The Wall of Faces killed him. Not us.”

Ninurta ran a hand through his braided beard. “Prosecution, give a description of the Wall of Faces With a Thousand Eyes.”

“Certainly,” Ereshkigal said. “The Wall of Faces is a magical construct made from stone animated by curses. Its spell involves listening to all words spoken within the confines of Divine Ring, and tears the souls out of those who speak the smallest untruths.”

“Is this Wall of Faces sentient?”

“No. It is simply a machine. It cannot kill anyone, any more than a spear can—only the hand wielding it can.”

Ninurta nodded. “Objection overrul—”

“Objection! Mercy spoke the lie. He killed himself.”

Ninurta banged his hammer on the armrest. “Defendant will refrain from interrupting this court again. Go ahead, prosecution.”

“But he did not kill himself,” Ereshkigal said. “For he was not aware of the Wall’s influence. He was summoned to battle on unknown ground, surrounded by fire—which is marked on appendix C in his psychological profile as his primary phobia—and could not have time to survey his environs before entering into a hectic fight for his survival against the accused. He could not know speaking a lie would result in his death.”

Ninurta glanced to Nerguiin. “Are you going to object again?”

Nerguiin pursed her lips. “Uh, objection. This still doesn’t mean we killed him. He died in a tragic accident.”

Ereshkigal paced back and forth, hands clasped behind her back. “Yet, in the heat of the battle, you spoke a line that seems to make no sense out of context, the one line that manipulated the victim into speaking a lie.”

Ninurta nodded. “In this case, manipulation would be considered as the murder weapon.”

“Shit,” Nerguiin said. “But the others barely did anything in that fight. You can’t charge them with murder.”

Ninurta banged his hammer. “It is the findings of the Court of the Golden City that the accused Nerguiin is charged with first degree murder of the nishakai Mercy. Sokhatai and Zanyar are charged with being an accomplice to murder. The sentence is one hundred years and one hundred days in the Kur correctional facility. The sentence is to commute immediately.”

Ereshkigal removed Nerguiin’s boots and mittens and let her drop through the floor.






APPENDIX








WATERFALL DANCE







Waterfall Dance was composed by Jussi Päivinen. A produced audio by Oskari Virtanen can be found at https://jessekaukonen.net where you can also find high resolution maps & artwork.
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